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INTRODUCTION

Crises of the imagination

To the men and women

who own men and women

those of us meant to be lovers

we will not pardon you

for wasting our bodies and time

LEONARD COHEN,
The Energy of Slaves

You, dear reader, are on the front lines of a war. It is a war between money and the earth, between capital and people, between the blunt stupidity of greed and the resilient creativity of humanity. Perhaps they have destroyed or will destroy the ecosystem in which you live in the name of profit. Perhaps your body or your soul is wrecked or in the process of breaking down because you must work a meaningless, oppressive job to make enough money to survive – or perhaps you like your job but feel the ever-present shadow of the axe in this age of budget cuts and rationalization. Perhaps you are devalued by the colour of your skin, the country of your origin, or your perceived gender or sexuality and feel that devaluation in the form of prejudice, exploitation, intimidation or xenophobia. Usually you will feel it economically too. Perhaps you hold some position of power and authority and have been made to do something against your values for the sake of keeping your job, a wound that you carry with you, or that, worse, you try and deny. Perhaps you have seen your friends and family dwell in poverty, fail to achieve their potential, fall prey to the system. Perhaps you are among or will be among those statistics that indicate that the largest single cause of the breakdown of marriages and relationships is financial hardship. Perhaps you can no longer recognize yourself after years of seeking success or enduring failure. Perhaps you feel guilty for the ways your economic privilege is fed by the exploitation of others, the way your (relatively) cheap iPod or clothing depends on the incarceration of young people in factories on the other side of the earth. Perhaps your children have moved away for work, or your parents suffer for lack of care you or they cannot afford to provide. Perhaps you have had to make compromises between your morals and your happiness, comfort and survival that you can barely live with. Perhaps you are simply poor, indebted, hopeless and adrift, sensing that you will be undervalued and exploited for the rest of your life. In any case, unless you are extremely fortunate, or extremely avaricious, what and whom you love and value has been or will be undermined by capitalism at some point and in some way.

Capitalism is in crisis. The crisis is inherent and inexhaustible. It is a crisis not merely of a lack of regulation or of the greed of individuals, but of a fundamentally amoral system. It is a global crisis of value.

According to free-market ideologues, capitalism is the ultimate system for assigning value to the world’s wealth.1 By bringing people’s wants, needs and desires together into an open market, capitalism (to the extent it is unrestrained and unregulated by governments) will accurately and efficiently price things as diverse as the cost of an hour of a shoemaker’s time, a loaf of bread, the value of a river, or the price of a song on iTunes. These utopian dreamers, whose thinking has become associated with the term ‘neoliberalism’, believe that by mobilizing people’s competition and inherently acquisitive human nature, capitalism is, ultimately, value-neutral – markets are simply egalitarian arenas of exchange. The truth, of course, is quite different. The value of the market itself has become the overarching and unquestionable arbiter of almost every aspect of human existence today. All social, moral, ethical, and personal values are subordinate to the value of money. The result is a system where, in almost every case, the perceived needs of the market trump any other considerations.

Consider, for instance, the dramatic failure of one of the largest assemblies of world leaders in human history to take meaningful action in the face of global warming and the catastrophic climate change it will unleash. In spite of an unprecedented near-consensus of global scientists, and in spite of the evidence that the continuation of present levels of carbon emissions would lead to the destruction of the lives and livelihoods of millions (perhaps billions) of (mostly poor, brown) people, it was ultimately decided that the perceived needs of capitalist markets were more important, and that no action that in any way impeded or jeopardized ‘economic growth’ would be taken. Such a perversion of any reasonable notion of what is valuable is, sadly, neither new nor shocking. It occurs everywhere, all the time. Individuals and communities around the world are left to languish in poverty, ill health and strife because markets demand lower taxes, access to resources and cheap labour. Whole nations and populations are ruined by speculative investment because markets desire the unfettered ability to gamble on nation currencies, food prices and government bonds. In the age of austerity, hospitals, pensions, mental health services, schools and universities and even civil infrastructure must be abandoned in the name of plugging the bleeding holes in the crisis-ridden market. And everywhere the value of the earth and the value of individuals and their labour is measured exclusively in its capacity to render profit for increasingly uncontrollable and unanswerable corporations and the god-like market they serve.

The process is insidious. We are told that the value of the atmosphere itself is best imagined though ‘carbon credits’, that the value of individuals is best imagined through the price of their time in the form of wages, or that the value of schools, universities and other public institutions is to be measured in the fiscal ‘return on investment’ they afford their ‘customers’. Everywhere, money becomes the measure of the imagination, the means by which we comprehend and act upon the world that we share. And, ultimately, the crises we now face (the ecological crisis; the economic crisis of global markets; the political crisis of austerity; the social crisis of alienation; the cultural crisis of dislocation; the food crisis; the water crisis; the crisis of education; the crisis of incarceration) are all crises of value, where the pathological value of the market is diametrically opposed to the plural values of humanity.

The crises of our age, like the crises of ages past, are the crises of capitalism. While they may manifest, on the surface, as crises of the state, crises of leadership, crises in the financial or energy or agricultural sector, the cascading ecological crises, all these orbit the central organizing paradigm which consumes our lives and our planet. In this book, capitalism represents a cancerous disorder in the ‘fabric’ of social reproduction, one that works by perverting our sense of what and who is valuable and conscripting us to reproduce a system that works in the short-term interests of the few and against the interests of the vast majority of humanity. The failure to acknowledge that the many global crises we now face are, inherently, crises of capitalism represents a massive failure of the imagination. And without the radicalization of the imagination, we have no hope of overcoming these crises.

The crisis of the imagination develops on several interconnected levels.

First, it represents a crisis of parochialism. While the 2008 financial crisis came as a shock to many in the global North (and especially what I will be calling the anglophone North Atlantic, the subject of this book), it came as no surprise to many in the so-called Third World who have been experiencing the dangerous volatilities of financial markets, predatory lending and extortionary debt for generations. Indeed, ‘austerity’, from one perspective, is merely the application of economic discipline to the First World what once was only reserved for former colonies: the maddeningly bull-headed imposition of a neoliberal economic agenda in spite of its inherent flaws and history of abject failures. Meanwhile, the much bemoaned decline and fall of the anglophone North Atlantic’s middle class is less than surprising to those who, by token of class, race and gender, have never had access to that lofty status, and who, for generations, have likewise been all too familiar with the crushing weight of debt, the fear of slipping into abject poverty and ‘precarious’ employment (part-time, temporary, casual, deskilled). In other words, the present austerity crises only come as a surprise to the imaginations of those who have, until recently, been the primary beneficiaries of a global system of exploitation. Likewise, concern over the global ecological crisis borne of climate change, rising levels of toxicity, drought and increasingly volatile weather patterns represents a relatively late realization of factors that have been impacting the poor, peasants and indigenous people around the world for years, and whose remedies ‘First World’ nations (by and large) have been either systematically avoiding or pathologically undermining for decades. The idea that capitalism has ever not been in crisis is a privilege afforded to the privileged. As the capitalist crises deepen and widen, swallowing many who once imagined themselves deservingly immune (notably, the anglophone North Atlantic white middle class), the imagination struggles to find purchase.

The crises we now face are also crises of the imagination at the heart of the ruling paradigm. The pompous and enthusiastic announcements of the ‘end of history’ and the eternal and unquestionable value of free markets and global trade which characterized the two decades since the fall of the Berlin Wall have given way to hopeless resignation. While practically no one still believes that unfettered free markets will lead to prosperity, sustainability, peace and human fulfilment, the vast majority of politicians and policymakers remain enthralled to the now undead ideology of necroneoliberalism. In the face of the massive crises (economic, ecological, social) that now threaten all those values neoliberal policies were supposed to deliver (prosperity, peace, innovation), the mainstream political spectrum is dominated by more unanimity than ever. This failure of imagination is not the fault of banal or brainwashed individuals. Margaret Thatcher’s famous dictum that ‘there is no alternative’ to unregulated capitalism has ceased to be a smug, self-satisfied pronouncement from on high and has instead become a shrill and desperate mantra of a crisis-ridden and potentially suicidal system, rehearsed with slavish devotion by nearly every government in the world, whether avowedly right or ostensibly left.

Finally, the crisis of imagination is a much deeper, broader crisis. Economic systems, for all their material wealth and very real relations of labour, exploitation, violence, hunger and tangible inequality, are also dependent on the imagination. As I will argue more fully in the coming pages, capitalism relies not only on the brutal repression of workers in factories and fields; it also relies on conscripting our imaginations. On a basic level, it relies on each of us imagining ourselves as essentially isolated, lonely, competitive economic agents. It relies on us imagining that the system is the natural expression of human nature, or that it is too powerful to be changed, or that no other system could ever be desirable. On a broad level, it works by transforming what we imagine is valuable in ways that see us orient our actions towards activities that will reproduce the status quo. For instance, the fundamental devaluation of the planet is driven, in part, by a consumer imagination that recklessly and relentlessly devours the earth’s resources and encourages individuals to measure their sense of value and worth by what they own or how much they make. While the system is ultimately held in place by the threat and exercise of very real violence and the concentration of very material wealth and power in the hands of the ruling class, its imaginary and imaginative dimensions cannot be ignored. For instance, sexism, racism, homophobia and nationalism are, to all intents and purposes, forms of power essential to the reproduction of capitalist social and economic relations based, ultimately, on largely imagined attributions of value to individuals who, in turn, typically use their power to reproduce the system that so empowers them.2 Ranks, hierarchies and other forms of coercive authority are, in spite of the fact that they are often backed by real wealth, privilege and violence, ultimately imaginary distinctions between people. In all these cases, inequality, oppression and exploitation based on imaginary distinctions are central to the reproduction of capitalism, but are also reproduced by and within that system.

So the crisis of imagination is also a crisis we all experience every day, a crisis in how and who and what we value, a crisis in the patterns by which we imagine the world around us and, hence, act in the world, a crisis in the way we, as social, cooperative beings, reproduce our world and are reproduced by it. Essentially, a crisis occurs when the reproduction of capitalism comes into conflict with the reproduction of life and happiness.

Method

This book is an intervention in that crisis. It is best conceived as a set of exercises of the imagination: different, radical ways of reimagining social relations and the crises we now face. It is a book about ideology, conformity, creativity and the institutions and social formations that sustain them.

For this reason, it is neither a book of facts nor a manifesto. It is neither a scholarly monograph nor a journalistic work. Rather, I have sought to create a relatively jargon-free set of essays from a variety of theoretical, conceptual and imaginative ideas about politics, society, history, ideology, identity, ecology, economics and geography. While all the chapters of this book tie in to one another, each was initially written as an independent essay, and so need not be read in a linear fashion.

The method I have employed throughout this book is a combination of political economy, social theory, cultural analysis and critical theory. These sometimes contradictory approaches need to be brought together because we are dealing with the life of austerity capitalism as a force that binds together and mobilizes the economic, the social, the political and the cultural realms. It is a book about how ideas become realities, and how realities are translated into ideas, and as a result it necessarily must move between the economic ‘facts on the ground’, the political (mis)understandings of these facts, the way these economic realities play out on the level of people’s individual and social lives, and the way we make cultural ‘sense’ of these forces through stories, narratives, metaphor, terms, visual representations and ideas.

Since the 1970s and the dawn of the neoliberal period, capitalism has entered a new amplification of consumer individualism, commodification, ideology and adaptability. One key facet of this shift is that capitalism now voraciously feeds on and learns from resistance and critique. We have, over the past forty years, seen the progressive ‘enclosure’ of words, practices and ideas that we once shared and that we once used to point to possibilities and potentials beyond the status quo. Concepts like education, the imagination, the commons, creativity, memory and the public have been largely brought into the conventional capitalist imagination. I mean this not only in the sense that they now are trotted out by advertisers, public relations experts, politicians, pundits and defenders of the status quo to whitewash or distract from their insidious actions and policies. Rather, these words have become key props in the capitalist melodrama. The idea of the ‘public’, for instance, has been largely hollowed out of any reference to common ownership and a sense of shared civic fate and, instead, is most commonly employed to increase police, military, surveillance and other ‘security’ budgets in the name of ‘public safety’ (see Chapter 2). Similarly, the idea of creativity, once the standard raised by those dissatisfied with a society based largely on the pursuit of profit, has been integrated into the capitalist imagination through talk of the ‘creative economy’, ‘creative capitalism’, ‘creative cities’ and the ‘creative class’ (see Chapter 7).

This book, then, employs a negative dialectical method. It seeks to unpack and understand how these terms have been seized and conscripted to the capitalist imagination, how they have become part of a crisis-ridden system that so clearly works against human interests. Yet it also seeks to avoid romanticization and cynicism. I do not propose alternative ‘true’ meanings to these ideas. Concepts like ‘value’, ‘imagination’, ‘commons’, ‘the public’ and ‘creativity’ have no purpose or reality outside how we use them to reimagine our own circumstances and conditions. This is not a book that seeks to ‘set the record straight’ on what these terms ‘really’ mean. Rather, I seek to tease out, in each case, how these ideas contain within them opportunities to reimagine our economic, political, social and cultural circumstances.

Struggles

This book is informed and inspired by the struggles occurring around the world today, and also by the struggles I have had the privilege of being involved with or closely observing. The idea of a crisis of values, which animates the whole book and is the subject of the first chapter, is an attempt to answer three challenges that have emerged from my experience.

First, I am striving to grapple with the utter perversion of value at work in the global capitalist economy, where some enjoy such huge fortunes that they literally can’t imagine the magnitude of their wealth while so many others starve and suffer for lack of what is, ultimately, an imaginary construct: money. It is an attempt to understand how it can be that the environment, or water, or air which sustains us all in common can be utterly devalued, poisoned and destroyed, or, worse still, privatized and made to generate value for corporations and the market. It is an attempt to develop a bottom-up theory of why some people and things are overvalued and some people and things are imagined and treated as worthless.

Second, I’m trying to understand how the rhetoric of ‘values’ became so very salient and useful for the ‘right’ in the neoliberal period, where fear over the decay of ‘family values’ and ‘moral values’ and national values become a standard behind which the working classes are rallied to support policies that work against their interests. The political capital generated by this right-wing ‘values’ backlash over the past fifty years was spent on cutting social programmes, environmental protections, regulations and taxes on corporations and on increasing military and policing budgets, surveillance of public space and the decline of the public sphere. Yet, for all of that, in an age of postmodern scepticism, multiculturalism and flux, the left, broadly speaking, has resisted embracing a politics centred on the question of value and values.

Third, this book is a very modest contribution to attempts to recuperate Marx’s ‘labour theory of value’ as an imaginative lens to reinterpret some of the major struggles of our day. Marx’s theory has largely fallen into disrepute, chiefly thanks to its thorny scientistic deployments by academic Marxists and its use in Soviet and other Communist statecraft, which failed to create the liberation they promised. But by rereading Marx (with the help of some inspiring contemporary authors), I think we can find a way of talking about values that opens up, rather than closes down, the possibilities for the radical imagination, and for understanding and maybe moving beyond the crisis in which we find ourselves. Likewise, Marxists have, in general, been highly distrustful of ideas like creativity and imagination, rightly pointing out that they are themselves part and parcel of the capitalist system, emerging (as we will see in Chapters 6 and 7) from a very particular set of historical circumstances and for very particular reasons. And, in contrast, many who value the ideas of creativity and the imagination might be surprised and wary that I would approach these from a Marxist perspective, fearing that this will simply be another attempt to reduce ‘culture’, broadly speaking, to the ephemeral ‘superstructure’ of some weightier economic ‘base’. But in this book I hope to argue that creativity and the imagination are, in fact, intimate parts of capitalism’s functioning, and that we should bring them into the heart of our analysis of economic power. Likewise, I will argue that culture is far from immune from the influence of economics, but that this relationship is not merely oppressive, that ‘culture’, broadly speaking, is a key field on which to confront capitalism. Indeed, I am seeking here to sketch what might be called a materialist theory of the imagination.

This intertwined approach was one I had the luxury of developing when writing my doctoral dissertation in cultural studies, a field largely associated with inquiry into popular culture and its ideological and social origins. I was initially drawn to the field through an interest in the political quietism and conformity I encountered as a student activist. I wanted to get to the root of why I was met with ignorance, apathy and indifference in my attempts to draw my fellow students’ attention to the ongoing colonial crimes of my home nation of Canada, the perversity of the American-led War on Terror, the (then) looming ecological crisis and their own skyrocketing tuition fees (and the accompanying corporatization and degradation of education). I turned to the study of popular culture so as to understand how people come to imagine the world in such limited ways and to be able to take an interdisciplinary approach to these problems, which cannot be contained within sociological, economic, psychological or political realms.

My entrance into graduate school in the impoverished, post-industrial city of Hamilton, Ontario was driven by a desire to better understand the forces of what we were, at the time, calling globalization. Having come of age in the first decade of the twenty-first century, at the height of the so-called ‘anti-globalization movement’ and, later, organizing with anti-war and anti-imperialist efforts, I wanted to understand the relationship between world-views and political economy. I was unsatisfied with the economically reductionist explanations that simply saw ideology and the imagination as the ephemeral dross of ‘real’, ‘hard’ economic facts and also with the uncritical celebration of creativity, agency, imagination and individuality that seemed to forget the massive, crisis-ridden omnicidal system of which we are all a part. In other words, I wanted to understand how the reigning paradigm of value both influenced and depended on our imaginations.

This led me to start to study the financial sector, where seemingly imaginary constructs (corporate shares, speculative ‘derivative’ contracts, credit-default swaps, etc.) somehow achieved breathtaking values that were entirely out of proportion to any sense of real-world worth. In spite of its fictitious, imaginary quality, financial assets have tremendous and terrifying influence over the real world of wealth and poverty, the subject of Chapter 3 of this book. Approaching the financial sector from the perspective of cultural theory forced me to merge political economy with ideological critique and try to understand how capitalism transforms ideas into reality. I returned to Marx’s theory of value, which asks us to consider that the ultimate problem is not the abstraction of wealth in the financial sector, but the expropriation of our collaborative, cooperative and creative potential by capitalism more elementally, a process that the financial sector has always facilitated. I had the mixed blessing of starting my thesis on this topic in 2006, when the global financial crisis was brewing.

While trying to keep up with the exponential increase in writing emerging about the financial sector and its crisis, I also continued to be active in university politics, now as an employee and an aspirant to an academic job. I was elected to my union of precarious academic workers (the Canadian Union of Public Employees, local 3906) in a variety of capacities, including president. While there I learned a great deal about trade unions and their integration into the structures of capitalist power, the way bureaucracy and lack of radical imagination became the reality even for organizations that espoused allegedly radical politics. We sought to import the lessons of grassroots community activism into our union structure, redrafting the local’s bylaws to empower members to take action in their workplaces and in their communities. We met with limited success, and my experience of trying to organize highly individualistic, professionalized and competitive academic workers informed my understanding of the university not only as a critical site of struggle (given the proportion of youth who now pass through its gates, and later emerge with debt and a credential) but also a laboratory for new ways to harness the energies and imaginations of workers – the subject of Chapter 4. Later, I was to join the Edu-Factory Collective, a transnantional network seeking to understand and fight against the transformation of the university into a central institution of an age of precarious labour: work that is part-time, casual, insecure, poorly paid, often contract-based, predicated on competition between workers and, generally, dramatically hierarchical in spite of claims that the brave new world of work (where employees are no longer bound for life to a firm or institution) will provide personal flexibility, individual initiative and a beneficial meritocracy. For Edu-Factory, the university has become a laboratory and a factory for developing new ways to transform workers’ sense of self and dispositions to better integrate themselves into this new paradigm (see Chapter 4).

My experience with the union also allowed me to work with a variety of other groups and initiatives struggling within and against capitalism. These included idled steelworkers fighting to protect pensions and maintain the worker control, wages and benefits they’d won through generations of struggle. They included live-in Filipino caregivers, brought to Canada under a special programme as temporary foreign workers indentured to dubious ‘placement agencies’, denied the right to unionize and often abused by the families that exploited them. They included colleagues, comrades and friends who were, in both public and private ways, fighting racism, sexism, homophobia, transphobia, various forms of ablism and poverty. And they included the Haudenosaunee (Six Nations) indigenous community of the Grand River, who, after 300 years of having their land stolen (their original lands had been whittled down to less than 1 per cent of the original), reclaimed a skeletal housing development in a nearby suburb and withstood attacks from both the police and politicians and from racist vigilantes.3

My modest involvement and engagement with these struggles impressed two almost contradictory things on me. The first was that what connected them all was the context of capitalist exploitation, which transforms the natural world and our human energies into commodities to be bought and sold, though it does not do so for all of us equally or with the same consequences. The second was that, for all its appearance as a cold, indifferent, value-neutral system, capitalism is fundamentally built on racism, sexism, heteronormativity, ablism, nationalism, imperialism, colonialism and the daily violence of poverty. It both is structured around the devaluation of certain people’s lives (and the exaltation of others) and inculcates in all of us a prejudicial and oppressive imagination.

Compounding these experiences was my family’s multigenerational commitment to Palestinian human rights, a commitment made all the more complicated because we are Jews. Before I was born, my parents, radical organizers (and now professors) in their own right, had broken with their families over this issue and I grew up in a secular household in something of a double diaspora, actively shunned by the mainstream Jewish community in the small cities where we lived. Yet this experience taught me a great deal. For one, it forced me to contend with the ways those who were once oppressed victims, like Jews, can and do become privileged oppressors, and the way the radical and progressive traditions in any culture or world-view can so easily be drowned in (or, worse, conscripted to) patriotic, racist nationalism. The mainstream Zionist movements in North America, fuelled by righteous indignation and with the accusation of anti-Semitism never far from hand, have proven themselves adept at contorting the memory of the Holocaust into a carte blanche for the State of Israel, legitimizing some of the world’s most egregious violations of human rights and, at the same time, viciously silencing dissent. In 2009 I joined my parents and my brother on a study tour of Israel and Palestine, meeting with peace activists on both sides of the wall, visiting refugee camps and seeing the subtle and not-so-subtle everyday viciousness of the Occupation first hand. Here, I gained a new and deeper appreciation for the way that colonialism works on the minds and bodies of the colonized, but also, as Aimé Césaire so wisely illustrated, on the minds and souls of the colonizer. And yet, too, I witnessed the beauty of the small everyday acts of resistance by which Palestinian families and many Israeli peace activists reproduced lives worth living, even in the midst of it all. In this and in so many other ways, I also learned of my parents’ steadfast and long-term commitment to struggle, a commitment that is not merely ideological, but deeply humanist. It is a commitment that makes them willing to be outcast and outspoken and to sustain themselves for decades. This example has shaped me as a scholar and an activist, and has also shaped my interest, in these pages, in the importance of intergenerational communication and long-term sustainability within social movements.

I graduated at a time when the prospects for work in academe were highly deteriorated, but I was extremely fortunate (and privileged, in the sense that I came from a relatively privileged background) to land three years of funding to pursue research. I and my research collaborator Alex Khasnabish took the opportunity to develop a research project to study the radical imagination among social movements in the small Canadian city of Halifax, a seemingly unremarkable and uninspiring place where radicalism was largely in remission. But, for that reason it was an important place to ground our analysis of the realities of the political climate in the anglophone North Atlantic. Some of our thinking on this project and the conceptual legacies of the idea of the imagination animates parts of Chapter 7. This research forced me to focus my attention on what it is that causes people to radicalize and imagine that the world might be and could be different and, equally importantly, what allows them to sustain that radicalism and imaginative courage even amidst failures, stagnation and dark times. Listening to the stories of various activists, from a variety of backgrounds and perspectives, was a fascinating tour of the ways individual biographies and experiences become the grounds for collective action, and the way participation in collective action fundamentally transforms individuals. It also drew my attention to the successes and (more often than not) failures of social movements to awaken and enliven the imagination beyond the ‘usual suspects’.4

Primarily, it taught me that the radical imagination is not something possessed by individuals like some sort of radical capital that can be accumulated, though many activists like to see it this way, creating official or unofficial hierarchies of radicalism, knowledge, political acumen or ‘street cred’. Rather, the radical imagination emerges from the experience of ‘acting otherwise’, from the friction between one’s values and the reigning paradigm of value, and from the process of building alternatives, whether those alternatives are as big as a housing co-operative or as small as an unlikely friendship, as dramatic as a revolutionary party or as subtle as the daily refusal to submit to the dictates of the boss or the teacher. The radical imagination is a collective process of developing alternative modes of reproducing our selves as social beings, and it in turn nourishes those efforts.

We concluded the main phase of our research in the spring of 2011, when the activists and organizers we spoke with were, in the main, depressed and exhausted. They saw the global political landscape as one of defeat and stagnation, even in spite of the anti-austerity movements mobilizing in Spain, Greece and elsewhere. This was the coldest moment, before the dawn. Weeks later, the Arab Revolutions exploded onto the scene, followed by the Occupy Movement (with its manifestation in our research zone as ‘Occupy Nova Scotia’), followed, in Canada, by the Idle No More movement of Indigenous resurgence and the ‘Maple Spring’ student movement in Quebec. These movements, organized as they were around the occupation of allegedly public spaces (which, under the withering glare of neoliberalism, had been transformed into largely vacated, heavily policed areas occasionally used for corporate promotions) were both examples of and inspirations for a flourishing of the radical imagination. As I discuss in more detail in Chapter 2, these occupations not only force us to reimagine the fate of public space and time in an age of neoliberal austerity, where the public sphere is rapidly being devoured and foreclosed by the private sector; they also compel us to reimagine the commons and the process by which common institutions, spaces and values are enclosed by capitalism.

Commons

Throughout my life of activism and research, I’ve been heavily indebted to the thinking and writing of a set of authors who have made the idea of the commons a central motif in their analysis of capitalism and resistance to it. The early work of the Midnight Notes Collective looked back at the phase of capitalism Marx called ‘primitive accumulation’ for answers about the nature of capitalist exploitation that went beyond the doctrinaire and conventional Marxist understandings that fetishized the ideal industrial labourer.5 Primitive accumulation referred to the way the common lands established and fought for by peasants under feudalism were ‘enclosed’ and made private property as the European economy transformed towards capitalism (through both legal changes and extralegal land seizures). This original generation of ‘capital’ in the form of land, as well as the displacement of landed peasants and the transformation of them into itinerant workers dispossessed of their means of subsistance, created the conditions in which capitalism as a system could take root. For Silvia Federici, this process of enclosure can’t be separated from the birth of modern forms of patriarchy: it fundamentally relied on the destruction of women’s power within their communities (notably through the witch trials) and the dependence of women on male wage-earners for survival.6 She also notes the way the enclosures were key to European colonialism: not only were they mirrored by the expropriation of land and property around the world, but they provided a large population of vagabonds who would become the cannon fodder and settlers for colonial expeditions. To this we can add the way that patriotic nationalism, racism and ethnic chauvinism were used to conscript the dispossessed into becoming supporters of and, to a certain extent, beneficiaries of colonial and imperialist projects.7

The enclosure of the commons is not only a historical precedent, it is an ongoing process. In a direct way, especially in the Third World and in Indigenous territories, lands are actively being seized from communities and transformed into private property. More generally, enclosure refers to the way capital constantly seeks out spheres of common value to devour and transform according to its own logic.8 The privatization of water, the commercialization and policing of the Internet, the tightening of intellectual property laws (from cultural ‘content’ to life-saving pharmaceuticals to corporate ‘biopiracy’ and the patenting of seed), the corporatization of schooling and the increasing power of capital over governments large and small are all examples of contemporary enclosures where the value and cooperative energies of communities are subordinated to or subsumed under the capitalist paradigm. So, too, can we speak of all our lives and our time as under enclosure, to the extent that we are compelled to work for a wage to earn back enough of a share of our common wealth to survive, or to the extent that we are made to pay for commodified entertainment, transportation, care and companionship for lack of community. We can also speak about the rise of debt as an enclosure of the future in the sense that it fundamentally delimits and shapes what we imagine might be possible, both as individuals and as collectives (see Chapter 3). Or we can think about the university as a space for the enclosure of knowledge, where disciplinary boundaries, increasingly corporatized research and commercialized spaces shape and constrain human possibility (see Chapter 4).

For authors like Silvia Federici, Massimo De Angelis and George Caffentzis the means to overcome capitalism is through the defence of actually existing commons and the establishment of new commons where we can cooperate on other terms, terms which obey other values, not the single pathological value of capital.9 Capitalism, especially the unfettered capitalism germane to neoliberalism and austerity, transforms the world, like a virus recalibrating most spheres of life to look like the capitalist marketplace, injecting values of competition, accumulation, hierarchy, coercive power, exploitative labour and imagined differences. Measuring all other values against its inhuman metric of money, capitalism turns human cooperation towards its own reproduction. While it might make a tiny minority of humanity the temporary beneficiaries and agents of this accumulation (the ruling class), these individuals are disposable and replaceable, though their attempts to maintain their power and compete against one another fundamentally sow the system with crisis.

Yet, for all of that, people’s resistance, ingenuity and radical imagination, escape and evade enclosure. People form new commons all the time, sometimes as small as a circle of friends who support one another, sometimes as large as an occupation or a workers’ co-operative. The commons in this frame refers both to the real, existing alternative anti-capitalist institutions that make life worth living (community gardens, housing cooperatives, social movements) and to the quality or timbre of many areas of our lives that we hold in common, though they may exist within (indeed, may be necessary to) capitalism. In this sense, we must think of ‘common’ as a verb, not a noun. It names a dimension of action and cooperation, rather than a hard and fast thing.

This approach to the commons and primitive accumulation has been joined by feminist work that places the reproduction of social life at the centre of analysis. Far from referring merely to the biological reproduction of human bodies, the concept of reproduction asks us to recognize that social, economic and political life is composed of patterns, structures and institutions that both reproduce human life and relationships and reproduce themselves. This focus on reproduction stems from a Marxist feminist concern with the erasure of work typically assigned to women within the Marxist schema: the bearing and raising of children, the maintenance of the home and of community, all of which have, traditionally, been devalued and expected of women as free labour.10 Yet they are the bedrock of all other labour and accumulation. The concept of reproduction insists that we focus our attention not only on the production of commodities and the power of markets, but on the way capitalism as a whole is reproduced through the labours of everyday life. For my purposes here, this focus on reproduction dovetails with the work of other Marxist or Marxist-inspired thinkers who have also used the term in different but not incompatible frames. Rosa Luxembourg, for instance, sought to show that in order for capitalism to reproduce itself it needed to expand constantly through imperialism and greater commodification. Likewise Louis Althusser and later scholars in the field of cultural studies developed the concept of reproduction to speak to the importance and power of ideology and what I here refer to as the imagination.11 By holding these three notions of reproduction together, I think we can gain an acute and highly useful picture of the way capitalism works on the level of bodies and ideas, markets and communities, identities and factories.

Imagination

My own modest and not altogether novel contribution to all this is to suggest the importance of the imagination and creativity for the idea of the commons. In Chapter 5 I suggest that memory is a commons that we draw on and contribute to in the present, and that ‘history’ (a set of ‘finished’, authoritative stories) is a form of enclosure. This is especially important for the way we remember the ‘radical events’ of the past. To the extent that we try and deal with them as distinct and discrete events, whose causes and implications are defined, we lose the radical practice of remembering and remembering together. Contrariwise, when we imagine the events of the past as the living products and the producers of collective action, we open ourselves up to the recognition that the past is alive in the present, and that it influences how we create our futures. Approaching memory as a commons also opens us up to the plurality of experiences that make up a demonstration, an occupation, a strike, or the years we spent living cooperatively. In this plurality and dissonance, both between rememberers and between an individual rememberer and his or her past self, the radical imagination can emerge.

For the past few years I have been teaching aspiring artists at the Nova Scotia College of Art and Design, which has piqued my interest in both the reality and the rhetoric of creativity and imagination. In Chapter 6, I show how the idea of ‘creativity’ emerges from the Enlightenment in Europe to be an emblem of individualism, competition and egoism. In the neoliberal period, creativity has become big business, with the arts becoming ever more commodified and enclosed within corporate cultural empires, and also with the commercialization of the idea of creativity itself as a panacea to the problems of alienation, unfulfilling and precarious work, urban decay and government cutbacks. But I argue that real creativity is always, at least in part, a collective, common pursuit, and we should reimagine creativity more broadly to understand the way that the drive to create is a practice of ‘commoning’.

This leads us to the final chapter (7), which is an investigation into the concept of the ‘radical imagination’. This draws on a piece my collaborator Alex Khasnabish and I wrote to introduce a special issue of the online journal Affinities on the question ‘What is the Radical Imagination?’ In this book, the essay concludes with the idea of the ‘common imagination’ as involving three ‘temporalities’: past, present and future.

First, we can imagine the commons as a historical actuality that we hold in our common memory: the commons that existed before capitalism or that have existed under capitalism, which we now find everywhere enclosed or under threat of enclosure. Remembering the commons is also a matter of remembering that each of us, indeed all the world, is the product of our shared, cooperative, reproductive labours, a realization which is key for the radical imagination.

Second, the common imagination refers to the way the commons live in the present. Not only does the term refer to the way we can recognize and valorize (that is, give value to) the commons that are being defended and built today; it also draws our attention to the way the common is an undercurrent throughout our lives, even in some of the most capitalistic spaces, where we must, in spite of everything, find and build commonality with our fellow workers.

Finally, the common imagination acknowledges that the ultimate horizon for humanity beyond capitalism is the commons. Perhaps arriving at this future will require a structured, systematic revolution lead by a vanguardist party. Perhaps it will be built, piece by piece, within and against capital as new commons come to replace and reject capitalist institutions. In either case, the common imagination envisions a world beyond the coercive and competitive value paradigm of capital, but it also acknowledges that commoning is an always unfinished work, that even once the pathology of capital is overcome, we will continually strive to make our commons yet more common, to understand and bridge difference, to transform and adapt.

This book will not please everyone, and I cannot claim to have done anything particularly innovative in its pages. It is not an attempt to offer a systematic theory, only to present my own fractured, incomplete, idiosyncratic thinking to the common imagination. My goal has been to create a collection of essays based on relatively current trends in radical critical theory, but, unlike so many texts in that genre, to do so without recourse to obscure jargon or obtuse argumentation. Many of the essays in this book were first written for online and print publications aimed at a general audience and so lack the nuance of argumentation and citation germane to academic writing. The book is a hybrid beast, somewhere between a polemic and a textbook, a treatise and a book of critical theory. Experts in any one of the many fields I gloss here will no doubt dislike cursory engagement with the voluminous literature on the subject. This book aims for neither rigour nor innovation, but for synthesis and provocation. It is a book of and for its moment, a book dedicated not to articulating concepts and ideas ‘as they really are’, but, in the words of Walter Benjamin, as they ‘flash in a moment of danger’.


ONE

Reimagining value

We presuppose labour in a form that stamps it as exclusively human. A spider conducts operations that resemble those of a weaver, and a bee puts to shame many an architect in the construction of her cells. But what distinguishes the worst architect from the best of bees is this, that the architect raises his structure in imagination before he erects it in reality. At the end of every labour-process, we get a result that already existed in the imagination of the labourer at its commencement.

KARL MARX

It is hard not to feel the decay of values acutely today. Most of us aren’t paid what we’re worth. Millions of people toil away at jobs (sometimes several jobs at once) only to find themselves sliding into debt or affording a life of worry, stress, anxiety and existential poverty. It is a truism that in a capitalist society, where everything is imagined to be a commodity one can never have enough. But the problem goes deeper than our purportedly insatiable desires for consumer goods with which we might fill the vacuum in our lives left by the decay of community and our alienation from meaningful social and political power. We are dealing with a wholesale value crisis.

Half the world’s farmers go hungry for poverty,1 while Wall Street’s imagineers have accumulated so much money they don’t know what to do with it. Most of us work ourselves to death for a pittance, yet as a species we are richer than we’ve ever been by some measures (certainly by skewed economic measures like gross domestic product). Somehow, increased industrial mechanization, the dramatic intensification of farming technology, and rising ‘productivity’ rates nearly everywhere have led to people to work longer, for less.2 Meanwhile, after governments around the world mortgaged their futures by borrowing from financial markets and banks in order to bail out those same financial markets and banks, we have entered into a protracted ‘age of austerity’ where politicians (some gleeful, some morose) explain that we can simply no longer afford the collective services that we could somehow afford a decade or two ago, despite the fact that our society, on paper at least, has become far, far wealthier.3

Of course, there are a whole variety of excellent and compelling explanations for all this: the age of austerity exists because of a massive transfer of wealth from the poor to the rich, demonstrated by the growing gap in incomes and the shrinking middle class, and actualized by decades of tax cuts, deregulation and union-busting that have seen real wages (those adjusted for inflation) fall and corporate profits and compensation packages skyrocket.4 Forty years into the neoliberal revolution, the so-called ‘post-war compromise’ between labour and capital (where labour traded collective militancy for individual consumer power) is over, with organized labour often persisting as little more than a worker-paid branch of corporate and government human resources departments. Without the threat of strong communist countries and movements, Western nations have had little incentive to placate the masses with social welfare programmes that aim to try to make society slightly less unequal or exploitative. And commodity prices and wages are today a function of volatile financial markets that both enable globalized competition between countries for corporate favours (jobs, ‘investment’) and introduce incredible uncertainty and massive hikes in the costs of basic necessities like oil, cereals and commodified water.5 Meanwhile, though increased productivity and technology ought to have made life easier for everyone, they have advanced through corporate interests that have mobilized them towards profit, rather than the human good.6 Recent technological breakthroughs in robotics, computers, agricultural technology, communications and other fields have somehow led to precariousness, drudgery and anxiety.

These facts are critical and important, but they miss a larger picture. While horrifying statistics and naked abuses of power are abundant, what is all too often lacking is a sense of narrative that would bind them together into a more or less cohesive explanation not only of the structures and dynamics of power, but also of the possibilities of and prospects for resistance and revolt.7 To a very real extent, we now face an integration and exercise of capitalist power on a global scale that is both more widespread and more intensive than ever. Not only do few spaces exist in the world that are free of capital’s influence, but capital increasingly reaches deep into our social, private and subjective lives. It wields patriarchy, white supremacy, neocolonialism, ecological dislocation and dispossession with more force and more subtlety than in previous eras. And as a result, the importance of the imagination, and especially the radical imagination, is more important than ever.

The right-wing values backlash

It is no secret that right-wing politicians, televangelists, pundits and clowns all mobilize the idea of the decay of ‘values’ in almost every speech, tirade, family dinner conversation or drunken argument. And it’s equally true that these ‘values’ are rarely actually defined. ‘Family values’, for instance, are typically framed only as something ‘under attack’ from us socialists, feminists, queers and multiculturalists. ‘Christian values’ are typically without substance, their real nature left to an imagination excited by the threat of Satan’s forces on earth: abortionists, Islamists, communists and whoever else seems to have run foul of the far-right punditocracy.

But, as years of linguistic and cultural criticism have shown us, an idea need not have ‘positive’ (or actual) content and depth to be effective – quite the opposite. Values in the right-wing imagination are what Stuart Hall calls ‘floating signifiers’, terms without content that stand in for a set of concerns, phobias, feelings and worries that otherwise cannot be named.8 The political rhetoric of values works because it is practically meaningless, and thus has more meaning than we can imagine. Almost everyone acutely feels a set of emotional, lived and deeply experienced absences within their own lives: lack of economic security, lack of opportunity, lack of freedom, lack of solidarity, lack of community, lack of love, lack of certainty about the future, lack of safety for oneself and one’s children.9 These are joined by a whole variety of other existential crises brought about by the evaporating influence of stable social institutions: a crisis of sexuality and of gender as traditional forms of terror (for keeping women and queer and trans folk subjugated) become less acceptable;10 a crisis of belonging and identity as the barriers between ‘races’, nations, religions and classes appear to become more porous and unstable;11 a crisis of social roles as employment and economic conditions unseat traditionalist expectations of women and men’s work, the mythology of the nuclear family, and the just-so narrative of birth–school–marriage–work–children–retirement–death that we have been habituated to expect.

It’s not so much that we are entering a new age of equality where the traditional power-holders (white, male, straight, rich) are being unseated. Indeed, recent statistics indicate quite the opposite.12 We can identify a process at work since at least the last third of the twentieth century whereby radical critiques and social movement energies are incorporated within the system in order to provide that system with enough dynamism and responsiveness to withstand its own contradictions and dramatic inequalities.13 Feminist, anti-racist, queer and working-class activisms become prompts for structural transformation that works by dividing and conquering elements of the insurgent group, offering (at least the hope of) middle-class inclusion and security to a select few in return for political quietism and complacency.

We rightly celebrate the collapse of traditionalist structures and social institutions and the liberation of life, sexuality, gender and identity from the shackles of an imaginary past. But what we may have forgotten how to do is speak about values in a compelling way, ceding this ground to the political right, which has capitalized with great effect on the idea that ‘liberals’ (into which they lump leftist radicals as well as more conservative–liberal government politicos, the corporate elite and, of all things, Hollywood) have ‘gone too far’ in protecting ‘minority’ rights to the extent that they have ‘waged war’ on the family, religion, the nation and all that is (was) good and right in the world. You can drive a truck through the holes in such a position, but it won’t do you a bit of good.

It is in this sense that the famed ‘culture wars’ of the 1980s and 1990s, where right-wing politicians and pundits laid siege to what they perceived to be an unfairly subsidized ‘liberal’ elite, were about far more than controversial artworks and school curricula.14 They were part and parcel of a much broader attack on a set of values that, at least in part, were grounded in notions of equality, solidarity, freedom and potentiality. But this siege was also about value much more generally. It was not merely ‘alternative’ lifestyles and provocative culture that came under attack; this was the cultural front of a free-market assault on the remnants of the post-war welfare state and, more broadly, the state’s capacity to redistribute social wealth. In other words, the rallying behind traditional ‘values’ was part of a war over the spoils of social wealth itself. While the religious and nationalist right may have been the foot soldiers, the generals and the beneficiaries have been those agents of capitalism who have insisted that our common capacity to resist corporate rule and the privatization of social life must be systematically dismantled.

It should of course be noted that this values backlash is racist at its core, predicated on the idea that the sanctity and virtues of whiteness are at risk. Where the ‘normal’, upstanding, common folk are imagined as white, middle class, straight and able-bodied, the forces of darkness, the alien, the foreign and the threatening are imagined to be racialized people ‘from elsewhere’ who have interrupted, threatened and corrupted the otherwise innocent and tolerant majority.15 This plays into historical patterns which have conscripted the imagination of the white working class to the ideals of race, ethnicity and nation in order to divide workers and create the conditions in which racialized labour can be systematically cheapened and non-white people can be systematically devalued, economically, socially and politically.

We can see the racist logic of the capitalist rhetoric of values at work in the War on Terror and the attendant attack on immigration. The unquestioned assertion (echoed by newspapers, films, pundits, politicians and others) that the West and its ‘others’ have irreconcilable values fosters Islamophobia and xenophobia. Meanwhile the allegedly ‘Western’ values of democracy, the rule of law, equality, universal human rights and individualism lose any substantive meaning in the face of growing corporate power and government repression, yet they gain legitimacy and appeal in contrast to the fictionalized Eastern ‘others’, who are, we are told, irrational and incorrigible threats to all that ‘we’ hold dear. Ironically, all news of revolution and resistance in the ‘East’ in the Arab Spring is cast in the struggle for Western-style freedoms. Indeed, the mission to ‘liberate’ non-Western ‘others’ (especially women) from what are imagined to be benighted, primitive and anachronistic value systems underlies the new tenor of imperialism today.16

The right-wing values backlash has consistently targeted women and sought to increase both ad hoc and state control over women’s bodies, notably through the politics of birth control, but also through the policing of sexuality, the reinforcement of allegedly traditional gender roles and attacks against attempts to correct systemic imbalances in the economy (such as affirmative action, pay equity, maternity leave and so on). Once again, this value politics serves to devalue women’s bodies and women’s work and ensure that society’s reproductive labour (caring for children and the elderly, maintaining the household, having babies, etc.) on which the capitalist economy depends, but which it never values, remains a free ‘gift’,17 or that, when brought into the formal economy as ‘service sector’ work, this labour is devalued and precarious. More abstractly, authoritarian ideals based on an imagined past depend on a set of distinctions that prize what are imagined to be masculine values over feminine ones. Masculinized individualism is contrasted to feminized collectivism; masculine leadership is contrasted to feminized subservience; masculinized reason and calculation are contrasted to feminized emotion and impression; masculinized discipline is contrasted to feminized leniency.

Likewise, the right-wing values backlash is fundamentally heteronormative and homophobic, though recently some gay men (and a few lesbians and trans folks) have been conscripted to its cause. In part, this is because the imagined past is so focused around the ideal of the nuclear family and the aforementioned vision of masculinity, which are perceived to be undermined by the presence or threat of queerness. More profoundly, however, queerness in its very existence opens up a profound imaginary and practice of creating community, society and family otherwise, of building social bonds of love, friendship, solidarity and value outside the mainstream ideals and structures.18

The left’s (generally pitiful) attempts to reclaim value

For the left, reclaiming a language of values cannot simply be a matter of parroting right-wing rhetoric. Plenty of unions and social-democratic parties spin out media releases about how national values and family values are being undermined by corporate greed. These have met with, at best, limited success, which can only partly be attributed to the fact that media institutions are hostile to these leftist perspectives. Were this rhetoric actually motivating to people, corporate media outlets wouldn’t be averse to featuring it: they’re interested in getting viewers/readers/listeners and, for various structural reasons, only occasionally recognize that it’s in their long-term interests to freeze out dissident voices (this is a key contradiction within capitalism: individual capitalist firms usually compete to profit more than they cooperate to protect the system). Rather, the failure of this liberalist value-speak to take hold is because it’s typically abstract, general and preachy. What does right-wing value-speak encourage people to do? To hate those forces they are told are ‘ruining the country’. To cast a ballot for a tough-on-crime politician. To embrace anger and ignorance. To trust one’s gut. To distrust ‘big government’ and trust the cops, the church and the military as unambiguous ‘non-political’ entities where men are men, women are women and everyone knows their place. It is an incredibly appealing, if essentially fascistic and narcotic, approach to a world of increasing insecurity and flux.

What does the left-wing-values rhetoric demand of people? A much broader set of considerations and a much deeper thoughtfulness. To agree that corporations are ruining the country isn’t a far stretch, but corporations are hard to hate; they don’t lend themselves to narrative. We can tell people to hate bankers and CEOs, but, unlike poor black single mothers and striking teachers, people have been habituated into respecting CEOs, and narratives that hold them responsible for the fact that people feel lonely, poor, insecure and on edge just doesn’t seem to have traction. Further, to accept that unions and social programmes are the answer to these lived and felt problems is a big leap of logic. You have to understand the way the economy works. It’s not that people are stupid or brainwashed. It’s that the left needs to start speaking to people’s actual experiences and anger, rather than calling on them to be better human beings, to care more about various social issues. What is at stake here is a war over the imagination, of the interpretation and narrativization of social facts. And while the revelation of staggering statistics and the rehearsal of systematic analysis can be a part of this transformation, it also demands a strategic imagination which sees the cultivation of common world-views and common values as the bedrock of revolutionary change and also the long, hard, conflicted and compassionate work of organizing.

In addition to reconceiving the imagination itself as a terrain of struggle (see Chapter 7), it’s also important to reimagine value more deeply. We tend to limit our imaginations to the redistribution of wealth, either in modest or in more dramatic ways. We imagine that justice is higher corporate taxes that will, like Robin Hood, steal from the rich and give to the poor. More radical, we imagine a more dramatic redistribution with a much more progressive taxation rate, or with salary caps, or with corporations nationalized or turned into (or replaced by) worker co-operatives where everyone is paid equally and gets an equal say in the running of affairs.19 But the problem with these approaches is this: the entire value system is corrupted, so redistributing wealth, while a good idea, will not necessarily solve the problem. And, more deeply, this approach separates the question of economic value (i.e. wealth) from the question of social values (i.e. norms, expectations, and what we generally feel is important or valuable).

Contextualizing Marx’s theory of value

In order to transcend this dilemma, going back to the work of Marx is instructive. Marx’s work has come back into vogue in the wake of the 2008 financial crisis because of his insistence that such crises (and the dotcom crisis in 2001, the Asian Tiger crisis in 1997, the Savings and Loans Crisis of the 1980s, and so on) are not simply regrettable mistakes in an otherwise functional system but endemic to the capitalist order. Others have reheated the rhetoric of ‘class war’ to describe the way banks and governments, in an age of bailouts and austerity, have conspired to rob the poor to pay the rich. But a more substantive engagement with Marx’s ideas may be necessary if we are to fully understand and confront what’s going on.

It’s worth remembering that Marx was extremely sceptical towards social-democratic movements that sought to ‘correct’ capitalism’s excesses and inequalities through electoral and legal victories.20 For Marx, the question of economic value couldn’t be separated from the question of social values.21 Capitalism was (and is) a system that organizes social values under economic value and that subordinates or subjugates all human considerations under the imperative to profit. So for Marx, the struggle of workers wasn’t just about redistributing wealth, it was about fundamentally transforming values, changing the way value is created.22

It bears mentioning that, in Marx’s later years and to a greater extent after his death in 1883, elements of the communist left sought to transform Marx’s philosophy of value into a science of value. That is, the left wanted a formula by which the imminent collapse of capitalism could be proven, by which workers’ real value could be tallied, and through which a future communist society could be planned. A science of value, as in a set of truths, proofs and laws that could be consistently relied on (provided one inputted the proper social data), would represent an incredible weapon in the hands of the working class (or their duly elected or appointed representatives and intellectuals).23 We have to remember that the late nineteenth century was a time when ‘science’ was revered but wasn’t as complete and coherent as it is today: many respectable scientists believed in ghosts, animal magnetism, phrenology (the study of skulls) and horrific biological and evolutionary theories about race and gender. So framing Marx’s thinking about value and values as a science, rather than a philosophy, was an attempt to valorize and validate it as an objective schematic, rather than as a framework for thought or a pattern of the imagination. In other words, while traditionally many Marxist thinkers have sought to develop his ideas as a systematic science of history, we need to think of them rather as a toolbox for dismantling and reassembling our understanding of our own time and how it came to be, as generation after generation has done.

Marx’s basic argument is that all value ultimately comes from labour, and it was not altogether new: pro-capitalist economists like Adam Smith and David Ricardo also believed this. But for Marx, under capitalism the value of that labour is alienated from workers and turned back against them. For more conservative political economists, all economic value stemmed from the sweat of the brow (or the sweat of one’s slaves’ or employees’ brows), which one then took to market where, in congress with the fruits of everyone else’s labour, it achieved a true value in exchange. So while one might appreciate the intrinsic value of one’s chicken’s eggs (their capacity to feed you and your family), they didn’t achieve a meaningful social value until one took one’s extra eggs to market and traded them for shoes, where the price of shoes and the price of eggs would depend on the relative supply of and demand for shoes and eggs among a whole variety of buyers and sellers.24

For these thinkers, value was equal to price: the inherent value of a thing (the thing being the solidification of someone’s labour into a saleable object or service) was expressed by what it exchanged for. Things only really had value when they became commodities: objects in the economy. From this perspective, money was simply a convenient expedient to social intercourse. Money (especially tokenistic money of the sort issued by governments, which is, in itself, useless) was seen as a neutral shared fiction that helped lubricate exchange because it allowed for that exchange to transpire over greater distances (you could take your coins to another market, where it would be harder to transport all your eggs) and over greater spans of time (you could sell your eggs in the spring, save money, and buy hay in the fall).25 For these thinkers, the best system was one that put the fewest restrictions on exchange, because restrictions (such as taxes, tariffs, subsidies or trading limits) caused distortions and abnormalities in prices and skewed the equivalence of value and price, the expression of worth by money. Similarly, these thinkers believed that governments should stay out of people’s personal lives, that social values, like economic values, ought to be left up to the individual.26

It’s important to note, however, that the political situation of thinkers like Adam Smith (and Marx) were dramatically different to ours: governments at the time were eager to police and tax economic activity to ensure that the nation’s war chests were full, and corruption was rampant. Further, there was practically no such thing as government social programmes and the government was very actively inserting itself into people’s lives, policing all sort of behaviours for all sorts of reasons (usually to help reproduce the reigning social order). When the free-market economists of old called for the removal of the state from economic life, they were typically responding to imperialist kleptocracies, where a tiny hereditary social elite used the state to defend its interests or where merchant and banking monopolies controlled the economy.27

Value as labour

Marx’s signature and revolutionary intervention into this debate was to insist that money was not merely a neutral expedient of trade and that labour was far from freely chosen and exchanged. Under capitalism, labour (as in ‘workers at large’) was free only to sell itself to capital in return for a wage with which to buy ‘back’ the very stuff labour had made. That is, while most political economists philosophized the economy by imagining perfect freedom of equal individuals, Marx insisted we begin from the fact of exploitation. From this perspective, money wasn’t just a dumb imaginary token but an earthly manifestation of the system as a whole. Money as capital didn’t just transmit individual values and facilitate exchange, it represented the triumph of exchange over human imagination and action. As money came to mediate the production, distribution and use of socially useful stuff and came to organize more and more aspects of people’s life, it became the key measure of value. In other words, to the extent social relationships were commodified and defined by a commercial transaction, money itself became the yardstick by which people understood their labour and the value of their lives and relationships.28 Rather than money being a representation of the value of people’s labour in the context of exchange (as it was for capitalist economists like Smith), it came to define how the value of people’s labour was imagined. Labour became increasingly organized around the imperative to make money, and those with money became those who had the right to organize labour and the production of material life. While workers theoretically had the choice of which boss to work for, they were denied the right to choose (in any substantial way) what to produce and what to do with it. Money was the medium or channel by which an abstract, inhuman system (capitalism) could shape human action and labour, not primarily towards the fulfilment of human needs, but towards the perpetuation and accumulation of capitalism itself.29

It should, of course, be noted that even in the heyday of industrial capitalism wage workers constituted only a small fraction of the global capitalist labour system, which was also made up of women doing unpaid ‘reproductive’ labour in the home, slaves, peasants, indentured workers and other ‘unfree’ labourers in Europe and around the world whose energies were harnessed to the machine of capitalist accumulation by other means, and also the massive pools of unemployed, injured and starving would-be workers whose desperation helped keep wages low.

More generally, we can expand Marx’s work to reimagine how money, as a representation of ‘capital’ (the abstract force of capitalism as a system) came to subordinate values more broadly. Social values are, in the end, the necessary by-product of human material relations. The value we place on an object, a person or a service is a reflection of what we, as a society, value. What we value, in turn, shapes how we act and, most importantly, how we cooperate and to what ends.30 For instance, if I lived in a society that highly valued military success I might turn my endeavours towards being an excellent soldier (or supporting a soldier). Or, if we lived in a society that valued piety, we might dedicate a great deal of cooperative activity towards building temples, monuments and icons. We know from experience that our lives are made up of multiple (often dissonant or conflicting) values, values that are reinforced or challenged based on the company we keep.

Under capitalism, the supreme value of money undermines or subordinates all other social values. And increasingly all our cooperative activity becomes some sort of ‘labour’ to produce ‘commodities’ to be exchanged for ‘money’ to be ploughed back into the fabrication of more commodities. This is the process by which capital is produced and reproduced.

The unique aspect of all this is that capitalism, unlike all other sorts of systems, doesn’t actually need us to believe that its central value (money) is the most important thing in the world, only that in order to get or keep those things we really value, we need money. So most of us value our friends and family, or arts and culture, or the experience of nature. Capitalism succeeds to the extent it intercedes in these relationships, ransoming those things we love and value and insisting we work and buy to achieve or protect them. This is the process of commodification: the transformation of life processes into things to be bought and sold. So we can think about the commodification of food: the way something that is the product of human cooperative energies and a relationship to the earth and the non-human world becomes something we buy. Or we can observe the way education is commodified and access to it delimited by access to money (see Chapter 4).

Capitalism works, then, as a disciplinary force. Consider the factory, where the imagination of the boss and managers is used to orient and order human cooperation in ways that maximize profitability. Capital, in its money form, acts as the central disciplinary mechanism throughout. Workers who refuse to obey are not beaten or killed but penalized or dismissed. Managers who refuse to discipline workers are fired or demoted. Owners who fail to impose discipline on the shop will find themselves with a less profitable operation and go out of business. In this sense, the factory is an iconic site where the capitalist value paradigm is reproduced. Here, too, we can see how the value that is produced by workers is funnelled upwards, and, in the way Marx described, a small portion of that value reaches the workers as wages, the remainder entering the pocket of the capitalist as surplus to be invested elsewhere to expand the capitalist paradigm. And while the factory is the emblematic site of capitalist control, discipline and value seizure, we can see how this model is reproduced throughout society, even in the public sector to the extent that institutions like schools, nursing homes and public transit are organized around the disciplinary power of money, which subordinates or measures whatever value might allegedly guide the institution (public health, education, mobility, etc.) to the singular value as price. So, too, can we see the way this disciplinary power of money has a profound impact on all our lives, identities and relationships. While very few of us imagine that money is the most important thing in the world (as a nauseating number of Hollywood films remind us), we still, each of us in our own way, contend with the disciplinary power of money on a daily basis. We work at jobs we might despise in its name; we suffer lack, privation and hunger in its absence; many die or kill for it. This is not because humans have an inherently insatiable appetite for wealth, nor because money is in and of itself the ‘root of all evil’. It is because money represents the materialized essence of capitalism, the means and ends of its indifferent power, its disciplinary and seductive authority. As Marx noted, in money we find a skewed reflection of our own collective labour, a distorted imagine of humanity’s power to create.31

In other words, capitalism works by transforming how we imagine value. This model should not distract us from the fact that those with a great deal of capital (in terms of either wealth or control over the means to create wealth) have a disproportionate ability to dictate what and who is valuable, nor from the reality that they use this power to reinforce, protect and expand their power, often through recourse to violence. A ruling class does exist, but they usually exist unquestioned and unchallenged not so much because they threaten the much larger population of poor, exploited and dispossessed with violence, but because the system as a whole both depends on and facilitates the subordination of our imaginations: we believe the ruling class deserve their riches; that any of us could become like them with hard work and a little luck; that we must compete with one another to survive, rather than work together to redistribute wealth and reimagine value; that the system is too resilient to be changed and we might as well make the best of it we can; or that no other system could ever be better. Capitalism is not an imaginary system; it is deadly real. Nor will it ever be transformed by people ceasing to believe in the power of money. But fundamentally capitalism is a system of human social cooperation, and will be overcome when we cooperate on other terms and other values. Whether this transformation will occur through a dramatic revolution, through electoral change or through a gradual struggle within and against capitalism to build tomorrow’s social institutions today, this transformation will necessarily be a transformation in how we imagine value.

Silvia Federici, Maria Mies, Vandana Shiva, Mariarosa Dalla Costa and other Marxist feminists draw our attention to the way capitalism is fundamentally based on a gendered division of labour, where women are tasked with either the unpaid or the underpaid work of ‘reproducing’ social and biological life.32 Largely this reproductive labour is done, for free, in the home, and the perpetuation of patriarchy is intimately connected to the necessity of devaluing women’s reproductive labour as an essential bedrock on which all other labour and production rests. Without the typically unremunerated labour of bearing and raising children, maintaining the home, preparing food and caring for community, there can be no factories, markets, music studios or cargo terminals. Even while, throughout capitalist history, women have worked in the formal economy, often in factories and other ostensibly ‘masculine’ occupations, it is only recently that men have begun to take on a greater share of reproductive labour. In ages past and still today, this labour is extracted through a combination of legal, normative and disciplinary processes that keep women bound to the home by expectation, convention, economics or outright terror. Yet over the past forty years we have also seen capital take more direct control of social reproduction through the commodification of care in the ‘service sector’. This emerged in part as a perverse systemic response to feminist demands for women’s liberation from a life of unrewarded domestic labour. But the privatization of reproductive labour was also the result of the neoliberal assault on workers’ wages, which demanded that more women enter the formal labour force to help make ends meet. But whereas once the values of feminine domesticity served the interests of capital indirectly by providing free reproductive labour supplementing male wage-earners’ incomes with essentially a domestic servant, today capital manages much reproductive labour directly as waged employment.

The distinction here is illustrative. In previous moments (and still today), capitalism tolerated and indeed depended on other sets of values for its survival: the patriarchal imagination, which valorized masculinity and which insisted that reproductive work was inherently feminine, is logically alien to but structurally complementary to capital’s value paradigm (to wit: ‘anything valuable can and should be measured by money’). Capital fundamentally depends on these patriarchal values to devalue women’s reproductive labour and create the cultural conditions for the devaluation and exploitation of women. With the rise of the service sector, we see the direct subordination of reproductive labour to capital’s discipline, with wage relations becoming the main means of extracting cheapened work, still largely from women.

For Marxist feminist authors, capitalism is, fundamentally, not (as Marx imagined) a system of production, but a system of reproduction. What is the manufacture of commodities other than a particularly perverse manifestation of the reproduction of social life?33 We use commodities to survive and thrive, so while their production may have its own set of economic and social relations, they are, elementally, an expression of the reproduction of society through its manufacture of useful things. From this perspective, then, the imagined separation between ‘productive’ labour and ‘reproductive’ labour is a failure of the imagination, a failure to imagine reproduction broadly enough. And this imaginative failure has dramatic material consequences. To the extent we imagine ‘production’ as the key relation of capitalism, we focus on ‘producers’ as the alpha and omega of resistance and hope. We relegate those we perceive to be ‘reproducers’ and their struggles to the periphery and lose sight of the way capitalism is being resisted and refused every day, in many subtle and unsubtle ways. While the site of industrial manufacture is a critical site of capitalist power and domination, understanding it as a unique site of reproduction is key to reimagining value.

The commodification of social values

This commodification of social values is a long and staggered process. The history of capitalism can be understood as the history of struggles to protect certain social values from commodification, sometimes for good reasons (such as attempts to win education as a free public good, rather than a commodity) sometimes for bad reasons (such as attempts to ban women, people of colour and poor folks from certain waged work or from owning certain types of property in order to prop up a system of privilege) and often in ways that are conflicted (such as the sphere of art, which, as we shall see in Chapters 6 and 7, is both an elite plaything and a vector of the radical imagination).34 Part of that struggle has also been attempts by working people to protect areas of their lives from the market, either by establishing (formal or informal) housing, consumer and worker co-operatives or by electing governments willing to make certain things (education, health care, old age security) public services or common resources (see Chapter 2). Part of that struggle is demanding recognition for the real value of labour in the form of wages, working conditions and benefits.35 These struggles to protect, reclaim and expand the sphere of autonomous values, to insist that capital has no business ruling over these spheres of life, are fundamentally radical in the sense that they strike at the ‘root’ of capital’s modus operandi.

What is key here is that these struggles are about ‘bread and butter issues’ only on the surface – they’re really about what we imagine is valuable. They are not primarily about who gets what share of the wealth, although that is one important aspect of these struggles. They are about what is or ought to be valuable, and invaluable. The struggle to end child labour, or to provide old age security, or to improve workplace safety conditions, all sought to wrest human life and time from the measure and discipline of the market. Similarly, the struggle for public education or the rights of women and people of colour were struggles against the market and for basic human rights as invaluable and inalienable human entitlements. Why? Because at a much deeper level than policy or legal reform, the fundamental truth of the matter is that human cooperation is fundamentally invaluable and immeasurable; its potential is limitless and unimaginable. We can’t live without one another. As social creatures, every aspect of our lives is influenced, supported and shaped by others. We rely on cooperation to reproduce social life, but that process of reproduction is poetic, sublime and profound. That broader fabric of cooperation, of which we are all both the products and the producers, remains the ultimate source of energy underneath society, and capitalism can be understood as a virus or pathology in this fabric, a self-replicating pattern or organism that seeks to transform each cell into a factory for its own endless, pointless reproduction.

Capitalism depends on us forgetting about that dependency, to imagine ourselves each as self-contained entrepreneurs with no obligations to one another. When we buy a commodity like an iPod (with the wages we earn from producing something we have no ownership or connection with) we have no relationship with the person who made that thing (the Chinese migrant teenage labourer, let’s say) and we never have to ‘remember’ all of the labour (by people just like us) that went into the object (the mining and refinement of resources, the transportation, the design, the manufacture, the retailing, and all the peripheral labour that supported this labour in turn) (see Chapter 5). All of this labour, this value, simply gets folded into a final price tag.

In this way, the commodity isn’t just a thing; it’s a living a fragment of a world we are in the process of creating together. It is an instantiation of collaborative creativity, and it in turn shapes our imaginations. A commodity is a means to imagine our relationship to the world, and to other people. It’s not that all commodities are bad or evil, or that we should do without nice devices like iPods. It is that all commodities represent a struggle over values, not just in the sense of a struggle over how much they should cost, or how much the workers should get paid, but in the sense of the struggle over what is value and what is valuable.

These labours of producing things and reproducing the necessities (and joys) of life are not merely a matter of human cooperation; they also involve, in more or less coercive ways, non-human actors who include what we usually call the ‘natural’ world (plants, animals, minerals, bacteria and other microbes and natural systems like rivers, water tables, climatic zones and territories) and also the so-called ‘built environment’ (including cities, building tools and, increasingly ‘intelligent’ machines like robots, computers and emerging forms of artificial cognition).36 My interest here is the ethical and economic dimensions of the human imagination, but it is important to stress that we ‘humans’ have never cooperated without the assistance (or interference) of ‘non-human’ actors, and that a substantive vision of social justice, equality and sustainability will have to include some way of imagining the agency, interests and ‘rights’ of those beings (both ‘living’ and inert) that we share our world with. The philosophical and practical questions such an approach raises are extremely complicated. If, for instance, we cooperate with our ecosystem to build stuff we want or need and reproduce our lives, what do we owe the ocean, or the river, or the clouds? The age of human hubris, where we assume our intelligence and our imagination and our interests reign supreme, must come to an end. But how we can radicalize our imaginations to make this a possibility is an open and difficult question.

The truth about values

Our sublime collaborations with non-humans reveals a fundamental fact about reproduction, values and imagination. We cooperate to reproduce our individual and social lives based on our sense of what is valuable. But the whole scope of that cooperation, the multitude of collaborative, conflicting factors that go into our personal and collective reproduction, is unfathomable. There are simply too many moving parts; there is too much information. To grasp this process, and to give substance to our ideas of value, we rely on the imagination. In this sense, the imagination is inherently and eternally flawed: it is a sense of the whole made up of only partial information. So while the way we imagine the world and our social cooperation is always only partial, it is still necessary. Economic statistics, sociological theories, ideological positions, even scientific paradigms are, ultimately, expressions of the imagination, as are pieces of art and music, stories, social ranks and hierarchies, and money. They need to be assessed not exclusively on the basis of their accuracy in describing reality but also in terms of their efficacy in facilitating social reproduction, and the way they, in turn, shape what and whom we imagine to be valuable.

This illuminates a key point. ‘Values’ do not actually exist in reality. They are shared fictions through which we live together, and, more importantly, they are the products and shapers of our cooperation. Values are never fixed and stable; they are always under negotiation. This is not usually a transparent and open negotiation; usually we figure out who and what is valuable as a reflexive part of cooperating together. While we may claim we value ‘family’ or ‘equality’, the actual meaning of these words, no matter how precisely we try to define them in language, is arbitrary and unfixed. For instance, the value of ‘family’ changes as we redefine and reimagine what family means, what we imagine ideal families look and feel like, and what we want from ‘family’. We are always in the process of giving meaning to the values we live by, and we are always taking meaning from those values. In other words, the very idea of ‘value’ is a mirage that disappears as we approach it. But, like a mirage, it is key to orienting ourselves and, importantly, key to orienting ourselves together. Values are, essentially, imaginary, but that does not make them any less powerful, or any less real.

The fascist imagination that animates today’s right-wing value politics is one that takes values to be fixed, eternal, unchangeable and God-given. It monopolizes the meaning of terms such as ‘family’, ‘nation’ and ‘morality’ based on some ultimate or ideal example. In contrast, a more promising values revolution would not be based on holding fast to some essential or ideal notion of value, but instead calling for a different, common society in which we were free to negotiate values, rather than bound to any one particular calcified ideal. For instance, both freedom and solidarity are worthwhile values, but not freedom or solidarity as defined by any textbook or doctrine. Rather, we desire a society where we are empowered to constantly redefine, explore, expand and reconsider the meaning of freedom and solidarity, where values are a reflexive part of life, not some hardened abstraction that weighs down our imaginations with doctrinaire idealism.

And yet things are not so simple. While values are inherently the product of the negotiation of cooperation, we must, as part of that process, be able to hold fast to some shared sense of them in order precisely to question, reinterpret, challenge and uphold them. We must necessarily freeze or arrest the development of values in order to make them tangible enough to become the object of our collective imagination. If we want a society based not on unquestioning obedience to unspoken conventions but on the constant renegotiation of what and who is valuable, we must, necessarily, imagine value in more tangible and durable forms (see Chapter 5). Under capitalism, we live a nightmare version of this. Money, which was allegedly intended to be a neutral tool to help us negotiate what and who is valuable, has, like Frankenstein’s monster, escaped our control. What was once supposed to be an imaginary expedient of human cooperation now dominates and reorients human cooperation towards its own inhuman ends. Rather than being a means through which we might negotiate diverse and shifting values, money has come to subordinate and superintend all those things we actually value.

The task, then, is not to elevate some other ideal value to money’s god-like position, no matter how appealing or noble. It is not to make all values subservient to some frozen ideal of ‘solidarity’ or ‘freedom’ or ‘equality’. Rather, it is to imagine and build social formations that make the constant renegotiation of values central and operative. This is, for instance, the value of horizontal organizing and diversity in social movements: they force a constant questioning and recalibration of values not as hard, fixed and eternal ideals but as working models for collaboration.

Relative worthlessness and capitalism as (a)moral system

Within the capitalist ‘logic’ of value we cease to be invaluable cooperative agents and become worthless and replaceable cogs in a vast, unintelligible machine, worth only as much as we are paid. Further, instead of seeing ourselves as collaborators in the reproduction of social life, supporting one another’s life in some way, we come to be competitors: the Chinese teenager becomes a threat to my job because she can work for less and her company can attract the corporation that used to employ someone like me. Meanwhile, it is my anonymous consumer appetites, driven by my dislocation from community and my need to survive in an austere world, that demands the conditions of that Chinese worker’s exploitation. And the unfortunate fact is that I’m effectively worthless in this equation too: I could choose not to buy the iPod, but someone else will. Everyone is utterly replaceable in this system, even the people at the very top.

This worthlessness stems, elementally, from the way capitalism demands that we commodify our cooperative energies. To the extent that we accept wages or financial remuneration for our cooperation, we transform our potential to create into an indifferent chunk of productive time. As more and more work is broken down, deskilled or opened up to increased competition, we all become increasingly replaceable.

But, of course, we are not equally worthless. While capital relies on reducing all of us to our capacity to serve the reproduction of the system, it also necessarily and always produces and relies upon artificial hierarchies and an uneven distribution of abjection. Racism, for instance, has aways been a structural part of capitalism. For one, in the anglophone North Atlantic, it has been central to conscripting whites to imperialist and colonial projects, both in the high age of empire and today as self-serving wars, coups and international ‘policing’ missions into predominantly non-white nations are celebrated as civilizing missions aimed at ‘sharing democracy’ or ‘protecting human rights’, whereas in fact they are about securing foreign resources for Western economic interests.37 Second, racism has been an essential ingredient in the systematic devaluation of the racialized and migrant labour on which the anglophone North Atlantic was built. From plantation slavery to the railways, from taxi drivers to live-in caregivers, racism ensures that racialized labour is a cheap bedrock on which the economy rests.38 Third, racism has been used time and again to divide the working classes and pit them against one another, ensuring that they will not make common cause and demand their due. Fourth, those with racial privilege come to imagine their own devaluation by capital in contrast to those even more greatly devalued, with ‘whiteness’ acting as a set of economic and social privileges (generally higher wages, relative lack of police intimidation) that assures them they are not worthless and that the system works for them.39 Finally, racism and xenophobia can, as we have seen, be marshalled into a politics of fear that serves the political interests of those who would blame society’s problems on the decay of moral and national values, rather than on the full-scale value war capital is waging on humanity.

It’s this universal indifference, this fundamental worthlessness of people, that defines capitalism as a system and makes it important not to speak about capitalist power merely in terms of ‘the ruling class’ ‘the banks’ or ‘the 1 per cent’. Every one of these elite individuals is utterly replaceable at any moment. For each, there are thousands of underlings striving to reach the top. We may hate Goldman Sachs and other investment banks for their crass bullying, their psychopathic profiteering, and their culture of disgusting entitlement, but they merely represent a temporary alliance of replaceable human beings who have so fully embraced the logic of the system that they have little humanity left. We could close the bank tomorrow and hang all the executives and little would change (except for the massive change in social consciousness and government policy that would actually make such a thing a possibility).

So capitalism isn’t just an economic system; it is a moral system, or, more accurately, an amoral system. It is a system for conscripting our imagination and our action. It succeeds and thrives to the extent that it informs what we believe is valuable, and compels us to act in the world on the basis of those values. Or at least it works to the extent that it so perverts and confuses our sense of value that we fail to recognize its inherent pathology and so fail to demand collectively something very different.

Struggles for wages, working conditions and public services are important, but not enough. Redistributing already existing wealth or reorienting the already existing economy is not a sufficient agenda. Struggles for progressive taxation, public services and workers’ rights are important in themselves (they save lives, they make life worth living) but more important because they demonstrate to us our collective power, our power not only to redistribute value, but to reimagine value. We have the power not merely to ‘rent’ some areas of life back from the landlord, to protect some little patch of authentic human time and feeling from the poisonous logic of the market, but to coauthor life itself in its entirety, to author collectively a society for ourselves; not simply to curb or lighten human exploitation and worthlessness, but to end it.

Of course, the majority of capitalist relations seem to have very little to do with the imagination. Most people work in factories, fields and fast-food joints because they have no choice, not because they imagine it’s particularly valuable. And most people participate in the commodity economy because there are no alternatives, not because they actually believe that social life can or should me measured by money. But what remains key is that capitalism functions not by forcing us to believe in the system (though believing in the system does make it easier to cope sometimes), but by imposing itself in our human relations, and this imposition both depends on and exacerbates our forgetting the imaginative dimension and the immeasurable, unimaginable value of our collective potential.

Neoliberal globalization and left institutionalism

Within this frame, ‘neoliberalism’ represents not merely a set of policy and economic orientations but a phase of capitalist accumulation which has seen the frantic transmutation of social values into economic value. For instance, as we shall see in more detail in Chapter 4, the neoliberal moment has seen the transformation of education from a social good into a market good. Under the older, Keynesian moment of accumulation, education was a battleground over values. On the one hand, schooling was protected from the direct influence of the market because it served the ends of capital indirectly: it produced pre-trained workers who were divided by class and competence, taught to obey authority and familiar with an institutional setting of individual rewards and punishments.40 Yet for all of that, schooling was also a site of struggle, with the ideal of universal literacy and education as an attempt to value human beings as intellectual creatures, as informed citizens and as deserving of a life of mental stimulation.41 Today, however, under neoliberalism, the relative autonomy of the educational system has been compromised, and increasingly educational facilities are either being run by for-profit corporate interests or operated based on the same managerial and measurement techniques as factories, fast-food restaurants and corporations.42 In other words, the schooling system is increasingly directly subordinate to the value paradigm of capital.

Unfortunately, many commentators on the left refuse to talk about capitalism. ‘Neoliberalism’ or ‘the corporate agenda’ or ‘greed’ have become euphemisms that allow us to avoid difficult implications. In large part, this is because the left is dominated by a triumvirate of institutions that emerged after the Second World War and monopolized leftist discourse, taking advantage of the state repression of radicals to separate economic from moral struggles. Legalized trade unions, social-democratic parties and left-wing academics each in their own way benefited from the maintenance of this division (though, of course, ultimately, they all lost). Unions agreed to focus on the economic struggle within the workplace, fighting (at times heroically) to preserve and improve the value of work. But other than support for pro-union political parties, the union movement largely abandoned any political attempt to overturn the broader system of capitalist values. These social-democratic parties, in turn, framed their demands around a slightly more equal division of social wealth, but ceased to talk about the inherent immorality of the capitalist system as a whole, and the way that system undermined and poisoned values on a deep level that could be felt as the corruption of society and the increasing alienation of everyday life. Left-wing academics did, at times and in certain ways, maintain the connection between economics and morality, but often became seduced by the pre-existing disciplinary boundaries, leaving economics to the economists, sociology to the sociologists, and the power of the imagination to the literary scholars and art historians. More recently, as the academy has come to be imagined (in Stanley Aronowitz’s terms) as ‘the last good job in America’ it has attracted even more leftist intellectuals eager to make money without doing something evil or objectionable. But this influx has come at the same time as the neoliberal restructuring and deregulation of the university, meaning massive cuts to the social sciences and humanities as well as increased competition even among critical intellectuals to ‘perform’ (publish papers, earn grants, ‘advance’ fields of study). The result has been what might be termed a crisis of overproduction in the fields of theory and social and cultural analysis, an obsession with increasingly incomprehensible theoretical posturing and ‘knowledge production’ that creates the illusion of progress while actually feeding the system (see Chapter 4). Furthermore, much of this work is totally disconnected from people’s struggles and unintelligible to the uninitiated.

It’s not that these three leftist institutional forms haven’t produced great things. The union movement has won substantial gains for workers. Social-democratic parties have built and sustained amazing social programmes that have saved and improved lives. And leftist academics have blasted apart the systems of knowledge and value that once held sway, especially opening them up to anti-racist, feminist, queer and anti-colonial approaches. The problem is that these institutions (along with non-governmental lobby organizations and an increasingly insular art world) have preoccupied the left for so long, while largely forgetting to rekindle any populist discussion of value or values. And their time has come.

In the age of austerity, unions everywhere are being reduced to worker-paid concession machines, tasked by the boss with managing their own slow death. Social-democratic parties have become little more than slightly less extreme brands of the austerity regime, which once in power do practically the same as their rivals, except that they wince when making cuts and apologize for their utter impotence in the face of ‘global market pressures’. And leftist academics are finding themselves in massive pools of semi-employment, having had the university transformed into a degree-granting bubblegum machine, denied the security of tenure and facing increasingly massive classes of students who frankly resent having to think critically while trying to buy their education.

Meanwhile NGOs, co-ops and charities are finding themselves either defunded due to budget cuts or diminishing donations or slyly incorporated into the system itself, providing the justification and window dressing for neo-imperialist interventions overseas or band-aid solutions to the social problems caused by the economic abandonment of oppressed and exploited populations at home.43 And the arts and culture scenes have been so consumed by consolidated corporate distribution mechanisms (Disney, Random House, massive art museums, etc.) that the daring, original and radical work finds only a meagre audience (see Chapter 7). Where it does, it is often consumed by members of a global elite (or their hangers-on) hungry for a means to distinguish themselves as culturally and intellectually superior and thus worthy of their ill-gotten riches.

It is vital to avoid the temptation to slip here into a distanced moralism that assumes that a radical critique of the failures of leftist institutionalism is in any way transformative in and of itself. So, too, is it vital to avoid the temptation to focus overmuch on the moral evils of capitalism and its agents, as if the system could in any way be changed if we were all kinder and more compassionate. These forms of leftist moralism are all too common. They afford their adherents a sense of moral superiority and efficacy in a world of alienation and heartbreak, but they rarely, in isolation, lead to any systemic or structural change. The merit of talking about values is not that it offers us a glimpse of a moral or ethical position to take under capitalism: no such position is available – by surviving within the system we are made complicit. Under the system’s broad totality, there is no pure or unproblematic form of work, life or thought. But, by the same token, even amidst it all, beauty, courage, solidarity, conviction, morality and real value do exist, but never in their mythically pure form.

Values are practices, not ideals

What do value struggles look like now? They are everywhere, they happen on every scale: when people refuse to be defined by accumulation, when they forge relationships based on values other than the desire to gain, when they just go about the beautiful maddening human business of falling in and out of love, providing for one another in hard times, sharing a cigarette or taking care of each other’s (or their own) kids. In fact, as Massimo De Angleis points out, the vast majority of our activities remain motivated by non-market values, and these are the values that make life meaningful.44 Even the jackasses at Goldman Sachs all believe money is a means to an end and know that money can’t buy happiness. The problem is that people’s non-capitalist acts are not in and of themselves going to be enough to take down the system that holds us all to ransom, that makes our ability to live and care and love and think dependent on our ability to work for someone else’s profit (or support that exploitative process, one way or another).

But the recognition that people are always doing non-capitalist things, are always rejecting capitalist values, and generally actually do know right from wrong, is a better starting point than that adopted by many traditional leftist approaches, which tend to assume people are mindlessly consuming, spending and exploiting and that they’ve bought into the system so completely that the political outlook is basically hopeless (which is actually a helpful position to assume if you want to engage politics half-heartedly, in ways that mean you don’t have to take any risks).

As mentioned, to the extent we imagine that values exist in some objective form, we fall into the same trap as the right, which imagines values to be real things out there in the world, external to us, that we try (and fail) to achieve. For the right, the best thing about a politics of values is that people are always failing to live up to them, and blame themselves for being bad Christians, unpatriotic citizens or having failed families. The right-wing politics of values is one that encourages a sort of paranoid self-loathing that manifests as a loathing of the public, of convenient ‘others’, a sort of universal punitive judgementalism rooted in one’s own feeling of eternal lack. It breeds a sort of masochistic addiction to an anger (at oneself and the world) that is the scar tissue over a sense of compassion and fellow feeling wounded by a society that fundamentally renders us worthless. This is one reason that right-wing commentators can get away with sexual and drug abuse and not lose a substantive portion of their following: people see in their fallen angels a pitiful reflection of themselves, where they see in the juvenile delinquent, the striking nurse and the foreclosed-upon grandmother merely a lazy failure leeching off the system.

This is what comes of a politics that holds certain values to be external fundamentals, God-given or objective realities, essences that we must try (and fail) to achieve. Likewise, the failure of many leftist initiatives and movements stems from a doctrinaire obedience to some authoritarian concept of value, as calcified in the image of the ‘proletariat’ or ‘the people’, which does not allow for difference and change. In reality, values only exist in practice, in the way they manifest from people’s actions and interactions. ‘Family values’ are not real things that exist ‘out there’; in fact, discussions with right-wing pundits and politicians about what, exactly, the term means usually fall flat, with simply incorrect and internally inconsistent references to the Bible or history that project the myth of the middle-class nuclear family back into time immemorial. Values, in this sense, exist purely as a way to police people’s behaviours, entirely in the negative. It’s not that family isn’t important – it is. But what family means and how a family ought to behave and what values a family ought to cherish are matters of practice, rather than some sort of divine code. That is, values aren’t eternal truths but ideas that we hold in common, ideas that shape identities and actions and that we, in turn, shape with our actions and relationships. Values are both the glue that keeps social cooperation together and the thing that social cooperation ultimately produces. The values others practise influence us; we live through the values we practise. Our daily practices reconfirm and reinforce or sometimes challenge and disrupt the values of those around us. So, to shift the capitalist value paradigm it’s not enough to ‘think different’ (as Apple Inc. would encourage us to do, as some sort of individualized choice). We have to create ways of acting differently, and acting in ways that reveal our power and create value.

Feminists and Black Panthers

This was the lesson learned the long and hard way by the feminist movement, which recognized that ‘consciousness raising’ wasn’t (and isn’t) just a matter of writing tracts and giving speeches and reading books. It was about getting women together (often in women-only spaces) to share their experiences.45 In part, this was about learning what was common and uncommon among participants, but in a very real way it was about cooperating differently as human beings, about creating new spaces and times between people, about practising social relations in new ways. Critically, these groups weren’t simply satisfied to create a retreat or enclave away from the world; they strove to empower women to take the new values being created (and the breach in assumed values that the spaces allowed) into the other spheres of their lives to confront the value systems there, to be able to say that the way things were was not the way they needed to be and also to insist that women’s knowledge was valuable and that their power was real. These feminist value practices animated activism on the levels of economics, health, culture, social and sexual relations, education, and most other spheres of social cooperation we could name, and their creation in feminist consciousness-raising groups found its affirmation not merely in the closed space of the group itself, but in the struggles it faced, the victories it won, and the roadblocks it met. Indeed, these value techniques came to be folded into the mainstream of social movement organizing in the forms of consensus-based decision-making, anti-hierarchical organizing and mutual solidarity, although all too often the feminist roots (and politics) are forgotten or marginalized. So radical value politics is not just about thinking really hard, and its not just about creating radical enclaves; it necessitates struggle and reflection, or, as Marx called it, ‘praxis’, the confluence and feedback between (shared) thought and (collective) action.

The same pattern was developed by groups like the Black Panthers, who led both critical consciousness-raising and political education classes in American black communities and engaged in various forms of direct action.46 The objective of this political education was to combat the pernicious imagination of black valuelessness: the assumption, foisted on black people, that they were worthless, that they were parasites, that they were inferior and some sort of social mistake. The political education, in the form of classes, literature and cultural forms, insisted that blackness was valuable and that this value was being stolen and exploited in a white-supremacist society. But this political education was actualized by the way it manifested in Black Panther actions. School breakfast programmes weren’t just a means to feed hungry neighbourhood kids who otherwise would have gone to school hungry; they were a manifestation of the value of those kids who were considered worthless, and an affirmation that black people did not have to wait on white society’s benevolence to affirm their value. Indeed, the Panthers pointed out that white society would only recognize this value when it was forced to do so. Similarly, Black Panther neighbourhood patrols against police intimidation and violence ‘raised the cost’ for police and others wishing to take advantage of or reinforce black worthlessness and dramatized the value of the black body as not simply an object of exploitation and abuse but as of value to itself and the community.

These two examples reveal that the radical imagination is not an individual possession but a collective practice. Importantly, the radical imagination is rooted in people’s actual experience of living together, from their experience of alternative values, or the process of re-evaluating life and experience. In this sense there is what we might call a dialectical relationship between values and imagination. We rely on our imaginations to give us a coherent sense of experience, of reproductive cooperation, of the world around us. How we imagine our relations shapes what and who we value. Meanwhile, our values, in turn, shape our imaginations. The cultivation of the radical imagination begins with the friction or tension between one’s experience of the world and the reigning paradigm of value; one’s ability to reimagine value and values is rooted in one’s experience of alternative value structures. For this reason, even movements that aim for systemic and structural change (rather than focusing on change at the level of everyday life and social relationships) depend, to a certain extent, on being able to create or feed from non-capitalist life-ways; and conversely even those movements that seek, modestly, to transform the realm of lived experience and relationships to reimagine what and who is valuable find themselves, on some level, in conflict with capital.

Reclaiming value: workers’ centres, anti-foreclosure movements and eco-communities

So let us close this chapter by looking at some struggles that are promising.

Trade unions have abandoned huge swathes of working people because they are too costly to organize, too mobile and too precarious. Restaurant workers, employees of temporary employment agencies and other members of the ‘precariat’ represent the likelihood of a negative ‘return on investment’ for unions because they likely won’t pay enough in dues to justify organizing and staffing their union local or branch. Meanwhile, most unions satisfy themselves by arguing (not that anyone is listening) that these workers actually ought not to exist, that they are the product of a neoliberal attack on unionized workers whose full-time permanent jobs have been contracted out. True, but who cares? One of the more exciting recent developments has been the emergence of autonomous (or, in some cases, union-funded) workers’ centres.47 Like the unions of old (including, notably, the Industrial Workers of the World, who are still organizing today),48 these centres take on the cases of workers who have suffered injustices on the job and mobilize direct-action tactics to win back stolen wages or severance payments, negotiate fairer working conditions and confront abusive bosses. What’s key here is not just that these organizations are standing up for the disenfranchised, it’s that they are based on the principle that all workers are valuable. In their actions they both proclaim and practise a militancy that fundamentally undermines the moral/economic order of capitalism that would say these workers are worthless and can thus be abused and disposed of. They don’t just proclaim this, they act on it, creating conditions under which workers can mobilize together and declare and discover their value. This is unlike the legalized collective bargaining and legal strike system of traditional trade unionism because it has a very different political horizon. Unionized workers strike to ‘get back to normal’, to return to the conditions of exploitation (albeit on slightly better terms). Workers’ centre actions may set their sights on very modest goals (winning $300 in stolen back pay) but in their actions they reveal that ‘normal’ is fundamentally broken, and that there’s no going back.

Similarly, one of the most exciting and hopeful by-products of the Occupy movement is its manifestation, along with a variety of pre-existing community groups in the United States, of anti-foreclosure movements.49 As banks seek to liquidate their holdings (i.e. cash out of mortgages their minions foisted onto poor people) the foreclosure rate in the USA is skyrocketing and many families are losing their homes, only to watch them stand empty for months while banks wait for property prices to recover or as speculators flip the property for a fast buck. Anti-foreclosure movements bring together the dispossessed and their allies and show up at homes to be foreclosed using direct-action tactics to prevent the collections agents, county sheriffs, repo men, bank toadies and real-estate vultures from going through the motions of eviction, foreclosure, possession and sale. They interrupt court proceedings and occupy banks to force the system to renegotiate or write off the loans and confront the authority, legitimacy and morality of the foreclosure industry and the law enforcement officials who do the banks’ dirty work. Fundamentally, they challenge the moral order of value that enables the foreclosure crisis: they insist that debt is something to be angry about rather than ashamed of, and finger the banks, rather than the homeowner, as the guilty party (see also Chapter 5). They insist that laws should serve people, not speculative investors. But, most importantly, they reinvent community not merely as a thing you participate in as part of your life, but as the fabric of social, moral and economic life itself. In mobilizing against foreclosure, these groups are also introducing neighbours to one another who have done little more than say hello for years, even decades. They are allowing people to affirm their power, their intelligence and their value together.

A third example is the growing number of eco-communities that pepper the landscape.50 The most recent generation of these initiatives are a far cry from their predecessors, which tended to be ‘drop-out’ communes where disaffected white middle-class urban youth retreated to the country and in many ways bowed out of struggle in the name of self-liberation, free love and imaginative escape (often through drugs). Today’s eco-communities conceive themselves as part of a movement, both modelling and experimenting with new ways of ‘doing’ community and cultivating resources that can support other struggles. These initiatives don’t see themselves as retreats from the struggles of workers, the poor, the debtors or people fighting oppression, but as zones for building new values and cherishing human relationships. Not only do these initiatives recognize that radical forms of value and the radical imagination depend on one another, they also recognize that bringing these two together, making them work, is a constant labour, a continuous task. The conditions of life, and of struggle, are forever changing, so we need to develop not only new ways to imagine and practice value, but portable and powerful methods for rebuilding community relationships, between people, with the natural world, and with the things we make together.

No one of these strategies, in and of itself, offers a pathway beyond capitalism. Indeed, at worst, each might be an example of an institution that facilitates the system’s reproduction by relieving the material and ideological strain on individuals and providing an outlet for anxiety and refusal that is, in and of itself, not transformative. And clearly some more systematic and structured revolution will be necessary to redistribute global wealth and bring to heel the corporate and capitalist pathologies that are ruining the planet. But what each example illustrates is the way that an anti-capitalist politics is not just about thinking differently, nor about being well organized, though both of these are important. It is also about doing otherwise. Perhaps overcoming capitalism will require some more organized, centralized, militant party or organization, as some claim.51 Even if that is the case, the roots of that party or organization will necessarily have to be in the practice of anti-capitalist politics and the building of new commons, whether those take the form of workers’ councils, community kitchens, eco-communities or affinity groups.

Reclaiming the value of the imagination

As this chapter has already indicated, it is not only material commons that are enclosed. Ideas, theories, plays, songs, concepts and forms of speech are also, in their way, commons too (see Chapter 6). In this sense, we can understand the way the ideas or imagination of ‘value’, ‘the commons’, ‘the public’, ‘creativity’ and, indeed, ‘the imagination’ itself have been enclosed. As we shall see in future chapters, these ideas and ideals, which were each in their time a means of trying to speak to common issues and perhaps a common humanity against the ruling powers of their day, have been co-opted, privatized, commodified and enclosed by capital. This is a process that mirrors the enclosure of common lands, resources and labour: the play of values is replaced or recoded by, or subordinated to, the singular value logic of money. As we shall see in Chapter 2, the idea of the ‘public’, while in its own way problematic, has ceased to be a means to speak of a realm of shared concerns and responsibilities and, instead, has become a hollow invocation, harnessed to concerns about ‘public safety’ to justify more repressive surveillance, policing and militarization.

Similarly, as we shall see in Chapter 6, the idea and ideal of ‘creativity’, while equally dubious in origin, once spoke to the possibilities of human emancipation and expression. But today it has become enclosed as a keyword for the restructuring of capitalism to maximize the exploitation of ‘flexibility’ and individual competition between workers and communities.

The value of the imagination, then, is the ability to reclaim, reorient and re-common these terms, to seize them back from capital not simply as romantic ideals but as militant concepts which we can use to open up new common possibilities. This is to say that, as with almost all arenas of social life, these terms and ideas are not purely innocent or purely evil: they are each a site of a struggle over value and values.


TWO

Publics, commons, occupations

Radical politics in the age of austerity has been marked by the centrality of occupations that not only dramatize discontent with the reigning necroneoliberal paradigm but also act as zones for reimagining social, political and economic relations. From Tahrir Square, the heart of the Egyptian Revolution, to Zuccotti Park in New York, from Puerta del Sol in Barcelona to Syntagma Square in Athens, from Taksim Gezi in Turkey to the flooded streets and plazas of Brazil or Quebec, the occupation of purportedly ‘public’ spaces has become a hallmark of refusal and rejection in an era when all ‘legitimate’ paths to electoral change have been foreclosed. Not only do these occupations breathe new vibrancy into what were hitherto etiolated husks of ‘public space’; they also act as laboratories of the radical imagination, places to imagine collectively and put into practice new social relations and new forms of cooperation.1 They create, in the warmth of bodies, spirits and minds, artificial environments in which the kernels of a different society can germinate. Whether or not these tender seedlings (community kitchens, people’s libraries, nightly assemblies) can survive the harsh realities outside the occupation remains to be seen. But the importance of the occupations cannot be dismissed.

On a broad level, we can say that occupations are manifestations against enclosure. To the extent that systems of power seek to insist that social issues are private, enclosing them within the sphere of personal concerns, occupations force them back onto the public stage. To the extent that systems of power try to colonize or steal our common life and common wealth, occupations make a bold claim to common ownership and responsibility. To the extent that those systems of power insist we express our political ideas and solidarities in private, regulated spaces, we occupy space together to show our commonality and discover our solidarity. Occupations are both a form of mass theatre, where our collective presence where-weought-not-to-be draws attention and the imagination to key themes and issues, and stages where new relationships between people can be improvised and refined – relationships that can ‘prefigure’ or set the stage for a new society. When we occupy, we cooperate otherwise, and imagine otherwise as well.

This chapter asks us to reimagine occupations as a form of protest that helps us understand both the idea of the ‘public’ and the idea of the ‘commons’ and, importantly, reimagine the connections and tensions between the two.

The public residues of common struggles

The public is an old idea with a number of different origins. The word itself comes from the Latin publicus, from which we also get the word ‘people’. For our purposes, it relates to a model of imagining a relationship between people and political power. When we talk about the public, we are talking about an abstract mass of people who share a fate, and who usually share a political system or space.2

We are most familiar with the word ‘public’ from entities such as ‘republics’ (systems of popular rule), public services, public space and public libraries. In this sense, ‘the public’ refers to formal institutions. More broadly, these days ‘the public’ refers to a relationship between people and their form of government. We pay taxes that go towards public parks and public transit, which we then access for free (or are charged a user fee). We engage (less and less) in public debate in (shrinking) public space. We often speak to one another in public through media publications (radio, television, books, newspapers). The public, at least ideally, is about how we, as people, relate to each other through our shared social institutions. In this sense, the idea of ‘the public’ only exists when counterpoised to an idea of the ‘private’, a sphere of life that belongs to ourselves and our families and those we invite in.

In the past thirty to forty years, capitalism has, effectively, declared war on the public. Capitalism has always worked by drawing a clean line between public and private and by making business private (e.g. beyond public oversight) and forcing the public pay to the costs (e.g. bailing out banks, cleaning up environmental problems, taking care of unemployed workers and their families when a manufacturer moves offshore). But since the rise of neoliberal ideology, capitalism has insisted that governments cut taxes and budgets, which has led to the underfunding of public education and other public services. It has demanded that ‘frill’ public goods (like utilities and publicly owned companies) be privatized. It has systematically loosened public controls on the private sector in spheres including the environment, education, workers’ rights and rent.3 It has insisted that private-sector forms of ‘efficiency’ be imposed on public institutions, leading to lay-offs and the degradation of services. It has overseen and profited from the disappearance of public space as parks and squares, and libraries and community halls have been allowed to deteriorate as people increasingly enjoy privatized forms of leisure, entertainment and education.4 Public forms of insurance, from pensions to health care, have been defunded, privatized and offloaded onto individuals.5 Public debate and discourse have become a hollow mockery of their former selves in the age of sensationalist ‘news’. Our public officials are increasingly spineless, corrupt or incompetent, largely serving the interests of capital and corporations under the (earnest or cynical) impression that ‘economic growth’ is of unquestionable and paramount value.6 On account of the neoliberal revolution, ‘public’ is a dirty word. We live in a culture of fear and isolation where we no longer see ourselves as part of the ‘public’ at all, only as competitive private individuals. Privatization in this sense is not just a political strategy for selling off public wealth; it is a cultural idiom or mood where increasingly social issues are imagined as private worries and where whole new areas of social life are rendered up to the capitalist market.7

The occupation movements are staging grounds for a new and different public sphere, demanding the rejuvenation of public services and public-mindedness. They have reclaimed and reanimated public space for public discourse and debate. But this is not all they are. They aim for something beyond a ‘return’ to a fabled past. Rather, they are a bold if inchoate declaration of potentiality.

This is where we need the idea of the commons. The distinction may appear subtle, but it is important. The modern idea of the public emerged from a time of struggle as capitalism was establishing itself in Europe and the modern state was forming itself as a means to mediate between the exploiters and the exploited (roughly 1750–1950). On the one hand, this state promised capital entities like militaries, police forces, borders and courts (‘public safety’) in order to discourage the exploited from revolt. Slowly, as the revolts of the exploited became increasingly fierce and threatening, modern states began to offer public services as means to preempt and deter rebellions. The New Deal and the post-World War II welfare state were the apex of this process. Public education, free public assembly, an autonomous public media, and public forms of life, health and old-age security were all the fruits of hard-fought battles. These gains were and are significant and need to be defended, even if they are only the residue of revolutionary efforts.8

We now hold these public goods (where they haven’t been terminally weakened by neoliberalism) in common. That is, they are goods in our common interest. They represent and express values we share. ‘Commons’ are spaces and processes of shared life that we are constantly building and rebuilding together. The word itself shares its root with community, communication and commonwealth. It gains its contemporary meaning from the idea of land held in common by a community. In Europe, capitalism rose out of the decimation and ‘enclosure’ of the commons, which dramatically reduced European peasants’ self-sufficiency and drove them into cities and towns to become what we now understand to be the industrial working class.9 Elsewhere in the world, colonialism operated by severing people’s connection to their commons, not only land but also culture and community, to impose an extortionate economy that served the colonizers.10 It also worked by turning public systems into machines for controlling people, in the sense that colonialism often sought out (or implanted) corrupt local ‘public’ officials and rulers who could use (often perverted forms of) pre-existing power structures and institutions to control local populations.

When we talk about commons, we are not just talking about shared wealth and institutions, we are talking about a process by which people make and remake what they value – commoning is a process of developing shared resources, or building community, or evolving and transforming the world together. Water, food, shelter, childcare, the environment, and transportation are also commons because they are things we share or we die.11 ‘The common’ is the name we give to that almost magical dynamic, shifting, living collaborative relation that exists between people. In this sense ‘common’ is more a verb than a noun – it doesn’t just refer to the things we hold in common, it refers to the processes and procedures by which things and spaces become common, or remain common, the way commons are produced and reproduced through people’s actions and relationships. That is, the commons are both real things that we hold in common and also a quality of the imagination, a way of interpreting and understanding the world around us (see Chapter 8).

Unfortunately, under our present system the way we share these common things is everywhere mediated by money and commodities. In this sense, ‘capital’, in addition to naming the concentrated and collective power of capitalists and of money itself, also names a perversion of our imaginations. We come to recognize, mediate and imagine our common fate and collective potential, the fabric of our social reproduction, through the limited scope of economic relations. In this sense, ‘capital’ seeks to harness and exploit the commons, at the same time as it becomes the common denominator and referent for the way we imagine our shared fate and cooperative labour.12

So the idea of the commons has three overlapping dimensions. First, it refers to those historical commons that were the bedrock of Western and non-Western societies and whose history of enclosure provides us with a potent metaphor through which we can imagine our struggles today. Second, the commons refers to actually existing entities and processes: such as air, water, culture and other common goods which are both held in common and facing enclosure; but also the dimension of even highly privatized institutions (the media, private property, etc.) that contain within them, somewhere, the spirit of the common. Finally, the commons is also an aspirational ideal, a horizon of possibility. This is the commons of the imagination: the way the idea of the commons animates our vision of the present and possible futures. The imagination is not some sort of individual private property but a shared landscape of possibilities that we build with others, a theme we revisit in Chapter 7.

All that said, the actually existing commons of our time are not always entirely celebratory. For instance, in the massive, racialized destruction of the city of Detroit, many have pointed to the rise of community gardens in destitute neighbourhoods as evidence of new commons growing in the ruins of capitalist neglect.13 Likewise, many point to the famous examples of community kitchens and child care orchestrated by women during the British miners’ strike in the 1980s as examples of grassroots commons.14 So have others noted the ways that ‘disaster capitalism’, which leverages economic gains out of the residual effects of natural or man-made disasters, sees the birth of new common efforts for survival where the market has left people to die.15 Yet, while these examples do offer a hopeful sign of the way that community resilience emerges from even the darkest corners of exploitation and class struggle, they are not in and of themselves horizons of hope but, rather, last-ditch efforts at survival. Clearly, a politics of the commons cannot be based on the spectre of grim necessity, especially when it is a necessity born of the devaluation of society’s most oppressed and exploited.

The fall of the public

Publics can be imagined as, in part, congealed commons. They are the way common projects and concerns become institutionalized and semi-permanent. So the ‘public sphere’ is the solidification of common concerns, a particular pattern of social space and shared time. Many public services are an institutionalization of common care and compassion. Public space is the legal residue of common space. And a republic is one established political formation that contains within it the skewed form of a democratic commons.

The problem is that everything public is an impure expression of the commons because it was forged out of struggle and compromise. Since the rise of public institutions out of struggle, most have slowly lost their common idiom because they have become the subject of increasingly alienated bureaucratic, managerial and professional hierarchies. So public schooling no longer feels like a way we take care of, nurture and develop our young people but like a crumbling prison where we send our kids to get them out of the way while we work and to habituate them to a life of work, worry, evaluation and domination. Public transit is seen less as a common good and more as a form of charity for those of us too poor to afford private vehicles. Public space is considered a dangerous and dirty place to visit once in a while or to pass through on our way somewhere else, rather than the core of our common life and community. And public media and debate are increasingly seen as forms of private, for-profit entertainment, rather than spaces to build common ideas, imaginations and solutions. Indeed, even the idea of the republic has become that of a collection of private consumer-citizens who pay for a bureaucracy, rather than the expression of common projects and possibilities.

Indeed, today, perhaps the most operative mobilization of the idea of the public is entirely contrary to the term’s common animus. In the name of ‘public safety’ governments have taken licence to dramatically increase military and policing budgets and deepen and widen surveillance mechanisms, especially since the dawn of the ‘War on Terror’.16 Needless to say, the ultimate purpose of such measures is to defend an idea of the ‘public sphere’ and the ‘public’ which has largely become synonymous with ‘markets’. Such measures are used to subjugate protests that demand more accountability from governments and the reining in of corporate power, as we saw in the heavy-handed and repressive police response to the Occupy movement and the other occupations around the world.17 The notion of ‘public safety’ at work here is one that strictly polices the meaning of the ‘public’ itself such that it conforms with the normative demands of the capitalist value paradigm: individuals must, at all times, be free to labour and to buy, and private entities like corporations must be unimpeded in their ‘lawful’ business. Meanwhile, the expansion of surveillance technologies (such as those revealed by the massive leak of information from the former NSA contractor Edward Snowden) has, ironically, fundamentally breached any substantive notion of ‘privacy’, rendering moot the classic distinction between public and private.

Critiques of the public

The collapse of the public sphere over the past thirty to forty years was accompanied by many important criticisms of the idea of the public itself. Marxist-inspired critics, for one, have been eager to note that the idealized public sphere in the liberal imagination is one that really only represents the bourgeoisie and fits within a paradigm that would see politics relegated to the formal (and largely masculine) sphere of civic debate, largely separated from the capitalist economic realities that actually structure society.18 Feminist critics have noted, rightly, that the older ideas of the public never really included women.19 In fact, the idea of ‘public man’ was developed (by men) only by counterposing it to an idea of ‘private woman’, women as the private property of men who ought to remain in the private, household sphere.20 We can still see that the vast majority of ‘public’ officials and powers-that-be are men (or occasionally women who are willing to play the men’s game): political and economic elites, media executives, public security personnel, and so on. And women are still expected to undertake the majority of ‘private’ tasks, from child-rearing to taking care of elderly relatives, from cooking to cleaning. Indeed, even forms of public work associated with these ‘private’ tasks, from teaching to nursing, have disproportionately feminized workforces21 (and significantly lower pay). Queer folks too have argued that the idea of the ‘public’ exists in part to make issues of love, community and solidarity ‘private’ issues and have enforced compulsory ‘heteronormativity’ which selectively makes certain ‘deviant’ sexualities ‘public’ (in order to degrade or ‘cure’ them) and forces others to live lives entirely in private (the ‘closet’) or hiding in public.22 These critics point out that the idea of one unified ‘public’, no matter how broad, isn’t necessarily desirable and that we should instead think about a world with multiple overlapping ‘publics’ where different sorts of relationships can happen in different ways.23

Similarly, many people of colour have long noted their exclusion from the public, not merely in times when marginalized communities were denied opportunities to vote, or to speak and act publicly, but today when one’s access to public space and public institutions is highly indexed to perceived race, and where public institutions judge and treat racialized individuals with much more hostility and suspicion.24 Indeed, as authors like Frantz Fanon, Achille Mbembe and David Theo Goldberg illustate, Western notions of the ‘public’, historically and in the present, have depended on ideals of ‘civility’ and order associated with normative whiteness, always counterposed to the imagined barbarism and disorder of the racialized ‘other’.25 Still today racialized bodies are viewed (in the media, in the legal system, in the racial imaginary) as rude interruptions and threats to the safety and coherence of the public sphere.

Indigenous and anti-colonial thinkers also point out that the idea of the public is a European invention that imagined a strict division between public and private spheres that is alien to many other cultures and political world-views. They point out that the idea of the public was imposed on other civilizations as a means to maintain social control, especially because, as noted above, it fundamentally undermined the political and community power of women, thus weakening cultures of resistance to colonialism.26 To this day, neocolonial institutions like the World Bank and International Monetary Fund, which oversee global ‘development’, insist on replicating a world-view that has a strict division between public and private that runs counter to many peoples’ desires to craft their own political and economic systems based on their own local cultures, traditions, creativity and ingenuity.27

The problem with the idea of the public is that it breaks up society in our imaginations: it insists that only some things are common, and it institutionalizes that division. For instance, violence against women is a persistent common problem in our society, with almost 25 per cent of women reporting having survived some form of sexual violence (actual rates are likely higher).28 For the most part, this is seen in our society as a private problem, or when it is considered a public problem it is dealt with through a generally ineffective and austere legal system which has little to do with dealing with men’s sexual aggression as a common and cultural issue and rarely leads to the healing of the community, the survivor or the perpetrator.29 We can also point to the epidemic of mental health disorders and suffering in Western societies. While there is a strong argument to be made that much of this suffering is symptomatic of an increasingly precarious, stressful and alienated social system – that is, public problems – mental health is rendered a ‘private’ concern to be answered by a vastly overinflated pharmaceuticals and therapy industry.30 Of course, many of us depend on pharmaceuticals and therapy, but how might we reimagine these as commons, rather than private goods and services?31

As mentioned above, capitalism has always played the imagined public/private division to its advantage, shifting the line at different historical moments to ensure the sustainability of the system. Of course, movements fought back. For instance, education used to be imagined as an entirely private affair when children were seen as workers in the early Industrial Revolution. Workers and parents fought to have education become a public good, and for corporations and the wealthy to be taxed to pay for that public good32 Likewise, the struggle against transatlantic enslavement and slavery in the anglophone North Atlantic was, elementally, an attempt to make public an issue slavers imagined to be one of ‘private property’ and to insist that common humanity was more valuable than private property rights (even if problematically framed by many white anti-slavery campaigners in terms of white benevolence).33 The struggle to render human suffering and exploitation public, rather than private, has been a key dimension of many of the most critical struggles within and against capitalism since its inception. And even when these struggles are articulated as a demand for state-given rights or for legal changes or otherwise a supplication to power, they are borne and possessed, to a greater or lesser extent, by some sense of the common. While we have seen the highly compromised and co-opted language of ‘human rights’ marshalled to the service of neoimperialism and neocolonialism,34 it continues to work and inspire not simply because it makes public those issues governments and corporations would like to see imagined as private (how states repress dissent; how water ‘resources’ are distributed; the status of women) but because they speak, at some deep level, to an inchoate sense of common humanity and common fate. In other words, the common imagination lives even among highly compromised, commodified and co-opted ideas and institutions, and indeed lends them warmth and light.

Since the establishment of the capitalist welfare state in the anglophone North Atlantic we have slowly become more and more alienated from our common life because we have relinquished grassroots control of public institutions to bureaucracies, professionals and legal processes.35 On the one hand, this has allowed many of us to get on with building our private lives, accumulating commodities and wealth, if we are lucky. On the other hand, this has allowed corporations, in effect, to take control of and decimate our public institutions – from the government to the police, from the schools to prisons, from the media to hospitals, from old-age security to universities.

Of course, this hasn’t happened without a fight. The left has traditionally fought for the protection and expansion of public services and the public sphere. Sometimes this fight takes the form of attempts to win political power. Sometimes it takes the form of community organizing for various campaigns. Sometimes it takes the form of revolutionary organizations trying to unseat the capitalist regimes and replace them with real democracies where all social institutions, especially the productive sphere (factories, mines, farms, etc.), would be public.

Yet, as early as the 1960s many activists began to feel that a political orientation fixated only on maintaining or building on existing public institutions was not enough. Starting with anti-racist, feminist and queer movements, attempts were made to develop new commons as insurgent alternatives to dominant public institutions.36 Alternative housing, alternative health care, alternative media, and alternative forms of common decision-making animated struggles against the status quo. The punk movement, and the growing ecological moment – or at least their respective radical wings – developed whole new repertoires of politics that not only fought privatization but imagined and built new, alternative institutions and networks in spheres like housing, food and security.37 As discussed in Chapter 1, these movements engaged with the dialectic of value and imagination, grounding new social structures, relationships and institutions in the expression and imagination of non-capitalist values, and these spaces, processes and practices in turn became the hotbeds of the radical imagination.

But, of course, these examples are also instructive in the way elements of the movements were co-opted or defanged by capital. By rendering feminist, anti-racist and queer struggles ‘private’ attempts to win inclusion for individuals in mainstream capitalist institutions (government, corporations, marriage, etc.) capital was able to domesticate, divide and deradicalize large portions of these movements.38 Likewise, to the extent that punk ceased to be about creating alternative spheres of reproduction and instead expressed itself as an individual lifestyle politics, it became merely one more node of capitalist value and imagination.

The rise of the commons

By the turn of the millennium, many of us were optimistic that we could build movements based entirely on the idea of the commons. We could forget the struggle to protect and restore increasingly bureaucratic and alienating public institutions and build our own, living, breathing alternatives at the grassroots. We enthusiastically (and exhaustingly) struggled for autonomy from what we saw as a public sphere irretrievably sullied by corporate influence and power. We embraced a theory of ‘exodus’ from capitalism that held that a head-on struggle with the powers-that-be over what remained of the public sphere was impossible to win and that success was not altogether desirable (wouldn’t we just see the rise of new repressive and alienated institutional hierarchies, as had happened in, for example, the Soviet Union?).39 We felt we needed to build alternative common spaces and institutions that would allow us to reduce and eliminate our dependency on capitalism and the state.40 At some point, if we were successful, the state and capitalism would starve to death for lack of participation and we could have a relatively bloodless revolution based not on militant vanguards but on grassroots, networked, cooperative collaboration.

There is much that is laudable about this approach, though it ran into problems. Primary among these has been the capitalist recuperation of the idea of the commons, on the level of both the imagination and the material. Since the 1980s, mainstream economists, sociologists and others have been increasingly interested in the commons as a means to explain those elements of the economy and social life that coexist in but are separate from the market.41 As George Caffentzis illustrates, this adoption of the commons as a means to explain ‘market failures’ reached its apogee with the granting of the Nobel Memorial Foundation Prize in Economics to Elinor Ostrom, whose work highlighted the important role of commons in helping sustain capitalism in zones and spheres of life where profits were scarce and where collective control over ‘resources’ was necessary. As Caffentzis notes, the embrace of common-esque ideas by the austerity right (notably the British Conservative Party’s ‘Big Society’ programme, which seeks to offload the costs of social care from the government onto the voluntary sector) relies on a highly limited notion of the commons.42

This mainstream economic interest in the commons reveals an even more profound and important reality: capitalism is everywhere reliant on the commons. For one, capital expands by colonizing new commons, whether this is achieved through the privatization of natural commons (such as water) or the marketization of constructed commons (such as when community gardens or scientific research become guided or constrained by profit-oriented pressures or firms).43 For another, capital is inherently unable to provide the necessities of human life. Because capitalism fundamentally values accumulation above all other values, we rely on the commons of our families, social circles and communities to provide what we truly need, whether this is merely authentic human relationships or, in more dire situations, food, child care or protection. Ironically, capital survives everywhere because it can rely on people taking care of one another in the face of its abandonment and insouciance.44 In other words, the commons, both in concept and actuality, remain to various extents the basis of human life (something that becomes especially apparent in times of crisis, disaster and calamity),45 and of capitalism. Even though capitalism is antithetical to and predatory towards these commons, it fundamentally relies on them for the survival of its labouring subjects. Indeed, herein lies one of the central contradictions of the system, which plays out on both small and large scales.

Another problem with a politics of the commons is that the source of the vast majority of people’s anger and frustration stems from the failure of public institutions and the desire to see them restored or brought back under public control (or, when the anger is captured by the right, to see public institutions obliterated). Union members, teachers, recipients of state services like social assistance, pension or health care can be appealed to on the grounds of taking public power back, not reinventing power itself.

Building common infrastructure on the scale required to replace public institutions is a monumental challenge. How do you build a common alternative to the modern medical system, with its highly organized, complex and technologically sophisticated apparatus? It’s easy to say that in a better society health care will look very different; that if you remove environmental toxins and systemic health hazards (like junk food and dangerous forms of work) there will be a dramatic improvement in health; but how do you build a common MRI machine? Or a common airline? It is possible, but well beyond the scope of a movement that usually can’t keep a common art space, info-shop or soup kitchen open for longer than a few weeks or months.46

Even if we do build thriving commons, how will we deal with massive issues like global warming and ecological toxicity? How will we coordinate a worldwide network of commons? How will we ensure that other common spaces do not succumb to failure or co-optation? And how do we spread the commons beyond our immediate communities and make it a global movement? Further, the discourse of the commons is too often rehearsed with an all-too-glib enthusiasm that doesn’t do justice to the perpetuity of non-capitalist or para-capitalist forms of oppression and exploitation that can (and do) persist within common efforts, including racism, sexism, ablism and homo- and transphobia. The idealized notion of the commons as a universal horizon all too often obscures the very real and pervasive structures of power that foreclose certain people’s access to ostensibly common resources, or that split and divide commoners from making common cause, both here and now and presumably in the future. The idealism that surrounds the idea of the commons all too often suggests a shared political horizon that pre-empts the actual work of building meaningful solidarity. It suggests a unified ‘we’ in the future that can distract us from the long, hard work of dealing with those forms of oppression and exploitation based on gender, race, class, sexuality, ability and other factors which, in fact, need to be at the centre of our organizing efforts. If the commons are to be truly common, they cannot be limited to a politics based on vague aspirations but, instead, need to be based in the fight against oppression and exploitation in the here and now.

We can add to this that a world made up entirely of commons could also be utterly exhausting. If all social institutions (like workplaces, schools, factories) were run by committees and participatory democracies, we might spend our whole lives in meetings. Of course, there are plenty of ways to avoid this, but when the appeal for the society of the commons is being made by small collections of overworked, half-burnt-out activists, it becomes a challenge to explain to people how the society we can build together would mean less not more toil, drudgery and fruitless effort.47

To be clear, the distinction between publics and commons is not merely that publics are government programmes and commons are grassroots structures. The media are now largely private institutions, but they serve a public end. So too do many semi-private cultural institutions, including museums and universities. Water is a commons, so too are our general assemblies. The distinction between public and commons lies in the pattern of people’s engagement; it is an orientation of the imagination, where imagination (as we have seen, and as we shall explore in Chapters 5 and 8) means not merely an individual mental exercise but a collective process grounded in the recalibration of social values to guide the form of social reproduction.

The commons refers to a form of engagement based on the presence of people; the active, direct and first-person participation of those who share common concerns. The public is a form of engagement based on representation; there is a level of remove between people and the decision-making and operations of public affairs. A good example is the distinction between the general assembly, which is a commonist democratic form where all those affected are (hypothetically) present, and more traditional representational democracy, where we elect people to represent us at a removed level of decision-making.48 Similarly, the public media (when they work) have the role of representing society to itself, whereas common media stress the maximizing of a plurality of voices present in the debate (we return to this idea in Chapter 5).

The promise of the occupations

The occupations are not a single phenomenon, of course. They differ from place to place and from time to time, and each is animated by a myriad ideas, tendencies, ideological persuasions and commitments. But what they open up is a space for new publics, new commons and, most importantly, new relationships between the two. Let’s focus on the recent Occupy movement.

On the one hand, the occupations have reclaimed public space and reanimated it with public purpose. They are spaces that thrive with ideas and debates that have drawn public attention with a staggering force. They have opened up what seemed like a closed public debate on the future and undermined the global ‘consensus’ on the coming ‘age of austerity’. They have shown the public that they can have a voice, that resistance is not futile. Most importantly, they have demanded that people see themselves again as a public, as responsible to one another for making wise decisions for the public good.

Many official demands have emanated from the occupations, which have tended to be ‘liberal’ in nature.49 That is, they make a demand on public institutions for the defence, restoration or establishment of public programmes, laws or spaces. This orientation has many advantages. Notably, it is the traditional means by which people change their leaders’ policies and agendas. It does not reinvent the political system as a whole, although some of the more radical demands (like campaign finance reform, additional constitutional language, a guaranteed living wage) imply a very dramatic, even radical, shift in systemic priorities.

But these demands also have many disadvantages. Namely, while it may challenge the content of political power, it doesn’t really challenge the form.50 That is, it leaves the political system as it exists relatively intact. Are we satisfied with a system that reduces all of us to mere voters and taxpayers? Do we agree with the strict definition of public and private that the political system was built on? Do we trust anyone in the political system enough to hand them our demands and hope they make the best of them? Do we believe that, even if we do succeed in winning our demands from the powers-that-be, our victories will be sustained, or do we believe more sanguinely that corporate and financial power will find new ways to undermine our success? Isn’t what we are building in the occupations something more than a poor persons’ lobby group whose office is the street?

Can we imagine politics beyond merely supplicating ourselves before our elected regents? Of course we can, and we are doing so. We are building radical, horizontal commons. And it is by making these commons sustainable and stitching them into the fabric of the daily lives of our neighbourhoods and communities that we truly become a revolution. Movements succeed and their gains survive when they are rooted deep in the way people live, feel and relate to one another, not merely when they scare the powers-that-be. If the public refers to the way that we assemble into the sum of our parts, then the commons is how the ‘we’ that we create when we assemble and struggle is more than the sum of our parts. Importantly, when we create commons those commons change us as individuals. The signature quality of commons is that they are part of who we are; they blur the line between individual and community. They are actualizations of the dialectic of value and imagination where the reimagining of social values is linked to new experiments in the processes and practices of social reproduction, and where these new commons are, in turn, the ground within which radical reimaginings of society as a whole might emerge.

Of course, as noted above, commons alone may not be enough, or may not be formed fast enough to solve the massive problems we now face. We will need to engage in a politics of the public. But what the occupations represent is a novel and promising way to mix the commons and the public.

Over the last thirty to forty years our public institutions have withered under neoliberal attack in part because they ceased to be grounded in the practice and imagination of the commons. Relegated to hyper-professional bureaucracies, they lacked the common element of engagement, of that ‘more than the sum of its parts’ flavour. More concretely, most public institutions have been and are far from democratic, except in the most abstract sense. From the media to health care to public transit to universities, from public utilities like water to the police to the management of public spaces, public institutions tend to be run by appointed executives and boards. Citizen influence and oversight is minimal, if it exists at all. Is it any wonder that so many public services and institutions came to be seen as merely commodities like any other and were so easily cut when neoliberal governments swung the axe?

We can and should make demands of public officials and call for the restoration of funding and dignity to public institutions, but only so long as we ground these demands in a constantly cultivated commons. We cannot merely demand that funding be restored to, say, education. We need a form of public education rooted in and answerable to the commons. What if we also demanded that, in addition to restoring public funds in schools, that communities, children, students and parents all got a democratic say in how schools were run and what education looked like? What if instead of just calling for the regulation of the banking sector we demanded that our governments abolish the banks and instead establish, fund and guarantee local community savings networks (not just credit unions) that are run by communities democratically for communities? Why, instead of just insisting the corporate media rein in their sensationalistic fear-mongering, do we not demand that the public enable us to create a nationally and globally networked series of media co-operatives that would encourage both professional and citizen journalists to tell stories and host debates that actually mattered? What if instead of demanding the government do something about global warming and ecological devastation we demanded they create and empower local and regional ecological jurisdictions, overseen by residents, that would have a veto over any proposed industrial, chemical or mining development? What if instead of crying foul over the police repression of our movements in the service of corporate greed we demanded the police and prisons be abolished and replaced by accountable, common, grassroots forms of public safety that focused on prevention and community healing? What if instead of calling on corporations to check their ‘greed’ we demanded that they all be transformed into worker co-operatives? (Though, to be fair, a lot of corporations simply need to be abolished, notably financial firms, the private prison industry, weapons manufacturers, most of the fossil-fuels empire and advertising and public-relations firms).

These are not silver-bullet solutions, but they advance a vision of public policy that draws on and empowers the commons. They do not seek to concentrate power in the hands of allegedly public officials or create new bureaucracies, but instead leverage the public sector towards the creation and nourishment of the commons. They are just examples of what we might imagine, but they also showcase what the occupations might be capable of: developing strategies that mobilize both the public and the common good to create powerful, sustainable gains and successes that will stand the test of time and carry the occupations’ values of horizontality and participatory democracy into the future.

Making the commons public and the public common

This is not to diminish our ambitions, either for public control over the state and the means of production (the horizon of socialism) or the abolition of the state entirely and the rendering of all life common (the horizon of anarchism). It is to say that, strategically speaking, it’s important to hold in our minds the (often contradictory, and always difficult) dialectical relationship between commons and publics. Occupations, as a tactic, have the advantage of making what is common public: bringing to the public stage our common issues, and revealing in public space what is common among us. In occupations we discover the common, or the possibilities of commons. For instance, in the square or the plaza or the occupied office (of the immigration bureaucrat, of the bank, of the university president) we come to both know and publicize those bonds of solidarity and common dreaming that are at the heart of our movements. By the same token, we also retake the public and make it common. We cease to be isolated consumer-citizens and come to infuse that ‘public’ identity with common values and common understandings. When we retake public spaces, public institutions or organizations that either are ostensibly ‘public’ (parks, courtrooms, schools) or ought to be public (the media, banks, the Internet), we reinfuse them with the spirit of the commons, undermining and replacing bureaucratic, inflexible and alienating structures that resonate with the corporate model with an immanent sense of possibility.

Meanwhile, big, showy occupations are and can only ever be public revelations of common movements. They are the tip of an iceberg of common value, common projects and common ideas that are usually shut out of public view. The occupations near Wall Street, in Syntagma Square and in Plaza del Sol and so on were only in part spontaneous manifestations of people’s outrage at financial kleptocracy and grinding austerity. They were, and are, manifestations of common relationships and values, whether these live in personal friendships, in shared ideas of what society is for, or in movements for education, health, welfare or taxation reform. In the occupations, these subterranean commons come together and learn from one another. Meanwhile, the occupations also spur participants and observers to rediscover their common values and projects. They inspire new common movements. For instance, after the evictions of Occupy Wall Street and other occupations, their activists launched a diaspora into common life, forming new movements or reinfusing established projects against home foreclosures (and for common housing),51 against debt (and for new common social bonds),52 for free education (and against the enclosure of knowledge),53 and so on. Similarly, many of those who did not participate in the Occupy movement were inspired by its example of principled anti-hierarchy and deep democracy and brought this common agenda to their own lives, organizations and workplaces, demanding and building alternative structures in schools, neighbourhoods and cities.54

For all this romantic talk of commons, things aren’t quite so simple. Born into and participating in a world system that thrives and survives on inequality, oppression and exploitation, our common life is shattered by racism, sexism, homo- and transphobia, ablism, ageism, colonialism and multiple other forms of division and difference. Often these forms of inequality are codified in and reproduced by public institutions, and simply declaring our common interests isn’t enough to overcome the deeply entrenched disparities of power, voice, identity and privilege which make building actual commons and common institutions a daunting task.55

Still, occupations render public those problems typically labelled private and draw attention to the challenge of developing and sustaining new commons. Currently, occupations tend to demand more of those who suffer greater oppression, who are more vulnerable to the abuse of the authorities, and who are made to spend their time educating those with greater privilege. For instance, a lot of people of colour and anti-colonial activists involved in the Occupy movement burnt out or constantly struggled trying to ensure that racism and imperialism were at the forefront of the agenda.56 Similarly a lot of disabled folks grew understandably frustrated that the occupations made little or no space for people with different levels of access and worshipped the mythology of the able-bodied (largely white, male, middle-class) individual as the ideal occupier.57 These groups, as well as feminist, trans and other activists and organizers, sought to insist that the commons the occupations created were not as common as their enthusiastic participants would like to believe, and that we have a lot further to go if we really want to discover and make militant what is truly common (and uncommon) among us.

So, there is a tension between the public and the private even within common movements, which often try to designate problems ‘private’ or ‘personal’ when they ought to be understood as common. Often privileged or oppressive behaviour in occupations is labelled as a matter of ‘personality’, and so removed from public view. There are no perfect answers for this, except to say that – to return to a previous point – ‘common’ is best conceived of as a verb, rather than a noun, and so implies that the work of commoning is continuous and difficult. This work will never be done. Rather, as per our discussion in Chapter 1, it is a question of the politics of reproduction, the way politics is a matter of constantly recalibrating and reconsidering how we, together, reproduce the society of which we, as individuals and collectives, are the products. To the extent we make gains, we often see our common efforts solidify into public institutions, which often succumb to inertia, to their own rules and patterns, and to the forms of exclusion and oppression that they will, unfortunately, bear with them from the society in which they were forged. Commoning, then, is never a finished business; it’s always a challenge to be taken up and renewed. For that reason, it depends on those who feel comfortable and who enjoy various forms of privilege actively taking the initiative to learn about and work against their own self-satisfaction.

In my home country of Canada, the Idle No More anti-colonial resurgence in the winter of 2012/13, which saw an unprecedented wave of struggles over questions of Indigenous rights and sovereignty, levelled a profound challenge to the politics that had animated the Occupy movements around the country. Where the Occupy movements had advanced a common agenda against the privatization of social life and experimented with new forms of community and politics, Idle No More reminded the largely non-Indigenous Occupiers that their occupations were occurring on already occupied lands, and that any honest revolutionary movement would need to include an anti-colonial agenda.58 Idle No More insisted that the Canadian ‘public’ sphere was essentially built on Indigenous lands, and while it was organized around the tactic of large, public occupations, which included massive round dances in public parks, squares and shopping malls, the movement cannot be reduced to a ‘public’ demand for greater recognition and compensation. Rather, at the core of this movement was a profoundly challenging call for Indigenous sovereignty, a call that, if answered, would undermine the legitimacy of the Canadian state and its claims to territorial sovereignty, as well as the broader capitalist order (based in large part on the extraction of natural resources) that supports and is supported by that state apparatus.

Refusing to accept a role as supplicant citizens, Idle No More challenged the politics of the public. However, the movement cannot be reduced to another manifestation of a struggle for a global commons, drawing as it does on a much older and complicated legacy of Indigenous resistance to colonial capitalism.59 While it is true to a certain extent that Canada’s (and the world’s) Indigenous peoples, before colonialism, usually organized their social formations around what we might call a ‘commons’,60 any assumption about a necessary or easy affinity or parallel between Indigenous anti-colonial movements and occupations or a politics of the commons is premature. At worst, it risks rehearsing the sort of romanticization of Indigenous societies that has always been part of the colonial structure. How can settlers in Canada (and the beneficiaries of colonialism elsewhere) develop a politics of the commons and of the public that is not simply a recolonization of the land, or that actually does justice to the way certain populations at home and around the world have historically been disempowered and dispossessed to create the world system we have today? The risk is that a politics of the commons or the public that does not attend to these conundrums and make their restitution and reparation central to its politics will fail to live up to its radical potential and perpetuate the oblique colonial game whereby colonial/Western political ideas and ideologies are imposed from above on people around the world.

This example illustrates a key facet of the struggle over the public and the commons: it is not simply enough to proclaim the commons or the public as a shared horizon. Rather, these ideas and ideals are forged in struggle – to achieve solidarity, alliances, understandings and restitution.


THREE

The crisis of the financialized imagination

Last September, we were surprised by a theatrical revelation: we, who thought that we were living in a safe world, despite wars, genocide, slaughter and torture which certainly exist, but far from us in remote and wild places. We, who were living in security with our money invested in some respectable bank or in some honest trader’s hands in the stock exchange were told that this money did not exist, that it was virtual, a fictitious invention by some economists who were not fictitious at all and neither reliable nor respectable. Everything was just bad theatre, a dark plot in which a few people won a lot and many people lost all. Some politicians from rich countries held secret meetings in which they found some magic solutions. And we, the victims of their decisions, have remained spectators in the last row of the balcony.

AUGUSTO BOAL

Finance, like time, devours its own children.

HONORÉ DE BALZAC

Imaginary wealth is among the most potent and terrifying forces in the world today.1 As was so vividly dramatized by the subprime loan debacle and the resulting financial and economic meltdown of 2008, the influence of the financial sector, whose vainglorious assets are largely made up of immaterial, conjectural and speculative gambits, is not only extensive on a global scale but also intensively integrated into everyday life in profound new ways. Yet, in spite of its power to influence and shape the actions of corporations, governments and individuals, we all too often imagine the financial sector as a self-contained empire of illusions, parasitically feeding on the ‘real economy’. The reality is more complicated: the real economy and the world of financial speculation have never been so starkly divided. While the financial sector may appear to be a hall of mirrors where the real value of people, work and commodities gets lost in a frenzy of speculation, its perversion of wealth and worth is different in scope, not in kind, from the deeper and more pervasive misimagining of value and values under capitalism more broadly. Hence confronting capitalist power in our age isn’t just about cutting banks down to size or freeing governments and individuals from debt bondage, even though both are crucial. It is about transforming value, imagination and social reproduction beyond the confines of capitalist accumulation.

In spite of the fact that the financial sector is ruled by a tiny handful of individuals, investment banks and transnational institutions (effectively, an internally competitive oligarchy) it is too simple to say that ‘finance’ is merely a force imposed on society from above. Finance, along with ‘financialization’, is a process that depends on the transformation of economics, politics, society and culture. Financialization both relies on the transformation of the imagination and helps transform the imagination. On the one hand, it depends on the construction of a set of social institutions (investors, bankers, regulators, governments) that effectively reimagine society in financial terms and produce and reproduce the power of this imaginary wealth. On the other, it encourages us all to imagine the world through an increasingly financialized lens, interpreting our economic, social and political lives as a portfolio of ‘investments’ and speculative gambles. Finance is, ultimately, about speculation on future outcomes – it is a way to imagine the world through money. A financialized society is one where our visions of the future are increasingly individualized and foreclosed.

What is financialization?

‘Financialization’ generally refers to two overlapping economic processes. First, it speaks to the way an increasing portion of an economy’s wealth is bound up with or represented by what is generally referred to as the FIRE sector: finance, insurance and real estate. The almost unimaginable wealth concentrated in the financial sector grants it incredible influence over corporations, governments and individuals.2

Currently, American financial earnings represent around 8.4 per cent of national income, rendering the financial sector one of America’s largest ‘industries’.3 The wealthiest 10 per cent of the population owns 88 per cent of financial assets, which has helped contribute to the present situation where roughly 40 per cent of the nation’s wealth is controlled by the top 1 per cent, and where the average net worth of the poorest 40 per cent of Americans is almost -$10,000 (roughly -$15,000 if home equity is factored out).4 Financialization has meant an increase in the power of banks, hedge funds, private equity firms and other financial actors, and an increase in the wealth and power of the ruling class in the top 1 per cent.

But, second, financialization also refers to the way financial goals, ideas and practices start to shape and influence economic actors outside and beyond the financial sector. So, for instance, increasingly corporations don’t see themselves as producers of goods and services (let alone as employers or community members), but rather as vehicles for financial speculation.5 Thanks to the so-called ‘revolution in shareholder value’ that saw ‘activist’ financiers take control of corporate governance in the 1990s and early 2000s, most publicly traded companies have oriented their operations not towards steady and reliable profit, but towards quarter-to-quarter improvements in stock prices.6 This has basically meant that non-financial corporations (from major food producers to technology firms to for-profit care providers) have become obsessed with staging performances of innovation and efficiency by firing workers, offshoring and contracting-out aspects of their businesses, and engaging in risky accounting and financial practices. As corporations become increasingly financialized, they become more and more fixated on squeezing as much money as possible out of consumers and workers, and thus become increasingly callous about things like ecological destruction, the consequences for community, and even the long-term welfare of the corporation itself.

In other words, there has been a shift in imagination at the highest echelons of capitalist power. Where once corporations were imagined to be vehicles to shape and intervene in the material world, to harness labour and produce commodities for sale, today increasingly they are imagined as vehicles for speculative investment based on the performance of fluctuating share prices and the opportunities they present for quick profit through gambling. While we should not celebrate the older model of corporate power, which saw the enclosure of the material world and of human labour by huge, monopolistic corporate powers, the new paradigm subordinates capitalism itself to the increasingly short-term, ruthless and pathological imagination of ‘the market’, leaving even less space for resistance, refusal and reclamation. Firms that are in any way impeded in mercilessly streamlining their operations to improve their financial performance (by, for instance, workers demanding union rights or governments demanding regulations) find themselves excoriated and abandoned by investors and creditors. The result is a system that is necessarily, unstoppably and blindly accelerating in the name of increased annual profits, one guided by no overarching logic or plan.

Perhaps the most egregious example is private equity firms (like Mitt Romney’s infamous Bain Capital), which specialize in buying up ‘distressed’ companies and ruthlessly cutting workers, wages, benefits and pensions, and offshoring, selling off or subcontracting aspects of the corporate infrastructure.7 Once they’ve ‘drowned the kittens’ (as former Canadian media mogul-turned-British-lord, turned jailbird, Conrad Black used to say) private equity firms sell the ‘streamlined’ company for an immense profit. But even firms that are not yet in trouble are compelled (by shareholders, bondholders and banks) to embrace the austere mentality of financialization, which sees the world as a series of risks and opportunities to be leveraged for speculative gain.

Financialization also introduces unprecedented volatility and uncertainty into financial markets just as it stitches those speculative markets more deeply into the fabric of everyday life. It is defined by the increasingly elaborate, chaotic and occult ways that a highly specialized subclass of financial wizards deconstruct investment assets to commodify exposure to differential levels of risk, then reassemble or ‘securitize’ fragments of financial holdings, such as the way the toxic assets of subprime predatory lending were sliced and diced and laced into other, seemingly secure financial assets to be sold to banks, retirement funds and small-time investors.8 In the financialized economy, ‘securitized’ financial assets like these are joined by speculative gambles on currency rates, government bonds and food prices, which can ruin whole economies, and all together they circulate in a transnational computerized empire of interconnected financial markets where the majority of trades are executed by computer programs, and which is moving with sickening velocity.9

Prices and values

Elementally, finance works as a means to measure the economic value of social life through price signals. A stock or a bond (a basic ‘financial asset’) represents a share of ownership over a company or a promise to pay in the future. This price is purportedly a reflection of real-world wealth. So the price of a share in Toyota is supposed to be a share of that company’s ownership and entitle the bearer to a share of the profits, and a Canadian government bond is supposed to be a promise that the Canadian government will repay the loan the bond represents with interest. In both cases, the cost of the financial asset is supposed to be a reflection of the real value of either Toyota’s productive capacity or the Canadian economy. But in reality the price at which the asset circulates need not be connected at all to this underlying value: it becomes the object of speculation, with investors buying and selling assets not to earn a share of the profits but to capitalize on the differential between buying low and selling high. As the above examples attest, this speculation becomes ever more fast-paced, elaborate and volatile, and the ‘real’ underlying economic value that the financial assets refer to gets hurled and tossed about, often with dramatic consequences, such as when whole national currencies rise or fall not on the strength of underlying economic ‘facts on the ground’ but on the basis of speculation in the global financial markets.

Yet it is too simplistic to imagine that finance perverts an otherwise innocent and functional capitalist economy. In fact, capital is always mismeasuring value, and the financial sector merely amplifies and exacerbates a fundamental contradiction. As we saw in Chapter 1, there is a dialectical relationship between value and imagination: they feed and draw on one another as part of the processes by which we create social life. The values that inspire our cooperative action are, in turn, reinforced, challenged and reproduced by that action. Capitalism, as a system, is one that takes control of social reproduction by both transforming what we imagine to be valuable and shaping our cooperative energies towards the reproduction of capital and capitalism itself. Money is the measure and the whip of this process. But because value is ultimately imaginary, money is never a perfect reflection or representation of value; it always mismeasures the real value of our cooperation. We can witness this in the basic agonies of the capitalist economy when a system based on the private accumulation of the few results in unnecessary famines, or when those who actually perform useful, valuable labour (growing food, raising children, building things) are devalued while those who perform destructive work (financial banking, weapons development, advertising, etc.) are rewarded.

So capitalism is fundamentally based on a contradiction between the negotiation of real human values and the way these values are priced; it is a process where the play of value and values is ‘abstracted’ and alienated, transformed into something that serves the interest of power, rather than the interests of the people who actually produce value. Finance is a redoubling or ‘squaring’ of this abstraction. The price of things and labour comes to be an object of speculative gambling. But the purpose of this gambling is not merely to enrich the few. As we have seen, the financial world, while ultimately composed from the movements of imaginary money, has a huge disciplinary power over the reproduction of social life, policing, punishing, rescripting and rewarding actors through the warp and weft of the social fabric. In other words, while financial wealth may be largely imaginary, it is only as imaginary as ‘real money’ – after all, the value of bills and coins is largely invented and held in place by force of convention. But, like money, finance’s power stems from deadly real social relations, and has very real and material consequences.

For this reason, Marx (drawing on a term used less precisely by other thinkers of his day) identified finance as the realm of ‘fictitious capital’, a term he intended as a dismissal, but which offers us an unintended insight into the importance of the imagination. As we all know, fiction refers to stories that are not real, but whose narratives have a real impact on our lives, ideas, identities and (what cultural theorist Raymond Williams called) structures of feeling. Fictitious capital, then, is not simply ‘made up’. It draws from the world of experience and influences that world as well. Finance is not only a weapon of the wealthy and powerful to subjugate and indenture workers and discipline governments; it also, like a novel, tells a story about wealth and value, demands we suspend our disbelief, and dramatically influences how we imagine the world and our place in it.

The politics of financialization

Financialization is also a political process, one largely characterized by the ugly and incestuous influence of the financial sector on all levels of government. By now, it is well known that a high percentage of high-level government regulators (and, indeed, economic bureaucrats around the world) are former employees or consultants for the world’s major banks and financial firms. Financial elites claim that their world is so occult and esoteric that it is impossible for us mere mortals to understand, which necessitates a revolving door between investment banks like Goldman Sachs and public institutions like the US Treasury.10 We can add to this the fact that most nations on earth (and, increasingly, most states, provinces, cities and sometimes school boards, universities, hospitals and other ‘public’ infrastructure), are trillions of dollars in debt to the major global financial institutions, meaning that these banks have tremendous power over government policy. They use this influence to force governments to act more like financial corporations: cutting jobs, privatizing or charging for services and entering into increasingly risky forms of financial leverage.11 If governments (large and small) fail to prove themselves to be good financial managers, they may find it difficult or impossible to borrow enough money to pay the bills. Already we are seeing many cities and towns declaring bankruptcy,12 not for any lack of economic productivity or because of profligate spending, but because they simply cannot keep up with the interest payments on loans they have been forced to take out. And they’ve been forced to take out these loans largely because, forty years into a neoliberal, free-market revolution, governments have cut taxes and especially corporate taxes to such an extent they must borrow money that was once their (our) entitlement.13

To this we can add the vicious circle wherein the financial sector mobilizes its power and influence to compel governments to loosen the regulation and oversight of their world.14 This is precisely what led to the conditions in which the subprime mortgage market could mushroom out of control. Over the past thirty years, consecutive governments have been compelled or convinced to weaken and water down their oversight of the financial sector and mortgage markets.15 The resulting collapse led to dramatic rates of home foreclosure and tremendous human misery.

The politics of financialization, then, are elemental to the startling failures of the political imagination witnessed in the wake of the 2008 financial crisis, as well as the comatose resignation of even allegedly socialist governments in the face of the necroneoliberal austerity ‘consensus’. In a very real way, the power of financial markets over state policy is so incredibly strong that it almost completely disables what might be imagined to be ‘moderate’ responses (increasing regulations on transnational trade; limiting or reregulating corporate power; refusing to make drastic government cutbacks; raising taxes on corporations and the wealthy). With the traditional Keynesian armature effectively off-limits, governments are left with the stark choice of either competing to better obey financial markets or effectively defaulting on their debts. The latter option would result in severe economic and political punishment, and is an option only likely to be entertained by a government interested in a radical, de-globalized transformation of the economy as a whole. Given these options, it is little wonder that mainstream political parties in anglophone North America and elsewhere have shown such little imagination in response to the crisis.

A financialized society

Financialization is a process that takes place at the social level as well. So, for instance, since the Second World War home ownership has been seen as the single most important factor and indicator of middle-class belonging in the United States and the rest of the anglophone North Atlantic.16 In previous times, governments have sought to help homeowners in a variety of ways, including the construction of public housing or the creation of semi-governmental companies that would essentially help mitigate banks’ risk of lending to prospective homeowners. The first thing to note about this is that it essentially imagines a basic human need, shelter, as a market good. Indeed, not only are individuals encouraged to buy homes as a means of safety and security; they have been, since the 1950s, increasingly encouraged to buy homes as investments, with both governments and financial institutions telling them that the price of homes would rise ever higher.17 More recently, houses came to be seen as sources of liquid cash and equity, meaning Americans falling on hard times could easily borrow against the costs of their homes to pay for big expenses (a car, a university diploma, the refinancing of other debt, etc.). This is part and parcel of a broader shift that encourages us all to see ourselves as individual financial firms or miniature financiers.18

With the rise of neoliberal free-market-oriented economic policies based on the far-right assault on ‘big government’, public services and public forms of security and insurance have been slashed, leaving individuals to fend for themselves in an increasingly globalized and austere market. The result has been stagnation and decline in average real wages (wages adjusted for inflation), the diminishing net worth of most Americans, and the rise of increasingly ‘precarious’ employment (temporary, part-time, contract-based, low-pay, service-oriented etc. – especially for women).19 But it has also resulted in the sense that we can rely on no one but ourselves, and that we are each responsible for managing risks in our own life through prudent ‘investments’ and individualistic profit-seeking.20 A key and formative example is the transformation of retirement security from a public, shared good to a private, financialized responsibility.21 This is one aspect of a vast privatization of life’s risks from society at large to the isolated individual.22 This financialized ideology has deeply saturated society, and not only in the realm of housing. For instance, education has ceased to be seen as a public good aimed at cultivating a new generation of responsible citizens. Instead, it is seen as an individual investment where students are expected to ‘leverage’ tens of thousands of dollars in debt into a university degree that will allow them to compete on the job market for the right to pay off their loans.23

Indeed, debt has now become the universal condition of the American ‘post-middle class’, and juggling credit-card debt, pay-day loans, bank debt, student loans, medical debt, and other obligations has made us all into grim financial virtuosos. Like the debt of governments, the debt of individuals is not the result of overspending, but an effect of the massive transfer of wealth from the public and workers into the coffers of the financial oligarchy. Essentially, in an age of corporate power, we are forced to borrow the share of social wealth to which we were once entitled in the form of wages, benefits and collective services provided by the state. The resources do exist to provide everyone with a home, an education, medical care, safe neighbourhoods, and decent, meaningful work. The problem is that the distribution of the wealth is tragically perverted. And much of society’s wealth is dedicated to destructive ends, such as the military and the prison industries. Meanwhile, most of us rely on some form of coercive ‘debtfare’ to pay the bills.24

Indeed, the debt epidemic has intensified and compounded money’s disciplinary power over our lives. As we saw in Chapter 1, capitalism works to extract value and transform our imagination of value by imposing money’s discipline on our lives at work, in the public realm and at home. Debt goes a step further, pre-empting all our economic and social decisions with the fear that we will be bankrupted if we fail to work. Just as the politics of debt fundamentally discipline governments, preventing them from undertaking policies and actions that would contravene the desires of the financial order, so too does debt work on the level of individual lives to ensure that we all obey the dictates of the capitalist economy, accepting degrading and meaningless work for fear of bankruptcy, or relinquishing our rights to a decent life in the name of paying back our odious debts.25

The social dimensions of finance include the way financial ideas and measurements increasingly infiltrate other spheres of life. For instance, recently many governments have been experimenting with social impact bonds, which basically allow private corporations to take a crack at offering services once expected of governments. So a city or regional government might give a group of investors the right to administer a programme to help decrease the risk of recidivism in ‘at-risk’ youth, with very clear metrics for success. If the private firms fail, they bear the cost; if they succeed, the government effectively pays them the costs, plus a hefty premium. Investors are lured by the potential of a breathtaking return on investment, and governments are lured to a seemingly ‘risk free’ way of offering social services. Social Impact Bonds are a perfect example of the way financial ideas and processes are becoming an answer to all of society’s problems, even if, ironically, it is the financialized economy that is causing those problems in the first place (by, for instance, exacerbating the patterns of urban poverty and racialized exclusion that cause youth to be ‘at risk’ in the first place).26

We can also look to the hyperbole that surrounds the idea of ‘financial literacy’ for a good example of the sociology of financialization.27 In the wake of the 2008 financial crisis, financial elites and governments, in an effort to deflect attention from their own epic failures, pointed to the exploited subprime borrowers as the authors of the ‘toxicity’ that poisoned (and still poisons) the apparently innocent market. New funding was made available by both the public and the private sectors for ‘financial literacy education’, including classes at community centres and even at stores like Walmart, aimed at teaching poor individuals to be better financial subjects.28 Of course, these financial literacy courses are entirely oriented towards individualizing the financial crisis and admonishing individuals for not being good enough mini-financiers, rather than offering some ‘literacy’ about the despicable economic and political power of the financial sector as a whole, let alone the fact that the debt, poverty and financial ruin of individuals is typically a function of systemic forces well beyond their individual control. While prudent personal bookkeeping and budgeting might, indeed, be worthwhile goals, many work hard, pinch their pennies and do nothing egregiously wrong and still end up under a mountain of debt. In reality, these educational initiatives really produce a profound financial illiteracy because they distract us from the reality that the causes of our financial woes are fundamental to a vastly unequal and exploitative economic system that is, and always had been, based on debt.29

We can add to this the way that metaphors and processes of finance have become the primary way we interpret and imagine the vast and horrific consequences of the economy itself. For instance, we can point to the way the climate change debate is preoccupied with notions of creating a carbon ‘market’,30 the way the AIDS crisis31 in sub-Saharan Africa is addressed as a future economic liability rather than an infuriating human tragedy, or the way defenders of public health care and education must justify these social goods as good government ‘investments’ which reduce future costs and mitigate against future ‘risks’. This language is not incidental: it is both a symptom and an agent of the financialization of the imagination.

Finance as culture

The social dimensions of financialization are all of those ways we imagine collective or public responsibility gets privatized, and the way we are all increasingly imagined to be lonely, isolated risk-takers, competing tooth and nail against one another in an austere and uncaring economy. These social dimensions are reinforced by the cultural dimension of financialization by which debt, austerity and speculation are normalized.32 We can begin to see this in the news. Almost always, the business and economic angle on a disaster or a world event take precedence, with commentators worrying about the way hurricanes, terrorist attacks or military interventions in the Middle East will affect stock markets. And despite the fact that the majority of us own practically no financial assets at all (or if we do these are in the form of retirement savings or mutual fund plans over which we have little control), the financial and business news, including stock market information, is triumphantly broadcast in every newspaper and television newscast.33 We have seen the birth of 24-hour financial television, including obnoxious infotainment, which convinces us that the stock market is some sort of glorious meritocracy where even the little guy can get ahead.

But we can also see a culture obsessed and preoccupied with finance emerging elsewhere. There is, for instance, a reality TV fad34 for shows about property speculation and ‘flipping’, where the camera follows individuals as they ‘invest’ in homes, hoping to turn a quick profit through renovation and resale. Indeed, this theme of quirky individuals ‘buying low and selling high’ is the theme of plenty of other reality TV programming, from antique collectors to bounty hunters. This is not to mention the odious financial celebrity of the likes of Donald Trump or Warren Buffet, nor the dominance of the punditry circuit by financier-funded think-tank talking heads or financiers themselves. Nor is it to speak of the ways a society preoccupied by the lonely insomnia of debt gives rise to monstrous collective fantasies and obsessive and addictive patterns of gaming and gambling.35

Meanwhile, authors and commentators find fertile metaphors in the financial world to help us understand other aspects of our lives. Self-help books advise us to approach our personal relationships and our goals and aspirations as if we are financiers, judiciously ‘investing’ our time, affection and identity in profitable and lucrative relations and projects. In a world where the idea of a secure, lifelong job is a thing of the past, we are all encouraged to see ourselves not as workers but as financially savvy self-branded freelancers, investing in our portfolio of skills and professional relationships, nimbly navigating between contracts and opportunities, always seeking the next advantageous opportunity and ruthlessly competing against one another through self-promotion and selfless dedication.36

Is it any wonder that, in a culture that is obsessed with individual competition and risk management, we see a growing hatred of the poor and the devalued? To the extent that we see society as a collection of self-seeking rivals we blame individuals for their ‘failures’ and relish opportunities to ascribe to them traits of laziness, avarice and profligacy. And in a society where we increasingly live isolated, competitive lives, we lose sight of public and shared issues, including the grave dangers posed by global warming and rising rates of poverty (which tend to lead to crime, violence, expensive and destructive forms of incarceration and disease).

We financialized subjects become unable to see or understand systemic forms of oppression and exploitation.37 If we are all equally free to compete on the market for employment and wealth, how can racism, sexism or ablism continue to exist except as the irrational prejudices of individuals? Rendered invisible, oppression and inequality, which remain a central part of the economy and society,38 are reduced to personal problems.39 And should anyone dare bring them up, they elicit a vicious backlash from those who do have racial and gender privilege, but who believe that women, people of colour and others are milking the system for special rights or handouts, seeking to offload their risk onto society (i.e. what corporations do all the time).40 Needless to say, the financialized subject is the perfect candidate to support far-right political interests, which will, ironically, further deregulate and empower the financial sector itself. So too does this day and age, characterized by an economy and society dominated by the extreme volatility of financial markets, lend itself to millennialism and religious fundamentalism that offer the illusion of stability, certainty and meaning based on individualizing moralism and the ever-deferred promise of redemption.41 Far from Marx’s notion of religion as the ‘opiate of the masses’, today’s fundamentalisms are the crack cocaine of a frantic, paranoid and overleveraged society.

To this we can also add a few ‘cultural’ facts: the vast majority of the ‘masters’ of the financial realm are men who have embraced and champion an imaginary form of highly competitive and selfish masculinity which they assume to be the biological norm.42 As financial ideas and processes spread throughout society, they carry with them the valorization of these supposedly masculine virtues, even encouraging corporatized women to embrace the barbarian spirit of accumulation.43 Meanwhile, government stimulus programmes are largely aimed at male-dominated industries (construction engineering and technology, manufacturing) while female-dominated professions (teaching, health care, childcare) are slashed. And women tend to bear the brunt of the ‘unpaid’ labour that is required as children, the disabled and the elderly can no longer rely on state-based assistance for care.44 We can also note the way that a financialized society privileges those with initial capital to ‘invest’ or good credit ratings. In a context where racialized people have historically had their labour devalued and have, on average, dramatically lower net worth and credit ratings than their white counterparts, the system tends to reinforce and re-entrench existing racialized inequalities.45 In a cut-and-thrust economy, where each of us must compete to find increasingly episodic work and endure periods of unemployment and underemployment (or work multiple jobs), those with mental illness, physical disabilities or reduced mobility are fundamentally devalued. Indeed, as authors such as Ian Baucom and Tim Armstrong have noted, the origins of the contemporary financial system can be traced back to the transatlantic slave trade when complex forms of insurance and stock trading were developed to facilitate the risky, murky commerce of human beings.46 And as Elvin Wyly and others have demonstrated, financial crises, both now and in the past, have been highly racialized in terms of both the costs to individuals and the rhetoric and discourse that are employed.47

Essentially, on a cultural level, finance is a mode of capitalist power which encloses our sense of the future. Not only does it concentrate economic power in the hands of a set of financial capitalists who relentlessly orient society towards their own short-term gain; it also works its way into everyday life, compelling each of us to understand society and ourselves as individuals as enclosed and foreclosed by debts and financial obligations. The financialized imagination is one that encourages us to understand the future and act in the present based on the short-term calculation of risk and the individual maximization of monetary benefit.48

So financialization is not just the economic supremacy of the financial sector: it is a process that works on the level of economics, politics, sociology and culture. We should not imagine that the political, the social and the cultural lives of finance are simply the bellwether of its economic power – as we have seen, the financial realm, made up as it is of largely imagined and immaterial wealth, conscripts all of us to save, borrow and believe. These different levels mutually reinforce one another. As a result, even in the wake of the most massive and disastrous financial crisis in living memory, the financial sector is stronger than ever, and the financialization of life continues to accelerate.

Financialization, in this sense, both transforms how we envision the future and, conversely, depends on that transformation. Debt forces firms, governments and individuals to reimagine their futures squarely within the value paradigm of capital, centred exclusively around monetary concerns. Meanwhile financial speculation becomes a way for the world and its values to be imagined in purely monetary terms.49

Take, for instance, the rise of ‘catastrophe bonds’. Here economic actors (governments, public institutions, some corporations) which might be vulnerable to huge costs should a calamitous, unforeseen disaster strike (say a hurricane) effectively privatize the risk by inventing and selling a new financial product to high-risk investors: these investors, effectively, loan the institution money. If there is no disaster, the institution pays it back with hefty interest; if the calamity occurs, the institution doesn’t have to pay the money back. While from one perspective this procedure is basically a more elaborate form of multi-stakeholder insurance, from another it represents one way that the future is mapped out as a set of financial liabilities to be bought and sold as investment vehicles in the present. It takes fate out of the hands of human communities and places it in the hands of the market. More cynical and terrifying versions of this process include weather futures, which are essentially bets on the ‘derivative’ costs associated with weather abnormalities (such as the extra cost in fuel for a shipping firm or an airline in a year with more prevalent contrary winds, or the liability of insurance companies in a year with calamitous hurricanes), or so called ‘dead peasant’ insurance which allows corporations to become the beneficiaries of life insurance policies taken out on their employees, or ‘global event trading’ which seeks to read the signals of international politics, wars and instability for hints as how to better anticipate the rise and fall of asset prices (the impact, for instance, of a potential civil war in Egypt on the shares of companies that depend on oil). Indeed, for the past several years financial wizards have been developing new ways to profit from speculation on the ecological, social and political chaos to be unleashed by climate change.50

In other words, the financial realm itself is incredibly imaginative, with tens of thousands of highly trained and specialized workers employed to dream up ever more novel and cunning ways to speculate on and commodify potential futures.51 As a whole, the financial system is a perverse means by which the future can be imagined, not only for financiers, but for the indebted masses, for governments and for other economic actors. Yet it is a highly delimited and constrained vision, one which is based, fundamentally, on the perpetuation and acceleration of the present financial order.

As Michael Hudson astutely points out, while neoliberal deregulation has essentially done away with the state’s ability to manage the economy, this power has essentially been granted to the financial sector, which operates as a massive, disorganized, internally competitive bureaucracy for a perverse form of economic planning.52 Yet, unlike a government which (for better or worse) must imagine the future of its citizens and plan accordingly, the financial sector has absolutely no long-term strategy. Rather, it is driven by millions of individual acts of financial risk-management. As recent anthropological studies attest,53 amid this intense competition for short-term profit, the large, systemic risks are rendered invisible, whether they be the risk of financial panics or the risk that the escalation of commodity prices will make basic crop staples inaccessible to the world’s poor, and no single institution has the power to intervene. The result, as Brian Li Puma and Benjamin Lee show, is a system where the endemic and systemic risks of financialization are offloaded onto the most vulnerable, who end up bearing the brunt of the system’s excesses, whether they are the poor (largely racialized) subprime borrowers in post-industrial American cities or the countless Indigenous and poor people around the globe whose lives will be destroyed by financially facilitated climate chaos.

Finance capitalism

For all the chaos it causes, all the massive abnormalities and volatilities it induces in the global economy, finance is an essential ingredient of capitalist accumulation, but it is only one ingredient. It exists for a few very particular reasons. Financial speculation (insufficiently) addresses a key contradiction in capitalism: the ruling class must both compete and cooperate for the system to work. Capitalism is driven, ultimately, by antagonistic capitalist actors: competitive individuals and firms seeking to maximize profit. This is what stimulates the pathological ‘innovation’ of new forms of exploitation and drives the system’s socially destructive urge for the ever-greater extraction of surplus value from workers. But as a social force based on the expropriation of value from a much larger underclass, capital must develop internal mechanisms by which capitalists can pool their resources and work together for the common good of their class and of the economic system of which they are the agents and beneficiaries.

This cooperation often takes the forms of cartels, conspiracies and other such skullduggery, but these forms of capitalist cooperation often undermine the competitive necessities of capitalism and, if left unchecked, can lead to a breakdown in the system as an oligarchy simply crushes or gobbles up any market innovations, rendering the system fatally static.54 Too much collaboration is bad for business. Another, more complex but effective means of inter-capitalist cooperation is the state (or at least one aspect of the state – see Chapter 2), which can, through taxation, incentives and laws, encourage capitalists to invest in collective projects and mitigate the risk of monopolies and cartelization.55 So, for instance, the state can gather taxes from capitalists to hire a police force to repress workers, or to build an electrical grid to power factories, or raise an army to take over non-capitalist nations, or go to war with capitalist competitors elsewhere. Alternately, it can use those taxes (or, better, tax workers) to build social programmes that keep workers happy and alive such that they are less likely to rebel. Of course the state is a complex social mechanism: it is an inexact form of social power, it is expensive, and it is susceptible to control by other forces (like workers, who form their own parties and blocs and make demands of their purportedly legitimate rulers).

So both cartels and states are problematic and crisis-prone means to encourage otherwise competitive capitalists to cooperate. Another mechanism for cooperation is the complex sphere of finance, including the joint-stock limited liability corporation, stock markets and bourses, insurance firms, investment banks, central banks and the like. These financial mechanisms facilitate certain practices. First, they enable many capitalists to pool vast quantities of resources for risky or long-term ventures that no single capitalist would or undertake alone. For instance, the first corporations were formed to exploit maritime colonialism, sharing the risk of dangerous exploratory sea voyages, slave-taking and settlement among hundreds or sometimes thousands of individual investors. Another example might be the construction of railways, canals, telecommunications lines or other huge acts of ‘civil’ infrastructure essential to the expansion of capitalist interests, or similarly the establishment of banks and insurance houses which require a great deal of capital. These ventures are essential to the expansion of capitalism: they extend its reach both around the world and into the future. Finance, as a sphere, allows capitalists to cooperate on the basis of their individual profit motive, thus avoiding the immediate necessity of more obvious forms of collusion, cartelization or government intervention that might diminish the competitive drive that the system relies upon for dynamism. It also provides (when it works) a reliable rate of profitability that is both high enough to encourage capitalists to invest and low enough to ensure that some capitalists still keep up the business of the exploitation of labour.

Second, finance allows for long-term profiteering by offering capitalists credit or what we now call ‘venture capital’ to pursue projects that may take years to come to profitable fruition. For instance, while ultimately extremely profitable, the construction of a mine or the development of new communication or industrial technologies take time and do not afford returns quickly enough to entice most capitalist investors. Finance allows the capitalist class as a whole to advance money to individual capitalists whose ventures will, in the long run, benefit the system as a whole and commodify another aspect of the world or of social relations (in terms of new resource ‘inputs’ derived from the mine, or new technologies of exploitation). Through the magic of interest, lending institutions and individual investors can afford to provide many more capitalists with funds than will ever succeed: the interest (at least theoretically) covers the costs of the failure of some enterprises and provides incentive for investment. Hence finance allows for a much more dynamic capitalist economy and encourages the expansion of capitalist accumulation into new spheres of social life as ‘entrepreneurs’ seek to commodify more aspects of human existence. For instance, the frantic (and ultimately successful) rush to commodify the Internet was facilitated by the rise of the so-called dotcom bubble, which saw financial markets make speculative investments in a multitude of tiny, fly-by-night firms with ‘good ideas’. While most of these ideas would never come to fruition, the sphere of finance afforded the possibility for capital to attempt tens of thousands of strategies of commodification, knowing full well that only a handful (Amazon, Yahoo, etc.) would succeed, but that this success would make up for the capital invested in the legions of failures. Of course, this strategy backfired in the form of the ‘irrational exuberance’ that characterized the ‘bubble’ and eventually saw it burst in 2001.56

Finally, finance allows for the globalization of capital. The system of currency exchanges, credit notes, central banks and other financial institutions allows for various forms of foreign investment, as well as the mobility of capital’s power to, for instance, move manufacturing plants to China, or outsource call centres to India, or ship toxic waste to Ghana. Most of the European colonization of the globe was a public–private partnership and ran on the transnational exchange of state-issued credit notes and through government-chartered joint-stock corporations (like the Hudson’s Bay Company, or the East India Company).57 David Harvey, for one, has lucidly explicated the spatial dimension of financial circulation in his singular The Limits to Capital.58 Finance allows capital to play nation-states and their populations against one another, shifting production between zones and keeping wages, regulations and working conditions ‘business-friendly’.59 Finance also permits capital an incredibly powerful lever of power over indebted states, which depend on the sale of government bonds for economic vitality and which, today, are at the mercy of transnational currency markets and stock indexes as never before (ironically, the same markets that states had to ‘bail out’ after the 2008 crisis).60

Inevitable crises of the financial imagination

These are three of the key systemic roles finance capital plays in capitalist accumulation. Another important function, ironically, is its tendency to produce crises. Because finance is based on the ‘commodification of the future’ – the selling of future risk as a present-day commodity – it is fundamentally volatile. This is not merely because the future is, by definition, uncertain. It is because, inevitably, the profitability of financial speculation comes to outpace the (immediate) profitability of the old-fashioned forms of capitalist exploitation on which the financial sector speculates. Speculative bubbles grow and grow and, while finance essentially exists to help capitalists cooperate, capitalists increasingly compete to invest their ill-begotten wealth in ever more lucrative, if dubious, concerns.61 Small capitalists and even wealthy workers start plugging their money into financial speculation and banks and financial houses become vastly inflated and eagerly spin out new financial ‘products’ to sell. The results are well known, from tulip bulbs to Asian Tiger currencies to dotcoms to subprime-based credit-default swaps. Financial wealth is always a claim on future productivity, but when the credibility of that claim comes into question the financial sector grinds to a halt and securities shed value, causing panic. Investors stop buying, or, en masse, seek to trade their speculative certificates for more seemingly ‘real’ stores of value (e.g. gold, agricultural commodities, cash). The markets come to a sickening halt, and many individuals are ruined as they realize their paper investments are worthless for lack of demand.

In other terms, every financial crisis is a crisis of the financial imagination: a moment when the imagined price of a financial asset is recognized to no longer correspond to some real value.62 As we have seen, capital is always and inherently mismeasuring real-world values in its determination of prices, but usually this mismatch is only felt by individual capitalists (who cannot sell their products for enough money to recuperate their investments) or poor individuals whose wages have been so devalued they cannot meet the price of basic necessities like food or shelter. In moments of wholesale financial crises, the whole imaginary apparatus of the pricing system is revealed to be a fraud and the imaginary value of financial assets evaporates.

But we should not deceive ourselves: the inevitable (cyclical) financial crises are not accidents. They have occurred time and again, with much the same outcome: a partial restructuring of capitalist social, economic and political relations. It is a ‘reset’ button as it were that (ideally) sweeps away the accumulated contradictions since the previous crisis and allows capital to, for instance, demand massive changes to state economic policy and both break up large integrated firms and allow smaller firms to be gobbled up by larger ones.63 And, as we have seen in the current crisis, it allows capital to reclaim wealth fought for and won by the working class: the foreclosure of homes, the pulverization of the welfare state, the attack on wages, the assault on workers’ rights.64 This sort of ‘corrective’ restructuring has been the aftermath of financial crises time and again. Today, the broader economic crisis caused by the crisis in the financial realm has, effectively, ‘externalized’ the costs of the crisis onto the backs of workers through job cuts, austerity policies and the further deregulation of the economy in the name of economic stability and recovery.65 The reason is that capitalism is fundamentally based on contradictions which inevitably lead to crisis. Financial crises, in a way, displace this inherent and systemic crisis of capitalism by limiting its effects to the particular sphere of finance. In the aftermath of such crises, capital has the opportunity to re-regulate itself. The Keynesian solution to the Great Depression, or the disastrous austerity solution to our own ‘Great Recession’, are means by which the lines of policy and practice can be redrawn to afford the perpetuation of capitalism accumulation, at least until the contradictions once again accumulate to such an extent that crisis is inevitable.

In the end, the financialized imagination is, even in times of apparent non-crisis, elementally flawed. To the extent that the financial sector gains power wealth and influence, and to the extent that economics, politics, social life and cultural norms are ‘financialized’, the costs of the fundamental and inevitable errors of the financial imagination will be borne not solely by those investors too slow or too myopic to see the crash approaching, but by all of us. While finance is only one aspect of a much broader and exploitative capitalist system, and while the transformation of that system must necessarily go beyond taming the financial system, we need to acknowledge the impact of financialization on the imagination, and cultivate the radical and common imagination as an antidote.

Key to this process would be reclaiming the future from financial speculation, which means not only liberating individuals and society from the discipline of debt, but also building much more robust institutions and practices for imagining the future together. In the next chapter, we consider the university as a site where this might be able to happen, but also the ways this possibility is being foreclosed.


FOUR

Within and beyond the edu-factory

I am a precarious academic worker, which means that, though I have a Ph.D. and a reasonably good record of publications and academic accomplishments, I am unlikely to get a permanent academic job that would afford me some modicum of job security, let alone safety from disciplinary measures should I say or write something that offends the powers-that-be. In fact, statistically speaking, fewer than one in ten of the other people who graduated at the same time as me with a Ph.D. will find tenure-track academic work, and this statistic doesn’t include the countless others who dropped out of their programmes before earning their degree because of financial worries, life issues or simply being unable to stand the hypocrisy and self-righteousness of the university any longer. Most of us, to the extent we remain in the university system, will work as ‘adjunct’, ‘sessional’ or ‘part-time’ teachers forever, piecing together half a living from multiple precarious jobs for which we need to reapply year in, year out, with low pay, few benefits and virtually no chances for career advancement.1 We’ll likely be compelled to teach largely introductory courses for hordes of undergraduates who not only usually don’t want to have to study Beowulf or Marx, but who actively resent the imposition of being asked to ‘think critically’ while they’re busy buying a credential which they can enter in a lottery for what few ‘middle class’ secure jobs still exist.

It’s for this reason, and because of all that I’ve seen as a university-based activist and union organizer over the last decade, that I joined the transnational Edu-Factory Collective, a network of organizers in universities around the world who are trying not only to draw connections between experiences in different countries and zones, but also to reimagine the university’s place within global capitalism and the importance of university-based struggles.2 Of course, what has happened to universities, both in terms of teachers and in terms of students, is not unlike what is happening to practically every other sector of the economy under neoliberal austerity capitalism: the privatization of public institutions, the ‘rationalization’ of workforces, the increase in part-time, precarious labour, the commodification of knowledge and time as a ‘service’ to be bought and sold, and the imposition of market-derived measurements and forms of discipline on the public system where it continues to exist.3 But while we’re used to thinking about the university as the ‘ivory tower’ on the hill, a pristine bastion of disinterested research and inquiry, today the university has become a key institution of global capitalism, and its transformations are more than just a reflection of current trends. The university doesn’t merely follow these transformations, it helps drive them. Though we may be tempted to imagine it as a marginal, peripheral institution, in the university we can find a sharp example of the struggle over values and imagination that animates our historical moment.

The ‘thesis’ or main idea behind the Edu-Factory Collective is this: as once the factory, now the university. In the same way that the factory was once the key institution or architecture by which capitalism ordered and coordinated social life and human productivity, so now too can we imagine the university this way.4

Of course, we need to take this with a few grains of salt. Obviously factories haven’t gone anywhere: they still employ or dominate the lives of millions (maybe billions) of individuals, and they tend to be a lot more dangerous and unpleasant than universities. But consider the demographic shifts since the Second World War. Where once a huge proportion of individuals either worked in or relied on factories, today, at least in the global North, a huge number (in some cases the majority) of young people pass through the university in the hopes that a purchased credential (a degree) will be their ticket to a job, security and happiness. Despite the fact that this hope is largely futile (jobs, security and especially happiness are simply not guaranteed anymore and individuals are increasingly encouraged to undertake postgraduate degrees just to find meaningful work), the university occupies an incredibly important economic and sociological position in shaping the generations of tomorrow.5 When we talk about the university as an ‘edu-factory’ we’re not just thinking of how it has increasingly come to churn out education as a homogenized, mass-produced commodity; we’re also talking about it as a space where individuals, identities, hopes, dreams and aspirations are produced, where a new generation of capitalist ‘subjects’ are manufactured.6 That is, it is a place where our sense of value and our imaginations are honed and tailored, and as such a site of struggle.7

The edu-factory and its masters

In order to flesh this out, let’s start by looking at who runs universities (at least in North America). An examination of any university board of governors or regents will reveal a body stacked with corporate executives, with a minority of seats reserved for faculty and students. If you ask why, you’ll usually be offered some nonsense about ‘leadership’ and ‘excellence’. The real reason is that these board members are expected to donate money, and to get their wealthy and influential friends to do likewise.8 This has a corrosive effect on the institution, because these benefactors almost never just hand over a suitcase full of cash: they want to fund high-profile ‘brandable’ projects like new athletics centres or biotech complexes they can plaster their names on, rather than faculty salaries or library acquisitions.9 Their participation on boards of governors not only allows these corporate goons to pat themselves on the back and pad their bloated resumés; it also allows them to network among themselves, which is structurally important within capitalism, a system driven after all by a tension between capitalist competition and capitalist cooperation (see Chapter 3).10

More structurally speaking, these corporate types stack the boards to ensure that universities comply with a corporate model of austerity financing and reduce their overheads to provide the most ‘efficient’ service to ‘clients’ (formerly, students). They also ensure that universities function as key ‘nodes’ in the networks of financial capital, offering highly profitable sites of ‘investment’ where companies can purchase ‘research’ to improve their profitability (often classed as tax-deductable ‘donations’ and sometimes matched or topped up by government or third-party funding bodies).11 The massive growth in university enrolment has also meant that universities are lucrative real-estate developers whose non-profit or public status can be used to buy up property in otherwise semi-protected neighbourhoods and otherwise ‘intervene’ in the spatial politics of cities and towns.12

The composition of boards is also important to the broader shift of the university away from a model where the institution is run by its workers and denizens (professors and students) and towards one where it is run by an ever-expanding cadre of senior and middle-level management, with the rapid and widespread growth of new vice presidents, associate vice presidents, deans, associate deans and so on.13 Largely, these (expensive) positions exist to ensure the clockwork management of the university, although they also help keep tabs on and police students and faculty and ensure they comply with the highly streamlined educational programme, and to recruit new students, especially international students who pay higher tuition fees. We can add to this the imperative to contract out ‘auxiliary’ services including (minimally) cafeteria and janitorial staff and increasingly lower-level administrative jobs, student services, library activities and even marking and student assessment. Conversely, often local legal loopholes make universities key sources of devalued labour, both in the form of domestic students eager to do work placements and (often unpaid) internships to cultivate their resumé before being thrust onto the job market, and often in the form of international students whose legal status renders them more highly exploitable, with the university often acting as employment broker. The ultimate outcome is not simply that the university has become the willing victim of neoliberal restructuring; it has become the showpiece. In a society where (as we learned in Chapter 1) all social institutions and processes must supplicate themselves before the ungodly law of capitalist value and obey the taskmaster of money, the subservience of the university’s historical moral mission to the economic strictures of what we now call ‘austerity’ represents a grim warning to all other institutions: resistance is futile. The obsequious devotion with which the austerity university cuts the academic value system to fit the mould of economic restraint and polices and disciplines both ‘service providers’ (formerly teachers) and ‘clients’ (formerly students) demonstrates that nothing is too sacred to be profaned by the market. The desperate self-privatization of the neoliberal university is the late-capitalist equivalent of the Stalinist show trial. The broken university, after years of secreted economic torture, is made to confess its own profligacy and lack of obedience to the dictates of the austerity regime. Yet even this gaunt, emaciated, broken figure, which has betrayed all its once proud (perhaps vain) values, is not spared the cuts. The constant and unending attack on the university is a grim warning to all institutions and individuals from the oblique, unapologetic totalitarian power of global capital: ‘We do not care if we are wrong or if our policies are ineffective in their stated goals. We do not care if we have to kill you all and destroy the planet. We do not care if you know it. Money will rule.’

The laboratory of discipline and the debt factory

This examination of the new breed of university leadership vividly dramatizes the way public institutions, or institutions allegedly working in the public interest, are oriented towards capitalist forms of discipline and measure. But, interestingly, the university cannot declare itself simply a for-profit institution – it maintains its claim to be driven by higher values: the disinterested pursuit of knowledge, the cultivation of future citizens and the valuation of learning for its own stake.14 This is not merely a cynical marketing ploy; it represents the rhetorical residue of struggles over value and values deep in the fabric of the university itself – indeed, it is precisely these often hyperbolic and pompous claims that give the university its value and allow the university to retain its status as a ‘public’ institution (which is useful for a whole host of reasons, not the least of them being taxation status).

The university, then, is not merely an example of new forms of discipline and exploitation; it is a laboratory. Consider the plight of academic workers like me, which I outlined at the start of this chapter. Obviously, no one is going to pity someone with the privilege to get a Ph.D., but it’s worth taking a second look at what happened. I and scores of other hopefuls ‘invested’ our own time and money to purchase an education in the hope that it would lead to fulfilling employment. While we were paying for our own training, we also worked as junior professors or assistants for exploitative wages, believing that this work was part of our ‘education’ and ‘professional development’. The university system need hire only one of us, leaving the rest to deal with their own debts. It is an excellent system for ‘externalizing’ the costs of building a highly specialized workforce, and for keeping wages and worker demands minimal. If I complain too loudly, there are dozens of other hopefuls (more each year) who would be glad to take my place. While the university may appear at first blush like a conservative, slow and old-fashioned institution, the forms of labour discipline it is innovating are cutting edge. These techniques are being rapidly deployed in many other sectors of the economy where capitalism is seeking to devalue knowledge work.15 And the university is a key part of this: it benefits from churning out far more (over)qualified young hopefuls than there are positions to be filled in almost every economic field, from engineering to teaching, from computer programming to translation, from social work to accountancy.16

Not only has the university become central to overproducing knowledge workers, it has become key to ensuring that the workers who do emerge are saddled with massive levels of debt. This debt, in turn, renders these would-be workers desperate for employment and, hence, less willing to take the risk of demanding better wages, security, benefits and working conditions, let alone having the time and inclination to focus on broader questions of social inequality and oppression through activism.17 Indeed, we might even say that the primary function of the university is no longer to educate. After all, the vast majority of graduates are overeducated for the sorts of work they eventually find, and even the most specialized and highly refined forms of knowledge work typically depend on competencies learned on the job, not in school.18 The primary function of the university is to make debt compulsory. The first ‘adult’ act of many youth in the Anglo-American world is to sign up for student debt.

What does debt teach? It teaches that you are a lonely, competitive individual who has to work and compete in order to outperform your peers in the vain hope of achieving or maintaining the forms of wealth and security associated with a middle-class lifestyle.19 It teaches that education is a solitary and competitive struggle to ingest and regurgitate skills and ideas, and that theory, reflection’ and teamwork are simply a means to an end. It teaches that it is useless and hopeless to imagine the world otherwise or to ask deep, radical (i.e. at the root) questions about our society because at best they have no clear multiple-choice answer and at worst they may force you to stare into an abyss of depression and futility from which you cannot escape.20

Compounding these factors is the illusion that the university is the ultimate meritocracy, the emblem of the Enlightenment where talent is justly rewarded, both in terms of the student grading/sorting schema which elevates certain learners above others and in terms of the hiring of faculty and the production of knowledge itself. Such a belief undermines the solidarity that might be woven between students and between faculty and habituates the occupants of the university into a properly financialized neoliberalism, where the ‘investment’ of intelligence and effort in the present will be rewarded with future returns. Further, it clouds our vision of the very real and salient forms of prejudice, oppression and exploitation that continue to operate in the university, which consistently devalue those outside the paradigmatic ideal of the knowledge-producer: the white, straight cis-male. If the university is the fabled meritocracy, then the relative absence of people of colour, women, trans folks, indigenous and non-Western scholars in the academy, or the absence of their work from the core curriculum of many disciplines, is taken to be evidence of their inherent lack of quality, rather than the codes and forms of oppression that circulate throughout society and throughout the university itself. And if the university is a meritocracy, then adjuncts, part-timers and other precarious academic workers have only themselves to blame for their lack of ‘success’.

Indeed, the plight of academic workers reveals the amount of unpaid, unrecognized labour of survival undertaken not only by casualized teaching staff, but by all of us. As neoliberal austerity deepens, the tolls of increased work in more tightly wound environments requires each of us to cultivate an invisible skill-set for maintaining sanity and persevering. Like other forms of reproductive labour, this labour is devalued and unremunerated, yet the necessary bedrock on which more formal labours are built. And these labours are all the more costly for those deemed not to fit within the given institution. In the case of academe, the university is supported by the invisible emotional and spiritual labours of women, people of colour, trans folks and all those others who are imagined as intruders into the ivory tower and who face subtle and not-so-subtle oppression therein.

From ivory tower to neoliberal embassy

So these facts should cause us to reconsider our image of the university as an elite institution only for the privileged. While today higher and higher tuition fees represent a massive barrier to poorer students and their families, increasingly the university has become an almost compulsory stage of life. It even defines the lives of those to whom it denies access by contributing to the ratcheting up of credentials, which means that only the least desirable jobs are left to those frozen out of the ivory tower.

Despite the centrality and significance of the university, however, it remains guided by the elitist principles from which it materialized. The Western university emerged out of the guild system of the Middle Ages where ‘Masters’ and ‘Doctors’ (all men from wealthy aristocratic families) jealously hoarded knowledge in the same way that masons and brewers protected their trade secrets. Even so, the university also offered a place to develop techniques and technologies of control. For instance, the university became one of the key institutions to frame and legitimize Western canons of philosophy, art, literature and music, which Europeans pointed to as evidence of their racial and cultural superiority in order to justify their domination of other civilizations. Universities gradually became elite institutions where (initially only male) members of the ruling class could form alliances and friendships and where they could learn to manage and govern the masses both at home and in the colonies.21 In the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, the university became an important institution in the development of new industrial machinery and other technologies that saw the rise of modern capitalism and the modern exploitation of waged labour. In other words, in previous iterations, the university has been a key institution for the reproduction of the ruling class. Its value to capitalism was largely the way it allowed for the perpetuation of hereditary and economic hierarchies.22

With the arrival of the New Deal and the post-war compromise, the university was enlisted into the service of the nation. After the Second World War, enrolment rates increased. Workers were told that they or their children ought to go to university because, in return for working-class quietism and cooperation, capitalism would soon do away with the need for physical labour altogether and society would need thinkers, not doers.23 The university’s goal was no longer only to produce social elites who could order others around (though it still did this, with a slightly more meritocratic system of access), but to create good citizen-workers.24 Meanwhile, universities were to be harnessed to the dream of post-industrial capitalism to innovate new techniques for managing workers more ‘scientifically’ and new technologies of mechanization. In this moment, the value of the university to capital was as a sorting mechanism for a much more flexible form of capitalism, held in place less by overt class violence and more by the growth of an individualistic middle class.

While most of this has a dystopian flavour (especially given that none of capitalism’s promises was fulfilled – we work longer, harder and for less now), the university in this era also opened itself up to a new generation of professors and students, who, unlike their more conservative predecessors, used the university as a place to stage radical questions and activism against and beyond the system.25 The university became a place where a critique of society became possible. On the one hand, this was a good thing, given that it led to the establishment, especially in the social sciences and the humanities, of many radical streams of critique and, hence, the careers of many important writers. On the other hand, it also led to a gradual domestication of many social movement languages and ideas within the university, which often came at the expense of their life within communities of struggle. Marxism, for instance (never a particularly user-friendly or simple set of explanations), became increasingly academicized and detached from everyday life. The same might be said about some forms of feminism, queer and trans theory and ecological critique.26

By the neoliberal period, and our present age of austerity, the university has ceased to be imagined as a primarily ‘public’ institution (or one operated in the public interest) and is increasingly imagined as a privatized machine for individualized upward mobility. It has become a key architecture or institution of a system that relentlessly shifts life’s risks from society onto individuals (see Chapter 3). Instead of being a place to explore ideas and learn about the world (even if that space was accessible only to a certain segment of the population) it has become a place where one ‘invests’ one’s time and money (debt, usually) in order to better one’s chances in life by cultivating credentials and skills that will allow one to compete with one’s peers.27 It is a machine for producing hyper-individualized worker-consumers. Rather than striving to awaken the radical imagination, the university increasingly works to foreclose its possibility by streamlining and routinizing curricula to better suit the liquid production of graduates.28 While the university is technically more open and accessible than ever before, it is out of reach to those who, because of structural oppression based on race, gender or other markers, have neither money nor access to debt. Even when individuals from marginalized communities do attend, they often find that most people in positions of leadership remain white men and that the increasingly austere curricula of most university programmes still champion traditional Western knowledge paradigms that ignore, belittle or actively threaten other civilizations, traditions and ways of seeing the world.29

It is for this reason that we cannot separate the neoliberal transformation of the university from its dubious status as a hotbed of new forms and expressions of sexism, racism, homophobia and other modes of oppression. The incidence of sexual assault on university campuses, and the reticence of university administrations to address it, are shocking.30 So, too, have campuses become the routine sites of racist and homo- and transphobic incidents, in spite of the fact that campuses might be imagined to have a higher concentration of active anti-racist and queer activists than almost any other social institution.31 The roots of these forms of oppression, and their prevalence on university campuses, are complex, but it is important to make at least one link here. To the extent that universities have become holding tanks for unemployable youth, intended to produce a generation of debtors who will accept declining economic and social prosperity as a fact, they also become breeding grounds for the resentment and caustic anger of the (once-)privileged. It is not simply that universities bring together young, passionate people who may not yet have had the opportunity to question and overcome their prejudices. Rather, they are places where those (typically) white or cis-male or otherwise privileged subjects are brought face to face with the fact that the social and economic entitlements they were taught to expect by virtue of their privilege are no longer guaranteed. Whether consciously or unconsciously, this realization has dramatic impacts, especially when compounded by an academic environment where the icons of meritorious success and prestige (tenured professors, canonical authors) remain largely straight, white men. The friction between the exaltation of these icons and the dire future prospects of students creates an ecology within which, even despite the best efforts of many faculty to introduce anti-oppressive pedagogy in the classroom, an undercurrent of resentment and oppressive behaviours become the norm. Sometimes this resentment is mobilized around the presumed ‘privileges’ afforded to people of colour and women due to misunderstood and much-maligned equity policies, but in any case this undercurrent manifests throughout the university, materializing as protests or hostility towards ‘activist’ curricula, against student activism, or as a backlash against professors of colour or women who offend the sensibilities of the privileged (or of the oppressed who have internalized the hierarchies of privilege). Indeed, this culture of resentment and backlash is often subtly mobilized by administrators as a means to police and hold in check the more radical tendencies among students and faculty.32

The university of the commons

Today, the university has in many ways become a place to wean young people off middle-class expectations: that hard work will be rewarded, that security is a social entitlement, that they should end up better off than their parents. While many students do still believe these things, they emerge from university with a sense that they can rely only on their own ambition and drive, that any interference or drain on these vital qualities (like taxes) is to be avoided, and that anyone who isn’t successful has only themselves to blame. Universities have become places that separate young people from the expectation that their society owes them anything and, thus, that they owe anything to society. While the best aspects of university curricula try and radicalize our idea of responsibility (how are we responsible to one another? to society? to the earth? to the public? to the commons? to our privilege? to our community? to animals, plants and the climate? to power and to resistance?), these efforts run up against and fly in the face of a broader economic agenda through which the university becomes a factory for producing austere subjects: individuals whose sense of self and of possibility is finely calibrated to the capitalist values of accumulation, competition and individualism – the absence of all responsibility, the walking private-equity firm.

Yet, of course, all is not lost. Because it has become so central and populous an institution of the emerging capitalist paradigm the university has also become a key site of struggle. Already we have seen occupations of university plazas and offices around the world against increased tuition rates and against the increasing commercialization and corporatization of university management and space. In the spring of 2012 in Quebec, students mobilized to bring down not only a planned tuition fee increase, but also the provincial government, and they won largely because they centred their struggle on the principle of free education and as a result achieved popular and working-class solidarity when the government attempted to outlaw their protests.33 The important factor about these struggles is not merely their victories or failures, but the way they keep alive and fight for the ideal of what the university could be.34 That is why their stated objectives, which are typically limited to increasing or maintaining access to the university by keeping costs low, are almost a distraction.

In this sense, the university remains a key site of struggle over the imagination and over values.35 Indeed, it can only continue to play its particular role under capitalism because of the resistance and struggles it unhappily hosts. Stefano Harney and Fred Moten instructively see universities as essentially institutions for the reproduction of capitalist social relations that, ironically, rely on an ‘undercommons’ of critical, radical and common imagination.36 Within the university, faculty, staff, students and ‘outsiders’ use the institution’s resources and capacities, and leverage their precarious place within it, to reimagine education and revalue their own labour and learning. In so doing, they provide the spark of life in the zombie institution.

Occasionally, these undercommons explode into open revolt. When students occupy their universities or the streets, they infuse those spaces with the spirit of what the university could be: not simply an esoteric guild for the jealous preservation of elite knowledge; not simply a knowledge factory in the service of the capitalist state; and not simply a dispenser of lottery tickets good for a one-in-twelve chance at a middle-class lifestyle. These movements both call for and, in a small way, materialize an alternative social space where the radical imagination can flourish, where we can ask deep questions about the nature of our society and ourselves, and where we can experiment with alternative forms of living. What peeks through in the streets or in the occupied classroom, or in the general assembly, or even sometimes in the day-to-day operations and classes of the university itself, is not the privatized university, or even the ‘public university’ of old, but rather the university to come, the university of the commons.

While the university of the commons is yet to be built and its final shape to be a matter of endless experimentation, we can already glimpse its architecture through the mist (often through clouds of tear gas). It would not be a three- to four-year degree mill for abandoned youth but would be open to all who would study, from all walks of life and of all ages, coming and going as they pleased, for free. It would not be a hierarchical opera house where some sing and some listen, but a place where everyone’s knowledge and experience would be valued and where we could learn from one another. While canonical works of science, literature and art would still be studied, they would be contextualized and joined by works that have generally been excluded and ignored. Academic freedom would be guaranteed and encouraged and the university-to-come would see knowledge not as a commodity to be marketed, but as a critical, reflexive element of a critical society. The university wouldn’t be a hermetically sealed ant farm of overworked students and faculty, but an alternative ecosystem where people could experiment with new forms of living, cooperating and imagining. It would not be a place to take on a debt to the banks that forecloses the future, but a place to reflect critically on our social bonds, on what we owe one another, and on the meaning of responsibility. It would not be a research engine at the service of corporations and the state, but part of a network of commons, supportive of and being supported by common initiatives and institutions across multiple areas of society, from housing to manufacturing, from child care to food production, from arts and culture to medicine and wellness.

This is not some utopian vision of Cloud 9 University. It’s already happening on campuses around the world, and in some ways has always been there within the university: a core of hope and potential on which the more coercive and predatory institutionalizations of the university have fed, but which they have hidden. Students and faculty everywhere are already building the university of the commons in their activism and in their refusal, in their teaching and in their learning.


FIVE

The enclosure of history, the debt of the past, the commons of memory

To the Almighty Dead, into whose pale approaching faces, I stand and stare … You are not and yet you are: your thoughts, your deeds, above all your dreams still live. So too your deeds and what you forgot – these lived as your bodies died… Let then the Dreams of the dead rebuke the Blind who think that what is will be forever and teach them that what was worth living for must live again and that which merited death must stay dead. Teach us, Forever Dead, there is no Dream but Deed, there is no Deed but Memory.

W.E.B. DUBOIS

There is a secret agreement between past generations and the present one. Our coming was expected on earth. Like every generation that preceded us, we have been endowed with a weak Messianic power, a power to which the past has a claim. That claim cannot be settled cheaply.

WALTER BENJAMIN

What do we owe the past? Such a question may seem abstract, but in this chapter I want to suggest that, if we are to reimagine the commons as a militant and powerful force, and if we are to awaken and cultivate the radical imagination, we need to value memory and dwell with the difficulties of the bonds of radical history.1 Radical social movements of the past century and a half have had difficulty honouring memory and passing on intergenerational knowledge, for a variety of reasons. We live in a culture addicted to the illusion of newness – an illusion to the extent that the same structures of capitalism, alienation and exploitation persist, though in different forms and in new fashions. This can make us believe that the methods and strategies of struggle mobilized by our parents and grandparents are outdated and insufficient to today’s challenges. Perhaps, at times, this is true. But we must also account for the way that, in a system which seems stubbornly resistent to our efforts to change it, we find cold comfort in imagining that the past has nothing to teach us.

Indeed, we live in a moment of what we can call the enclosure of history. By this I mean a situation where, both materially and conceptually, capitalism lays claim to, surrounds, hedges in, frames and privatizes the past. On the one hand, this occurs through conventional means: history books that continue to sideline, belittle or defame radical movements; historical documentaries that likewise ignore or falsely contextualize radical experiments and uprisings as peripheral or anecdotal to the ‘real’ history comprised of the actions of states and capital; or the ‘everyday life’ of historical amnesia as it informs people’s often nebulous and cobbled-together narratives of how ‘now’ came to be.2

More generally still, this process of erasure and enclosure of history resonates with and is reinforced by the insistence that the present global order is the necessary, natural and unquestionable culmination of human history. Sometimes this implies the inevitability of corporate-led globalization, framed as the direct result (and also the producer) of the march of technological progress, as if the invention of the microprocessor, the automobile and refrigeration must, by necessity, accompany the spread of (ostensibly) free markets and the destruction of the planet in the name of profit.3 At other times this narrative of inevitability stems from some unscientific, hackneyed and self-serving sense of biological necessity, which would insist that competitive, free-market capitalism is simply the most civilized method of channelling and organizing the human animal’s allegedly ‘natural’ proclivity for competition, violence and greed.4

Slightly less offensive, yet more influential, has been the narrative most cogently put forward by Francis Fukuyama a few short years after the fall of the Berlin Wall: with the collapse of state socialism in the Eastern bloc, the marginalization of Cuba, and the slow (and violent) transition of China into a state-led capitalist superpower, we have arrived at the ‘end of history’.5 Taking up G.W.F. Hegel’s theory of world history (a theory as bombastic and arrogant as its name would imply), Fukuyama suggested that capitalism, now unfettered by the need to battle its ideological enemies, is free to put all of humanity on a level playing field. If human history in the past (and here Fukuyama is largely interested in European history) could be narrated as the struggle for recognition and power between political blocs (factions, countries, empires), today each individual can achieve his or her own maximal potential in the meritocratic utopia of the free market. History, driven as it was by dramatic masculine clashes between world-views, is to be a thing of the past in a world where success and failure are the responsibility of each individual.

Fukuyama’s breathless neo-Hegelian prognostications were belied by the rise of the War on Terror and the vengeful return of fundamentalism, militarized nationalism and neoconservativism, although interestingly these supposedly anti-market forces have proven to work hand-in-glove with the globalized capitalist market. In spite of that, the idea that somehow we have in the dawning years of the twenty-first century entered some new historical era defined by the (perhaps regrettable) supremacy of capitalism remains extremely strong.6 The perceived ‘failures’ of state-led Communist experiments (and, we are told, of the socialist approaches tout court) have left the world bereft of some sort of counterweight to the inevitability of the market (even if, as many thoughtful anarchists and communists argue, the state-heavy and bureaucratic Soviet Union was never all that different from the capitalist order it claimed to oppose7). We are all too often seduced into a narrative that insists that all past events were either necessary steps towards our inevitable present, or insignificant. We are encouraged to read history as a series of successes and failures, as discrete events with distinct causes and effects.

It is not surprising, then, that those ideas, movements, institutions and ideologies which don’t neatly fit into this narrative are belittled, ignored, decontextualized or individualized. We are not taught, for instance, that many elements of public infrastructure in the West, including libraries, hospitals, roads and schools, were first created by trade unions and community associations, long before the state had any interest in providing for the care of its citizens or before the philanthropy of the rich became fashionable.8 We are not taught the long, inspiring and tragic history of slave revolts, peasant uprisings, wildcat strikes, interracial solidarity, community autonomy, mutiny and intellectual endeavour that have roiled throughout the last 500 years of capitalist crisis.9 When these histories are revealed in mainstream books, media and narratives, they are all too often framed as moments of mass hysteria and group-think, or as anecdotes that punctuate and perhaps (at best) inspire the politics and ideas of the central historical figures: great white men.

So, for instance, we may learn of the importance of the thought of our friend Hegel, but not of the influence of the Haitian Revolution on Hegel’s thought.10 Nor do we learn of the way the Haitian Revolution influenced the abolitionist movements in Europe and the Americas, nor of the way it inspired slave revolts elsewhere.11 Nor do we learn of the fate of Haiti in the wake of the revolution when, after multiple successful campaigns to fight back the armies of Napoleon and other European warlords eager to re-enslave what had once been France’s most profitable colony, the nation was forced by an unprecedented alliance of world powers to pay France reparations for effectively stealing its own people from slavery. Nor are we taught about the odious debt of 150 million gold francs (roughly US$22 billion in today’s currency) imposed upon Haiti in the early nineteenth century,12 and its link to Haiti’s present-day status as the Western hemisphere’s poorest nation, nor the role of this debt in leveraging neocolonial pillage, facilitated by a series of brutal, Western-backed dictators.13 Nor do we learn the way this history influences the contemporary politics of AIDS, of disasters like the Haitian earthquake of 2010, or of the transformation of Haiti into a low-wage textile production zone and sex tourism destination.14

As the last example indicates, we are all too accustomed to reading the flow of history in ways that justify and normalize the status quo, and in ways that do not challenge or question the forms of power and authority that enclose the globe today. When we do learn these histories of struggle, they are all too often framed as either isolated historical anomalies or as driven by individuals, moves which separate radical history from its ancestors and descendants and which translate a common, collective experience into the isolated, private property of singular (usually male) individuals.

In the case of the former, events like the Haitian Revolution, or the Paris Commune of 1871, or more recent events like Occupy Wall Street or Canada’s Idle No More Indigenous movement, are framed as responses to the status quo, as isolated instances of emotionally driven rebellion. These accounts fail to show how each of these events is like a surface lake being fed by and feeding underground reservoirs; the way, for instance, the Haitian Revolution built on generations of African and Indigenous spiritual, political and social organization and knowledge, or the way the Paris Commune brought together renegade tendencies and ideas that had, until they were materialized in the streets and assemblies, been scattered throughout society in the realms of political writing, neighbourhood associations and arts and culture. When history is enclosed, we also fail to see how these events, even though the historical record identifies them as defeats or abortive struggles, continue to inspire, to inform and to enliven the radical imagination of both their participants and future struggles. Instead, when these events are not denigrated as merely the irrational or poorly articulated outbursts of the mob, they are valued only to the extent that they contribute to the present order. So the Haitian Revolution is presented as a tragic and regrettable skirmish on the road to modern capitalist development, a premature gesture of resistance to slavery which could only be consummated through the work of white European abolitionists.15 And the Paris Commune is seen as the consequence of the terrible starvation and poverty in Paris at the close of the Franco-Prussian War, a sort of unreflexive response of the mob to its own hunger, one which eventually resulted (after a brutal crackdown where tens of thousands of communards were murdered) in the return of France to the path of ‘democracy’.16 In both cases, and also more generally, the events of the past are enclosed so as to offer up history in commodified form: discrete chunks of knowledge and fact that, like today’s allegedly ‘creative’ toy sets (such as increasingly branded Lego kits), can only build one model.

Alternatively, radical events of the past come to be remembered as the private property of heroic individuals. So the Paris Commune is recalled with reference to the sympathies it evoked in the novelist Victor Hugo, or the involvement of French Realist painter Gustave Courbet, or even the reflections of Karl Marx. True, the past is always a collection of stories and, if they are to be good stories, they need strong characters. But this method of narration once again delivers the past up as a packaged, enclosed commodity that fits neatly within the narratives that animate our present order: that history is made by great white men; that the common or the mob or the crowd is merely an inspiration, a limitation or a frustration for these personages; and that the resonances of these events are limited to the way they were inspired by the actions of prior individuals and the way they influenced subsequent individuals. Such an approach reaffirms the notion of the capitalist End of History, where the past is merely an accumulation of trials and errors that inevitably led to the present, and the idea that the present order is the best of all possible worlds because it provides maximal freedom for the individual. Valorized in history and in the present, the individual becomes the most valuable and significant actor, and it is only natural that such a figure should be lionized in the past and exalted in the present, and become a beacon for the future.

The doing of memory, the done of history

This idea and ideal of the individual maker of history brings us to the tension between history and memory. As we are accustomed to imagining it, history is the past ‘as it actually was’, whereas memory is the past as inflected through the imagination of the individual, which may be prone to vagary, misremembrance, ideological clouding and selective editing or fabrication. But it is perhaps more accurate, as we shall see, to imagine all history as made up of memories. What is the past except the accumulated residue of its meanings for the present? History exists, but is constantly in the process of being recalled, called up or called out. Memories overlap, compete, disagree, flow into one another and mesh. The past did occur, of course. But even when we have ample documentary evidence (such as writing, photography, even film) the influences, impacts and resonances of those events are a matter of struggle. However, certain memories become authoritative, usually because they frame the past in ways that help reproduce the status quo today: they reaffirm or render ‘natural’ the present order.

The struggle over the truth and meaning of the past is one that occurs in the classroom, in textbooks and in the media. But while attempts to ‘set the record straight’ and return radical struggles to the mainstream historical record are extremely important, the struggle is also over how the past will ‘live’ in the present; that is, it is a politics of active remembrance in movements, communities and networks of common feeling and solidarity. Remembering and re-remembering, and remembering in public and in common, are important to the extent that they allow us to revisit the question with which I began this chapter: how can we respond to the debt of history? How can the struggles of the past become more than an inspiration to us today, or teach us important lessons, and begin to resonate with the dreams, the passion and the power of our ancestors?

In order to explore this further, I shall borrow some terminology for the social critic and philosopher John Holloway, whose 2002 book Change the World without Taking Power17 was influential and controversial in its insistence that any and all attempts to ‘take power’ (such as getting elected to government or seizing the state through revolution) were doomed to reproduce oppression, exploitation and violence. Influenced by the radical grassroots community-building and military self-defence of the Zapatista uprisings in Mexico, Holloway proposes a radical horizontalism where revolutionary change would be based on the free association of individuals and a radical rejection of all established institutions, paradigms of thought, codes of identity and forms of work. Compelling and provocative, Holloway’s book resonates with social movements and radical thinkers eager to imagine new militant horizons beyond both state socialism and Keynesianism.

Holloway’s approach is deeply indebted to both the work of mid-century German philosopher and social critic Theodor Adorno and various traditions of Autonomist Marxism. From the former, he takes the concept of ‘negation’: the idea that a new world, new thought, new ideas and new politics can emerge from refusal and critique. For Holloway we, as both individuals and movements, need to return constantly to the existential ‘no!’ that resonates through our bodies and souls in a world of exploitation, injustice and inequality. Equally, Holloway insists we expand and open up our concept of labour. Like the Marxist feminists whose work we explored in Chapter 1, Holloway wants us to understand labour as all those aspects of our life that see us reproduce society. For Holloway, the political tensions of labour and life can be understood as the struggle of the doing and the done. The doing is our capacity to change the world, together and as individuals. We are constantly in the process of redoing our world, or reproducing ourselves as physical and social beings, and of reproducing our material and sociological environments as a cooperative, creative species. Holloway calls this elemental power to ‘do’, writ large, the ‘social flow of doing’. Yet, in this doing we create the ‘done’. Part of this done is those physical objects we create, which in turn shape our doing. When we create a tool, it transforms the way we work; if we create a law, it changes the way we relate to one another. More broadly, social institutions, structures and objects fundamentally change how and what we do. So social ranks, hierarchies and identities are also, for Holloway, the done, which in turn influence how we cooperatively do. Capitalism, from this approach, is a particularly pernicious and successful rule of the done over the doing. Capital is the accumulated wealth of human labour that, through various means, comes to control and command the doing of humanity and orient that doing towards its endless and pathological reproduction.

Take, for instance, machines. As George Caffentzis18 explains (drawing on the insights of Marx on the subject), machines, from dishwashers to car-building robots, from iPhones to hammers, are the accumulated product of cooperative labour. A machine demands that many humans collaborate to design and refine it, to draw the raw materials from the earth, to transform them into products, and to bring these to market, and all these individuals further rely on the cooperation of others to feed, house, clothe and care for them. The end result of all this doing is a done object. In turn, done machines transform the nature and character of human cooperative labour. A computer transforms the way future computers will be made, both in terms of the way it enables the highly complex programming and design process and also in terms of the way it enables an ever more complicated and intricate coordination of global labour and resources. This approach applies not only to hard-and-fast commodities like machines, but also to the social institutions and formations that make up our daily life and social order. So the social institution of monogamous heterosexual marriage is not a hard-and-fast thing; it is a ‘done’ set of ideas and norms which influences the way we cooperate, even on the most intimate level. This immaterial ‘machine’ is reproduced, day to day, by the doing of social actors: the way we, through our actions, expectations, dreams, identities and norms reproduce a certain pressure that demands people conform to the heterosexual/monogamous ideal, and/or judges the success or failure of individuals based on that ideal (such as conscripting queer liberation movements under the banner of access to marriage). This doing creates a social formation that is done (the institution of marriage), and this ideal in turn influences further doing to the extent that it informs, disciplines and shapes how we act and cooperate.19 In this sense, capitalism is a particular formation by which the done begins to take command of the future doing. Workers transform the world through their labour (doing), producing (done) commodities. But this process is overseen by capital, and oriented towards the production of surplus value and the expansion of capital and its power. Capital, in this sense, is the perverted product of doing, which in turn shapes future doing towards its own endless reproduction.

Although there are, of course, limits to such a perspective, it is able to reveal the affinity between the system of capitalism, based as it is on the enclosure of our doing by the done, and the politics of memory (and, perhaps, of culture more broadly). With this approach, we can understand memory as a process of doing. When we remember, we do not recall the past as it really was, but re-create it as a story in the present. Whether we intend to or not, we do memory as a collective venture. We are always reconstructing that past in dialogue with other stories, be they presented in history books, in testimony or in conversation. In contrast, ‘history’ represents the ‘done’ form of memory, the solidified and objectified remnant that influences and shapes the flow of ‘doing’. Our remembering of the past courses through channels cut by written or other histories, or it flows between, around or against the currents of what is taken to be the authoritative narrative.

So, for instance, when we recall the Haitian Revolution or the Paris Commune of 1871, or more recent events like the Occupy movement or the Arab revolutions, we do so within a world made up of multiple, competing narratives, some held to be more authoritative than others by virtue of the institutional force behind them.

It would be tempting here to aim to set the record straight, to replace the done of history with some other, more authoritative version that revealed and lionized (rather than hid and devalued) radical histories, and that rendered visible the otherwise subterranean influences and inspirations that flow into and out of each event and in and out of our lives and doing. Such work is important, but there may be a more radical approach still, one that would see us cultivate ‘common memory’ and think carefully and critically about how to breathe life back into the past in the present towards the cultivation of different futures.

As the prior discussion indicates, there is something seductive about the done. And, indeed, we can’t do without it. While it might be tempting to imagine a world made purely of doing, where no authority, institution or convention restrained our creativity and our activity, such a thing is impossible. Holloway’s approach to the doing and the done is one where we are always using the done to enable and shape our doing. So we use the tools we have developed to create new things. We create social organizations and identities in order to make our lives liveable and meaningful, in order to build community around norms, rituals, ideals and institutions. While ideally these ‘done’ formations can be created in such a way as to be non-coercive and egalitarian, it is easy for them to be built on and to reproduce hierarchies, forms of exploitation and unfair habits and patterns. Those familiar with anti-authoritarian organizing and social justice movements will be only too aware of the way avowedly anti-hierarchical and egalitarian groups, which seek to ‘be the change’ they wish to see in the world, become the hosts of cryptic and unspoken hierarchies and inequalities, norms of behaviour and value systems. This does not, in and of itself, represent a failure. But it does indicate that the solidification of the doing into the done cannot be avoided, just worked on and through with intentionality, patience and compassion, alongside an acute attentiveness to power (see Chapter 2).

So when we imagine the idea of radical memory, it is not simply to say that we should value all perspectives and memories equally. It is, rather, to open up memory as a site of radical struggle. It is not to attempt to achieve a purity in either the doing or the done, but instead to set forth on an endless path. The reason is that, like the past, our society and our lives are made up of that tension between the doing and the done. And our goal can be neither to liberate doing completely (which is impossible) nor to devise a perfect system (a better, perfect done within which all doing can occur). Rather, it is do the constant work of reproducing our society differently, in ways that dismantle and contest exploitation and oppression. That is, the horizon of the struggle for the commons is not some transcendental state when all conflict or disagreement or difference has come to a blissful utopian conclusion. Rather, it is to create the sort of society that is open to change and reflexive, that we can structure ourselves through our cooperative efforts.

Memory is a key part of this work. The idea of commoning memory is one of mobilizing our conflicting, dissonant ideas of the past as a way to reflect on and transform our present. How we remember the doing of the past, the work of our ancestors (real and imagined), influences and shapes our doing in the present. Coming to common understandings of the past (which does not necessarily mean agreeing on how things really were) can shape our doing in the present. In this way, the past comes to live again in the present, and to shape our common futures.

Recalling the radical event of May ’68

This rather abstract and philosophical discussion can be grounded with a particular example: the uses and abuses of the memory of the events of 1968. These events, and the generation who were their key protagonists (the baby boomers), are of particular interest, in part because, at the time, their activism was imagined as a rupture or break with previous forms of militant agitation, and in part because they are, today, at their height of their economic and social power, their legacy shaping the destinies of younger generations and those yet to come. In particular, I want to focus on two works.

In her 1988 book Autobiography of a Generation20 Luisa Passerini conducts something of a retrospective autoethnography of the activism among young students and workers in 1968 Turin and other Italian cities. Italian radical history is generally known outside that country for its pre-war manifestations and the rise of the Autonomia movement in the 1970s. The baby-boom generation there, as elsewhere, came of age in the late 1960s, and the political culture of that era was built on a residual frustration with the failures of pre-war generations and would lay the groundwork for the radicalism and militancy of the later Autonomist and post-Workerist manifestations to come.21 Passerini’s account is moving, personal and insightful. It includes interviews with prominent activists thirty years after the uprisings, which saw the occupation of factories, universities and high schools and a profound challenge to the existing order, including a challenge to the parliamentary left and the established Communist Party, which had held sway over the political imagination since before the Second World War. Passerini’s book also includes the author’s own remembrances, as well as notes from her psychotherapy sessions. She approaches the topic with a deep honesty regarding her own feelings and emotions. We are left with a sense that the generation of ’68 recall their past in a wistful and nostalgic register, but one coloured by a sense of loss and of present loneliness. While many of the interviewees (and Passerini herself) would go on to take up positions on the radical left, or become writers, broadcasters or academics, Passerini’s account brings to the fore a certain melancholy resonance to the memory of events.

This quotation, from interviewee Luigi Bobbio, crystallizes in many ways the tone of the bulk of the remembrances, and of Passerini’s book. The year 1968, he recalls, was

an all-encompassing universe, in which the public and the private got all mixed up… . Our objective was to put this all back together, and this made the private disappear. But the public was pregnant with the private: ‘because I put myself out there totally, when I do a public action; that is, the public is the expression of my subjectivity, it is my way of being myself.’ In the course of that year it became a life choice that many of us did not question, at least for the next ten years. The personal costs went unnoticed, there wasn’t a sense of sacrifice, there was a sense of having a great time.

This is an experience of what I want to call the ‘radical event’. This idea, borrowed from the Marxist philosopher Alain Badiou, refers not simply to a particular event, but to the way any given event is part of a flow of history, the culmination of a whole variety of intersecting histories, and a moment that gives birth to a whole variety of new histories as its influences reach far and wide.22 In this sense, events can be both single happenings and sustained movements. They can overlap; they can last a few minutes or a year. The radical event is one that punctuates time and memory, that transforms the participants, as Bobbio illustrates. They create new, temporary worlds, alternative micro-spheres of social reproduction. They become spaces and times where a different sort of doing becomes possible, when the done order of society, economics and work to which we are accustomed is, momentarily suspended (or partially suspended), when we can form new relationships, identities and modes of engagement and communication based on needs and desires, rather than on conventions and expectations.

This sense of a revolution on the level of everyday life is echoed by the testimony of other participants in the uprisings of 1968, this time in Paris, as recounted in Kristin Ross’s 2002 book May ’68 and Its Afterlives, a brilliant attempt not to ‘set the record straight’ on the events of those heady months, when factory and university occupations and civil unrest in the streets of Paris and other French cities almost brought down the de Gaulle government, but to examine the uses and abuses of memory in the subsequent decades.23 She paraphrases Jean-Franklin Narot, who links the ‘pleasures of May ’68’

directly to the temporal acceleration of those days, to unforeseen spiraling developments that catch up with and ultimately surpass the protagonists. May and June, he insists, had a temporality all their own, made up of sudden acceleration and immediate effects: the sensation that mediations and delays had all disappeared. Not only did time move faster than the frozen time of bureaucracies; it also surpassed the slow, careful temporality that governs strategy or calculation. When the effects of one’s actions infinitely supersede one’s expectations, or when a local initiative is met with impromptu echoes from a hundred different places all at once, space compresses and time goes faster.

Once again, we read of the radical event as one where the sense of time and convention are disrupted and where individuals cooperate and reproduce their lives, identities and relationships on different grounds, perhaps more freely. Something fundamentally changes in the texture of the ‘social flow of doing’. What was once enclosed within the private becomes common. Ross translates the memoir of poet Leslie Kaplan, a striking factory worker in 1968, who recollects the almost magical and surreal nature of the radical event as

Something ungraspable, something difficult to grasp, that was there during the strike and the occupation. Something in the midst of happening, something is happening: just that, the feeling that … That something should come from outside, to meet you, to surprise you, to take you away, to raise you up, to undo you, it’s there, it’s now, we are beside it, we are with it, we feel the pressure and we create it, everything is happening, everything can happen, it’s the present, and the world empties itself and fills up again, and the walls pull back, they are transparent and they pull back, they separate, they fade away, they leave room, and it’s now and now and now. … Love can create this feeling, or art; it is rare to feel it in society, where one is almost always confronted with a kind of obligatory inertia, where the activity one pursues, the activity that one can pursue, and it goes almost always hand in hand with the painful feeling of its limitations. But during the strike we could touch it with our fingers, rub our hands across its back.

Of course, anyone who has actually experienced radical events such as these and has any degree of honesty will concede that they are far from utopian. While such breaks in history may indeed feel like cracks in a glacier, when the social flow of doing might move slightly more freely and be less impeded by the conventional done, these events are by no means free of the done. Not only can we recall the way that hierarchies, cliques, authority, convention and inequality continue to exist even (sometimes especially) in groups and events that officially disavow them, we can also note the way the overarching structures of inequality, exploitation and oppression continue to operate within radical events. For instance, the second-wave feminist movement was to emerge from the events of the late 1960s as women and female-identified people continued to experience sexism, misogyny, alienation and exploitation within radical movements.24 Likewise, many feminists, people of colour and Indigenous people, as well as queer and trans activists, quickly became frustrated with the false universalism proclaimed by the Occupy movement, which, in its zeal to proclaim itself a space of equality and freedom, neglected to recognize that it existed within and sometimes reproduced the structures and patterns of domination in society as a whole.25

Yet, with all that said, and notwithstanding all there is to critique and deconstruct in the case of the movements of the late 1960s, I also want us to recall, through the passages quoted above, the sort of utopianism that was at work. While by no means perfect, these radical events became spaces and times where participants heard a faint echo of the social flow of doing, whose haunting, alien yet intimate melody is usually drowned out by the traffic of the done in our everyday life. This flow of raw potential, of humanity’s unrefined cooperative power, is for Holloway the substance of all social reality, all social institutions, all labour, all value, all identity. I am suggesting that in the radical event the social flow of doing can not be experienced directly (for, as we have seen, that’s impossible), but recognized or glimpsed, as a flash of movement caught in the corner of one’s eye. I’m not seeking to be needlessly romantic or poetic. Rather, I’m attempting to account for the power and resonance of the radical event in the imagination, both at the time of the event itself and long after, both among participants who experienced it and among those who will only experience it as a common memory.

The exposure to a different order of doing, to a radically different paradigm of reproduction, and to the eerie promise of a radically different world, then, has a haunting quality. It transforms us. If we, as social beings, create ourselves based on the relationships, values, institutions, norms, ideals, conventions and social structures that surround us, how do we re-create ourselves amidst the radical event, when these fall away or when they seem more malleable, supple and changeable?

The empire strikes back

More tragically, how do we re-create ourselves to conform once again with the world as we knew it before the radical event? While many of such radical events have had important and lasting impacts on the structures of everyday life, social institutions, relationships and values, these changes are usually not immediate. When the event ends, how does the one recalibrate oneself to the order of the done? How does one reconform and once again take up one’s place in the reproduction of the status quo?

It is for this reason that Passerini in concerned with depression, melancholy and psychoanalysis. She writes that, for her and those she interviewed, ‘there remains a regret for politics, not for what was but for what could be, as project, as communication and community’ (159–60). In contrast to the intensity of human connection and solidarity experienced amidst the radical event, Passerini writes eloquently of a haunting loneliness experienced in its aftermath, for some still years, even decades, later.

Likewise, Ross quotes a variety of memoirists, interviewees and fictionalized accounts that address the months and years following the events of 1968, which concur that feelings of deep melancholy, depression and loneliness were common. This sort of feeling is due not simply to a feeling of defeat and the effects of withdrawal from the power of radical political adrenaline. It can be understood, I would suggest, as a symptom of a certain dissonance within us as the person we were in the radical event fails to match the person we had to become afterwards. There is a mourning for a lost future, ‘not for what was but for what could be’.

It is here that memory and remembrance become deeply political. Ross’s book not only recounts the personal and artistic recollections of the events and their subsequent resonance within French culture; it also traces the way certain influential ‘leaders’ of the ’68 movements ‘cashed in’ their radical credentials and used their falsified or selective remembrance of the events of ’68 to leverage themselves into positions of power and influence in mainstream French society. Here Ross draws on the French philosopher Jacques Rancière’s concept of ‘the police’, by which he means not only those authorities in uniform but also the way that society is governed by a policing of history and meaning. The policing of memory attempts to force it to conform to official histories which, as we saw above, render the past as merely the unavoidable precedent of the inevitable present. Policing history is the process by which the radical event is domesticated and defanged, held to have distinct and discrete causes and effects, and reduced to vignettes in the biography of individuals.

Policing the memory of 1968, Ross argues, typically takes the form of relegating it to the realm of youthful folly, a hormone-driven explosion of rage and resentment. For many ’68ers who would go on to occupy positions of fame and fortune in the media, in mainstream electoral politics or as writers and intellectuals (many on the political right), May ’68 was publicly recalled (in interviews, memoirs and theoretical texts) as an important moment of personal and perhaps national growth, a youthful dalliance with radicalism that taught them, in hindsight, to appreciate the reasonableness and justice of the existing system. A similar policing of memory and history is common among those of the post-war generation throughout the global North, especially as many former radicals, through any of a thousand routes, re-create themselves within the system they once so publicly condemned and sought to overturn.26

The disavowal of the radical event, the enclosure of its meanings within the overarching policing of history, not only normalizes the conventional understandings of history (and its supposed ‘end’ in our era of free markets). It also demonstrates the way that the politics of memory is a politics of reproduction. The policing of the meaning of ’68 and other radical events is a policing of that event’s claim on the present. If it can be explained away as adolescent rebelliousness, or as an unfortunate or wistful episode in one’s personal biography, we need no longer take seriously the dreams and hopes that resonated through the event, which were fed by – and, in turn, fed – that subterranean reservoir of radical history. The memory of the event becomes a resource by which the recaller can refashion their identity and find a place within normative and mainstream capitalist society. Memory becomes a means by which they can come to grips with and normalize their adherence to the order of capitalist social reproduction that they once rejected, and the absence of which they once experienced.

Conversely, the recaller’s enthusiasm for policing the meaning of the past and enclosing their memories within the frame of conventional histories, in turn, contributes to the cultural and the material reproduction of capitalist social relations and relationships. The ‘doing’ of memory here seeks to conform to, and reinforce, the ‘done’ of official history. By rendering the memory of the radical event a resource for the reproduction of the capitalist order, these memoirists seek to reproduce themselves within that order, on its terms. As such, they interpret the radical actions undertaken by younger generations as merely rehearsals of the mistakes of the past. In this interpretation, as Ross notes, subsequent radical events are doomed both to fail to live up to the authenticity, passion and calibre of previous events, and at the same time to ‘repeat all the mistakes’ of events of the past. The condemnation of present-day radicalism serves as a means to displace anxieties over the claims that the radical event of the past might have on its former participants. By dismissing and belittling the struggles of the present, the power of the past is tamed and domesticated.

In addition to all those who, in France and in Italy, renounced their youthful activist folly and used this renunciation to propel themselves into mainstream politics, we can also register the way that today’s hegemonic form of capitalism recalls and internalizes themes of freedom, individuality, flexibility and creativity within its operating logic and rhetoric. As we shall see in the next two chapters, sociologists like Luc Boltanski and Eve Chiapello, as well as radical social critics like Franco ‘Bifo’ Berardi and Angela McRobbie, have noted the way that, in the wake of the protest movements of the late 1960s and early 1970s, capitalism as a system expanded and diversified to incorporate these movements’ demands, but in ways that helped reproduce the system in an age of globalization.27 An example might be seen in the culture of Silicon Valley, where the initial development of the world’s largest reactor of high-tech development was underscored by the labour and passion of many who came of age amidst the peace and anti-war movements of the 1960s and 1970s. At least in part, the form of casualized, creative and collaborative capitalism that has driven the computer revolution since the 1980s is the residue of these struggles, now translated into a hyper-individualist ‘Californian ideology’ where a sober appreciation of free markets as the horizon of individual fulfilment replace the collectivist idealism of youth.28 The hip, ‘no collar’ workplace reflects, in skewed form, the desires and dreams of a once-rebellious generation.29

Of course, many participants in radical events of the past try, in various ways, to hold true to the radical power and implications of the event, rather than attempt to police and enclose it to insulate themselves from its claims; many become lifelong activists, or translate their radicalism into different realms like art, education or institutionalized activism. But doing so is no easy feat. The power of the radical event, I am suggesting, is that it is animated by the echo or glimpse of the unfettered social flow of doing of a world and life beyond alienation, exploitation, loneliness and futility. What gives the event such a power over our imaginations is the way it allows us to glimpse, as if from the corner of the eye, our raw potential as cooperative beings, unmitigated or unorchestrated by the structures of capital and daily life. We glimpse our own unalienated selves.

That animating force or spirit resists representation. The sense of possibility and potential cannot be captured on film, but nor can it be painted, described or sung. It is too alien, too fierce and too unimaginable to be expressed in poetry or art or in a documentary or a memoir. This is why all these forms of public remembrance ultimately fail to capture the gravity and spirit of the radical event. Again, it is not that such events were or could be utopias, but that, amidst the event, the infinite possibilities for human cooperation, of doing, seem slightly closer at hand to the extent that the accumulated done is momentarily suspended or its grip on our lives, relationships and senses of self is weakened.

And yet the power of the radical event is such that, unless we disavow it and seek to police and enclose it, we are called to the impossible task of representing and recalling it. We yearn to make it common, to express its potential, to come to terms with its power and its implications. That is, in spite of the fact that the radical event was a profound and transformative experience, we can’t quite recall it in all its detail and magnitude. And yet its power over us is such that we are compelled to recall it, and fail in so doing. There is something haunting and tragic here, but also something hopeful and important.

The debt of history

Walter Benjamin is a tragic figure in the history of radical writing. An intellectual, author and broadcaster active in the 1920s and 1930s in Germany, Benjamin is believed to have committed suicide in 1940 while attempting to flee Nazi-occupied France into Spain, whence he hoped to join other radical German intellectuals in exile. One of Benjamin’s last writings was his haunting ‘Theses on the Philosophy of History’, a poetic collection of observations and theories about the politics of history and historical interpretation. Here, Benjamin sought to go beyond what he saw as a flawed approach to history, which understood it as the passage of concrete events with distinct causes and effects. He wrote that ‘To articulate the past historically does not mean to recognize it “the way it really was.”… It means to seize hold of a memory as it flashes up at a moment of danger.’30 That is, Benjamin encouraged making use of history not as a hard and fast narrative, but as something alive and active in our present world.

It is also in the ‘Theses’ that Benjamin advances his famous vision of the angel of history as driven out of paradise and forced to watch the destruction it leaves in its wake. Benjamin here also condemns the German left for inadvertently helping to usher in the Nazis by creating a culture of historical memory where the German working class was encouraged to see itself as tied to a notion of progress, rather than driven by the desire to avenge capitalism’s injustices past and present. In so doing, the left opened the door for a fascist populism that, in times of dire poverty and hopelessness, could make a more convincing case that it could deliver the progress the left had once promised. For Benjamin, history lives on in the present. ‘There is no document of civilization that is not also a document of barbarism’, he wrote, indicating that every great work of culture and art has been the product of unjust and unequal societies, and that this injustice and exploitation silently haunts even the most majestic and sublime of masterpieces. Importantly,

There is a secret agreement between past generations and the present one. Our coming was expected on earth. Like every generation that preceded us, we have been endowed with a weak Messianic power, a power to which the past has a claim. That claim cannot be settled cheaply.

Here Benjamin (an atheist) was inspired by his friend Gershom Scholem’s theological writings on the Jewish notion of the messianic, which holds that the arrival of the end of time and the salvation of the Chosen People could arrive at any time, and so demands that all believers render themselves ready for the Messiah’s arrival at all times by being in a constant state of spiritual purification. ‘Judgement day’ is, in this sense, always just around the corner. Benjamin, a Jewish Marxist intellectual writing in the heart of Nazi-occupied Europe, found in this theological puzzle a hint about how to keep hope alive in the darkest of times, and also an important lesson about the claim of the past. In this sense, the ‘weak messianic power’ is the power to redeem the forgotten dreams of past generations, to rekindle the radical events of the past and their aborted revolutionary power to totally transform society. This power is bestowed on us not merely by virtue of the power of the social flow of doing, which is the basis of all social orders and which, in its solidified done form, represents the structures of society that enclose us. Rather, Benjamin wants to remind us that the done is not purely the domain of the established order: it is also made up, in part, of the residues of past struggles. Just as all works of civilization carry within them the ghosts of the barbarisms of the society that rendered them, so too is our whole social reality made up of ideas, institutions, values, norms and relationships haunted and influenced by the (often forgotten) struggles of the past. As such, we as individuals forged within that society, and as social movements built within it, are also haunted by the ghosts of past struggles, even though we may not know or recognize them. In this sense, we inherit, whether we want to or not, whether we acknowledge it or not, the dreams, hopes, angers and passions of past struggles: they are there amidst the bricks and mortar, the stories, the images, the social norms of our world.

It is fitting to speak of debt today, in a moment when it has become, for many, the key disciplinary whip of an increasingly disorganized, chaotic and decentralized form of capitalism.31 As we saw in Chapter 3, the financialization of society is driven largely by the massive expansion of personal and public debt levels, debts typically incurred to pay for services in the gaps left behind by the neoliberal evisceration of the welfare state and the privatization of social life. In other words, debt makes us borrow against our individual, private futures (and, thus, conscripts us further to the capitalist economy) to purchase those things we once provided or held in common (education, health care, housing, etc.). The magic of debt, culturally speaking, is that it privatizes what is in fact a social and common problem, enclosing individuals and their sense of their own self-worth and future potential within a highly isolating and lonely sphere of self-doubt and blame. Debt is construed as a personal moral failing, even though it represents the backbone of the neoliberal economic system.

For this reason, recent anti-debt campaigners have adopted an anti-colonial struggle developed first in Third World nations’ responses to the odious politics of national debts incurred by dictators or through the politics of ‘aid’ in the post-war period.32 Here, debt is not seen as a matter of individual profligacy and overspending, but is reframed as a systematic weapon intended to reproduce the reigning order. While imperialist nations may point to Third World debt levels as evidence of political and economic instability or immaturity, the radical anti-colonial response is to return the proverbial serve, showing how debt has been used to leverage politicians and whole societies into the reproduction of the world system, forcing Third World nations to adopt disastrous social and economic policies at the expense of their own people, policies which usually result in a net flow of wealth to the imperialist nations. Likewise, anti-debt campaigners in the anglophone North Atlantic have sought to break individuals out of the sense that they are personally responsible for being immature economic subjects and instead show how the debt system forces them in desperation to accept poorly paying jobs or succumb to a sense of lonely isolation.33

More profoundly, anti-debt campaigners have taken the example of a debt-driven financialized system as an opportunity to draw more radical and revolutionary conclusions and implications. They point out that debt is an ancient human custom across cultures, but that it takes many different forms.34 At its best, debt becomes a means of expressing and understanding social bonds, those links of obligation, respect, relationality and connection that, between them, suspend society.35 Put slightly differently, the social flow of doing is enabled and enlivened by our debts to one another. That is, the social flow of doing never runs unimpeded but is always shaped by the accumulated ‘done’ of history, by the bonds of memory, obligation, relationality and reliance that make up our world. Debt becomes a radical concept of connection and cooperation. This is not to suggest that we simply accept our credit card debt or student loans as our natural obligation to society, as many free-market pundits would have us believe. Rather, it is to say that the radical imagination and radical possibilities can emerge not simply out of a rejection of all debts (as in some libertarian fantasy of total freedom and no responsibility) but out of a reimagining of debt as the fabric of the commons.36

It is within this frame that I think we can best understand what Benjamin had in mind when he suggested that we have a debt to the past that cannot be settled cheaply. Our debt to the past, of course, cannot be settled at all. We are the product of past labour, past cooperation, past doing. We are what our forebears reproduced. How could such a debt ever be repaid?

The task, then, is not to amortize the debt of history by arriving at some utopia worthy of those labours. This is the hubris of Fukuyama and others who assume that our current neoliberal global order is the culmination of history, the end of mass struggle, as good as it will ever get. Rather, answering the debt of history is a matter of keeping history alive in the present, of seeking to be true to the subordinated and forgotten dreams of struggles of the past. It is not to freeze history into a set of causes and effects, but to see it as an ongoing process. More concretely, it is about cultivating practices of remembering, and remembering together, in common, that don’t simply seek to police history or enclose its meanings, but try to open up its meanings and implications for us today. It is to use memory as a means to reweave our social bonds, to ‘do’ the unending work of building solidarity, and to constantly reproduce our commons, both in the sense of material institutions and relationships and in terms of those more ephemeral and existential things (like memory) that we hold in common.

When Benjamin wrote that the debt of history is not settled cheaply, he left us with a riddle. The debt can never be repaid, except in the act of repaying of the debt.37

Commoning memory

Let’s return, then, to the question of rekindling the past radical event in the present. What might it mean to common memory?

As I have indicated, this would not mean an attempt to police history or reconstruct some authoritative version of events, although it may, necessarily, occasionally take the form of books (fiction and non-fiction), documentaries and other durable stories, which transform the doing of memory into the done of history. Yet these cultural forms can be done in such a way as to enable and empower future doing, rather than in ways that police history and enclose its meanings and resonances. Ross’s and Passerini’s books, each in a unique way, illustrate how this might be accomplished: neither book attempts to offer an authoritative version of the radical event but, instead, each seeks to open up the questions of its causes and effects, to shed new light on what we might not have imagined or explored. They do not seek to offer a singular history of the event, but rather open up the event as an opportunity to build memory in common. They do this not only by interviewing many participants and drawing on many different (sometimes conflicting) sources of historical evidence; they do it by undermining the ideal of a uniformed, enclosed history and by inviting participants (interviewees and readers) to recognize that they are, together, doing memory and building a common history. In this way, these books don’t merely reproduce the status quo; they help us recognize and come to terms with the fact that we are reproducing social life together. In other words, at their best, these books (unlike those that police history) do not insist that the present is inevitable, but instead awaken our imaginations to our collective creative potential, and the way this potential is built on past struggles. They awaken us to the debt of history.

This is not the same as suggesting that history is a myth and that, therefore, all voices are of equal weight in the commoning of memory. There remains an important place for the rigours of historical research and the marshalling of reliable evidence, so long as such approaches do not seek to rigidly police history’s meaning and so long as they accept their partiality and fallibility. By the same token, just because a space is opened to common memory as a process doesn’t mean that all voices are equally true. The history of the events of ’68 can be told as a romantic and triumphant narrative, but there is a great deal of value in also hearing about them as the scenes of sexism, racism, oppression, informal hierarchy, interpersonal violence, heartbreak, anxiety, confusion, antagonism and injustice. The promise of commoning memory is that it would open up spaces where we can share and hear the full range of memory, and in so doing come to new understandings of how the present was reproduced through the actions of the past. This becomes all the more important when we re-remember the confusion, the contradictions and the perpetuation of injustices and exploitations even amidst such events. It means that the practice of commoning memory must begin by privileging and making space and time for those whose voices and memories have been marginalized, policed and enclosed: women, people of colour, indigenous people, trans folks, migrants, those with disabilities. It is in the privileging of these memories and the disjunctive way they interfere with the established, policed narratives (even those that circulate in radical milieus), that the radical imagination can emerge and the practices of memory can be opened up to enable us to reproduce different futures together. In other words, memory is a common doing that creates provisional, changeable and useful done common memories which, in turn, facilitate our future doing based on the values we hold in common.

More practically speaking, commoning memory means the practice of creating and reproducing intentional and well-constructed spaces and times for remembering. All too often, the transmission of memory between individuals, collectivities and generations occurs in a haphazard way, or flows through the formalities of publishing memoires or other media. Festivals and events to commemorate and highlight history from below can serve as vehicles for commoning memory. But these alone do not fulfil its promise. The commoning of memory also needs to be woven into the fabric of community practice and demands that we develop skills and talents for sharing histories without being didactic, and for hearing and listening without being passive. Just as it is all too easy for recent generations to imagine that their struggle are fought on a completely different terrain than those of the past, so too is it all too easy for elders to imagine that more recent generations are failing to honour their predecessors or learn the lessons of history. Common memory is not about reconciling these tensions, but about being aware of them, opening them up, making them useful, and recognizing that memory is not about what happened in the past but about how we negotiate the present, and how we, together, shape the future.

Nor should we limit our imagination of memory to the idea that it only encompasses intergenerational tensions. It also animates the processes of debriefing from recent radical events and of building solidarity between communities and across differences. It is a sensitivity to the fact that we all reproduce ourselves and our communities based on the residues of the past, but that those residues are experienced very differently by different people. Once again, such an approach demands a keen and persistent attention to the various forms of privilege and power that intersect us. Our experience of a common radical event will differ by virtue of the way our bodies and our minds are gendered, raced, classed and divided by ability, nationality, ethnicity, sexuality and so on. The practice of commoning memory is not an attempt to synchronize our experiences but to open ourselves up to the breadth of experience. Recalling the event, together, helps us come to terms with our plurality, and to search for the common ‘we’ nascent among us.

In this sense, commoning memory is not a particular practice or strategy but an orientation, a sensibility or a set of values-in-practice.

Beyond the radical event

The radical event is only the gateway into a broader discussion of the power of memory and its importance to the process and practice of creating the commons and fostering the radical imagination. I have suggested here that the radical event’s power stems from the fact that some dimension of it hints at or echoes with the possibility of an unimpeded social flow of doing, or resonates with the incredible power and potential of human cooperation in its rawest form. But it is not only in the radical event that we might glimpse of our power. As Kaplan writes, ‘Love can create this feeling, or art.’ Perhaps the power of love and art, like the power of the radical event, stems from the way these experiences, while never perfect, in their very imperfections suggest something beyond their particularities and circumstances. As we shall see in the next chapter, we misunderstand creativity and art to the extent that we see them as the singular, eternal and otherworldly manifestation of individual geniuses. As Benjamin reminds us, even the greatest artistic treasures carry, encrypted within them, the residue of history. As other critics note, art requires not only the genius behind the canvas (who is a product of their time and place), but also the creative genius of the audience, who bring with them their own sensibilities created and cultivated within the society of which they are a part. Art, to the extent it moves us, moves us in part because it speaks to the world that brought it into being, and to our own worlds. In it we glimpse not merely the power of the individual, but the power of social cooperation, the social flow of doing, of which the individual artist and their work is a done part. And in this way, the done work of art becomes part of our doing; it becomes an artefact of our reproduction, as individuals, as communities and as society. This is not to diminish the importance of gifted individuals, nor the profound personal resonance that a given work of art might have within each of us. But it is to say that even these most intimate and personal responses are contextual.

The process of commoning, then, is not only about building alternative structures of social reproduction. It is about a constant work of coming to terms with, of negotiating, of questioning, of unenclosing in our social, psychic and aesthetic life. I would not presume to say anything insightful about love except that recent radical theories of love point to it less as a quality of individual relationships and more as a common horizon.38 Based on the thinking of seventeenth-century philosopher Baruch Spinoza, recent commentators have suggested that a politics of love is not based in some idealistic notion of romantic fulfilment but, instead, emerges from our existence as beings-in-common. That is, a society built on love wouldn’t just be about loving one another like some caricature of a hippy commune, but about recognizing that we are all ‘always already’ helping to reproduce one another in common. Love, then, would be the recognition of this deeper relationality, and the cultivation of practices and processes of care and intentionality amidst it. These practices and processes would imply not only changes to personal outlooks, conduct and relationships, but also changes to the whole economic and social order. In this sense, these approaches have a great deal in common with feminist attempts to reimagine politics in terms that focus our attention on care, collaboration and equality and away from the idioms of competition, individualism and hierarchy which animate not only the reigning capitalist paradigm but also, all too often, movements of resistance and rebellion too.

In other words, that force (the social flow of doing) that animates the radical event is not limited to that context alone. Yet in the radical event, and perhaps in art and in love, that force is slightly more resonant, slightly closer.

Systems of power are also always systems of forgetting. Capitalism is based on the erasure of the common labour that is necessary to create the commodities that we value and, more broadly, the forgetting of the tremendous power of that common labour and our place, as individuals, within it. For Marx, alienation and commodity fetishism are the processes whereby we forget that those things we value in life are, in actuality, the product of our own efforts. The radical imagination, as such, is a process of remembering that power and potential. Likewise, colonialism is a process whereby we are taught to forget the violent and exploitative origins of our system and come to imagine non-Western societies as impoverished and underdeveloped because of their own cultural latency or retardation. Anti-colonial politics is, in part, a process of common remembering. Likewise, the politics of gender liberation, both in terms of feminist and in terms of queer politics, is based in part on a remembering of human potential in the face of a system that encourages us to forget the ways bodies and relationships are policed through convention and violence. In all these cases, the radical imagination (the subject of Chapter 7) is animated, at its core, by a politics of remembering.
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The enclosure of creativity

Without exception the cultural treasures [the historian] surveys have an origin which he cannot contemplate without horror. They owe their existence not only to the efforts of the great minds and talents who have created them, but also to the anonymous toil of their contemporaries. There is no document of civilization which is not at the same time a document of barbarism.

WALTER BENJAMIN

Who can hate creativity? Who would want less of it? No one, obviously.1 Yet something profound has happened to the idea of creative expression in the past twenty to thirty years that should give us pause for thought. For one, it has become big business: as the globalized economy becomes more and more competitive, corporations are increasingly desperate to have their workers ‘create’ new commodities to sell. As advertising media accelerate and slowly fill up public space, marketers are frantic to ‘creatively’ develop new ways of pitching products (the people who come up with advertising ideas are actually called ‘creatives’). And workplaces – from factories to hospitals to high-tech firms to fast-food joints to schools – are all eager to ‘create’ new products and forms of efficiency to keep the wolf at bay (usually at the expense of workers who must work longer, faster and leaner).

It’s not just business that has embraced creativity as key to survival in the brave new world. These days whole governments have fallen in love with creativity as a means towards economic growth and social prosperity. Despite cuts to arts and culture budgets in this age of austerity, national, regional and local politicians pay lip service to the power of creativity not only to express people’s individuality but to create jobs and heal communities. University of Toronto urban development guru Richard Florida has been staggeringly successful in promoting his idea of the ‘creative class’. He argues that the new post-industrial economy will reward those cities, nations and regions that foster and attract creative people, who bring with them good jobs and a better standard of living for everyone.2

In a certain very limited extent this is partly true. A place that thrives with creativity is obviously more ‘liveable’ than one that doesn’t. But there’s a bigger problem at work. Not all places can be ‘creative capitals’ and not everyone can be an artist in this economy – some places still need to make boring stuff, and so do most workers. More importantly, the call to embrace creativity does not typically include a call for equality, decent and meaningful work, care and compassion, and social justice. Without also allowing for these factors, calls for creativity ring hollow: it is creativity for the few, not for the many.

The problem with the new hype around creativity is that it presumes that the economic system we have, with all its gross injustices and horrifying effects (global warming, child poverty, unrewarding jobs, imperial warfare, the exploitation of the Third World), is inevitable. It doesn’t really imagine that everyone will be able to express their creativity and enjoy the fabled life of the artist. In fact, the new hype over creativity actually (ironically) makes us less creative in how we think about social problems and solutions. It makes creativity an individualized quality, the ‘private property’ of each isolated person.

Whereas, in reality, creativity is a social, socialized and socializing phenomenon: it’s something we do together as social animals. Every great creative genius has been part of a community of peers and of a society that supported her or him. Only when we recognize that creativity is a collaborative process (not an individual possession) can creativity help us transform our lives and our world creatively, and employ creativity for the good of everyone. What today’s enthusiasm for creativity obscures is the fact that we are largely helpless to control our fates or the system as a whole. While in some very limited ways we have seen the growth of new ways to express and share our individual creativity (though usually in ways that must pass through the market and so privilege those with money), we are ever more limited in our collective creative capacity to shape our destinies.

The creation of creativity

To understand how we ended up with the limited, individualistic idea of creativity we have today, we need to go back in history. All sorts of cultures have different ways of recognizing and valuing creative people and their accomplishments. We need to focus on the Western European world-view and its idea of creativity because it is this world-view that has shaped the world over the past 400 years, thanks to European imperialism and the spread of capitalism. Part of the imperialist project was insisting that all other cultures acknowledge Europeans as the most creative ‘race’ and see their own creative accomplishments (in the arts, sciences, theology, ecology and other fields) as childish imitations.3 Europeans, for instance, established schools that taught the ‘canon’ of Great White thinkers and artists as the pinnacle of human creative achievement, reaffirming a sense of superiority that justified their ‘enlightened’ domination of other peoples. We still study this canon, to the exclusion of many of the great works of world literature, art and science (from Arabia, Persia, China, the indigenous Americas, etc.).4

So it might come as a surprise to learn that the European idea of creativity was itself created. In Shakespeare’s day, for instance, no one would have called the Bard ‘creative’ – the word itself hardly existed in the English lexicon except to describe God’s generative powers (His creatures, His creation). Those whom we today consider ‘artists’ were then considered more like skilled craftspeople. The originality of a play or a painting was valued far less than the craftsperson’s conformity to established forms and patterns. Shakespeare, like most of his contemporaries, was a plagiarist and a hack by today’s standards – he stole and sampled, he wrote for money and he earned it. Indeed, if today’s standards of ‘intellectual property’ and copyright had existed in Shakespeare’s day, he’d have been writing sonnets from the Tower of London.5 But that in and of itself does not diminish the creativity, nor the staggering brilliance and beauty of his work – it merely recontextualizes how we imagine creativity.

It was only with the birth of global capitalism, largely in the 1700s, that the idea of the ‘creative genius’ emerged in Europe. As the feudal system fell apart a new class of merchants, factory owners and middlemen started to demand ‘culture’. This was not ‘culture’ as an inclusive part of community and everyday life (the way songs, dances and even plays used to be, for rich and poor alike) but as distinct objects or experiences that could be purchased for exclusive use of individuals – commodities to be consumed. This new class demanded novels, paintings, objets d’art and other articles of ‘refinement’ to prove to themselves (and everyone else) that they were distinct from (and better than) the working classes, despite having no noble blood.6

What made these cultural commodities (a painting, say) distinct was not so much their particular beauty or quality but the signature of an artist, a special, unique and gifted ‘genius’. For a ‘creative’ object to be valuable it needed to be singular and appear to be the true expression of the tortured soul. This is the origin of our modern idea of creativity: it was always something of a scam, but a scam that relied on the establishment of a distinction between the creative and the common. Once upon a time, art and culture was part of everyday life, everyone both created and consumed culture every day. Creativity was part of the social process, the way people lived and worked together. But by the 1800s culture was something you bought, rented or paid for, and creativity was generally understood to be the private property of eccentric men who tended to drink themselves to death in Paris.

It is worth dwelling a moment on what we might call the creativity of the commons. While the commons have often been imagined as simply fallow, untended lands or resources that people take from at their leisure, they are, both historically and in the present, important sites of innovation and experimentation, in terms of both human stewardship of land and resources and new ways of cooperating. The original commons were not empty land but, rather, complex sociocultural ecosystems requiring a high degree of collaboration to ensure that the land was not exhausted, that it was shared for multiple uses, and that it remained common in principle. Contemporary commons are no less creative: a community garden, the occupation of a city square, or a shared watershed become common to the extent that they become subjects and objects of continuous creative work by participants or commoners as they meet their needs and sustain their community and commons.7

The creativity commodity

The commodification of the idea of creativity was amplified once again near the turn of the twentieth century and the birth of what Walter Benjamin called ‘The Age of Mechanical Reproduction’.8 With film, photography, cheaper inks and printing presses, industrial manufacturing and the phonograph, culture-as-commodity became the property not only of the middle classes but of everyone. With the advent of radio and, later, television, the idea of creativity as the special property of gifted individuals (rather than social groups) was being broadcast into every home. The idea of the genius was acclaimed in the figures of stars and celebrities whose glamorous, aristocratic lifestyles illustrated their semi-divine status. Public schooling valorized a list of upper-class creative geniuses all students were to look up to and denigrated everyday and working-class culture as crude, simplistic and ‘derivative’ (i.e. not creative).9

Meanwhile, the opportunities for creativity in most people’s lives became increasingly scarce. Through the 1800s independent craftspeople, peasants and working people had been alienated from community and swept into cities and factories where they toiled for much of their lives for meagre salaries. Exhausted after a day of work, many turned to commodified culture for solace: cheap ‘sensation’ novels, music-hall performances and, later, moving pictures. Opportunities for individual creative expression were scanter than ever. Not only was there less time (and less money); by this time creativity had become largely severed from community and daily life. Raising a barn, dying wool or preparing a feast all became individualized affairs or industrialized processes. The idea of making and doing together, as a community, was largely suffocated. So too was the creativity of daily life. As more and more jobs and processes became systematized, concentrated and commodified, the everyday ‘micro’ acts of creativity (the unique way a woodworker turns a piece of wood; the idiosyncratic chemistry of fibres, dyes, mordants and patterns a weaver might use; the innovative twists on and recombination of narrative a storyteller might employ) began to disappear.10

By the mid-twentieth century the enclosure of the idea of creativity as the private property of individuals was nearly complete. The industrial age had seen communities fundamentally redrawn around homes and private lives. Though women had always worked, they were increasingly associated with the domestic sphere, and assumed incapable of creativity. Education was geared towards drilling facts into children’s heads – creativity was seen as a dangerous threat to the social order. The strict social division of labour, where only a handful of gifted geniuses attained ‘creative’ status, was held to be best for everyone. When the manual worker focused on doing his job and the artist doing his, all was for the best. In addition, creativity had by this time become an almost industrial product with a handful of major corporations controlling the production and consumption of music, books and film backed by ever stricter intellectual property laws. Academic institutions, galleries, museums, conservatories, critics and granting agencies effectively gate-kept the realms of ‘high art’ from ‘uncivilized’ intruders.11

Meanwhile, the situation for racialized people was worse in a context where colonial ideology insisted that only white men could be creative geniuses. Yet, denied any other means of expression (or often the means to earn a living), many racialized people took up the fields of arts and culture. For instance, as cultural historian Robin D.G. Kelly argues, black people in the USA were able to carve out a space of creativity and freedom within and sometimes against the ‘culture industries’. This was largely because their creative products fed a deep hunger for integrity and authenticity among cultural consumers fed a steady diet of formulaic cultural mush. Unfortunately, from blues to jazz to soul to disco to hip-hop, these groups often witnessed their cultures of creative resistance commodified, mass-produced and stolen by (largely white, male) corporate profiteers.12

The rise of ‘creative capitalism’

Is it any wonder, then, that after the Second World War youth rebelled against that cultural system, demanding that they be allowed to express themselves creatively? The counterculture and protest movements of the 1950s, 1960s and 1970s were, in part, based in a furious demand for a life that actually valued creativity. The best parts of these movements understood that capitalism systematically denied people’s creativity and abilities through an unjust and exploitative division of labour: most people did what the boss told them to do while only a few were able to ‘be creative’ (usually they were related to the boss in some way). The worst parts of these movements satisfied themselves with creating little spaces for creativity in their own personal lives through activities such as music, drugs and alternative lifestyles.13

But this era left its mark. After the 1960s creativity ceased to be seen as a threat to social order, and the idea that ‘everyone is creative’ became widely accepted, especially in schools. While not in itself a bad thing, this new-found acceptance of a very individualized idea of creativity had some troubling consequences. For one, it prompted what some say is a total redesign of capitalism. In order to answer and co-opt people’s demands for greater creativity and freedom in their lives, capitalism (as a whole system) began to offer more and more cheap commodities by which people could define themselves: more alternative fashions, more lifestyle products, more ways of expressing ‘individuality’.14 It even began to offer commodified opportunities for creativity, from art classes to tape recorders (a big deal in their day). It also broke a homogeneous ‘mass’ popular culture into commodified subcultures, which encouraged people to adopt diverse lifestyles and modes of creativity and community, but always under the broader, unquestionable domination of the market. French sociologists Luc Boltanski and Eve Chiapello have called this commodified freedom and individuality ‘the new spirit of capitalism’, noting that the system gains consent and legitimation by encouraging all of us to believe we are unique, self-possessed rebels. This individualism, in turn, assists in the decay of collective institutions, from communities to the welfare state.15

In the world of work, creativity became a key theme in restructuring economic life towards corporate-led globalization. As increasingly powerful corporate empires shifted industrial production overseas, a greater and greater share of work took place in the flexibilized information and service sectors. While the vast majority of this work is banal, routine and unimaginative, creativity is held up as a new corporate ideal. Information technology workers are encouraged to see themselves less as digital drones and more as ‘creative collaborators’ on shared projects. Service-sector workers are told they are ‘creating positive environments’ for their ‘clients’, as they are being exploited not only for their time and labour but also for their brains and their social and emotional skills. Even if most workers don’t believe this creative nonsense (for instance, most minimum-wage workers at the American fast-food chain Subway see right through management’s insistence that they call themselves ‘sandwich artists’) there’s no denying that, in an age of austerity, where social programmes and the welfare state (health care, pensions, employment insurance, schools, etc.) are being cut to the bone, we have all had to become a lot more ‘creative’ in terms of just surviving the new ‘creative’ economy.

The passion of the creative class

Even those who are working in the actual ‘creative’ sector aren’t doing so well. For one, jobs for designers, musicians and writers are extremely hard to come by – permanent, full-time posts with benefits and pensions even more so. Most people who want to work in or for arts organizations need to be independently wealthy enough to spend months or years as unpaid ‘interns’ to gain enough experience or connections to land even a smallpaying gig.16 Artists and other ‘creative’ types almost always have to supplement their income through other, ‘un-creative’ jobs, often in the service sector (waiting tables, etc.). Without a formal workplace and without a clear institutional hierarchy, artists, actors, web designers, poets and others often lack the sorts of protection other workers (used to) enjoy. For instance, in an economy where one is constantly seeking to secure short-term contracts through personal and professional connections, issues like discrimination in the workplace (based on race or gender) or failure of employers to pay are often never pursued (who has money or time for a lawsuit?).17

Today, artists and creative types are made to serve other economic purposes as well. For instance, community activists across North America and Europe have consistently observed that when low-paid, free-thinking artists move into ‘quirky’ poor neighbourhoods, looking for cheap rent and studio space, they are often followed by more affluent citizens who gentrify the area, speculate on up-and-coming properties, and drive up property prices and rents and drive out the original inhabitants. Worse, in an age of cuts to municipal and government services (from community development to public infrastructure to school budgets to anti-poverty initiatives), government officials can often be enticed to fund ‘creative zones’ or projects because they appear to offer public benefits (‘social cohesion’, ‘entrepreneurship’, ‘vibrancy’) that make up for or cover over government neglect.18 It is not that all such efforts are inherently evil, but they are always contextual and they exist within a context where the idealism and imagery associated with artists and creativity have been conscripted to the reproduction of a form of capitalism that creates and feeds off vast inequality and, ironically, the systematic dispossession of most creative people.

As cultural critic Angela McRobbie has pointed out, the slogan ‘everyone is creative’ represents a broad cultural shift in our society: ‘artists’, she suggests, are being held up not as poverty-stricken social malcontents, but as triumphant ‘pioneers of the new economy’. Today, when the idea of a good, steady, lifelong job seems impossible, corporate propaganda encourages us all to see ourselves as artistic souls. Instead of relying on big bureaucratic organizations like paternalistic corporations or the meddlesome ‘nanny state’, we should all, like artists, rely on our personal ‘portfolio’ of skills, passions and past accomplishments to secure short-term, no-strings-attached ‘gigs’.19

The reality, of course, is that no one feels any special passion for working three part-time jobs, and few achieve aesthetic (or any other sort of) satisfaction from working in a call centre. But the idea of the artist and the promise of creativity are today being held up as ‘carrots’ for workers in the age of ‘creative capitalism’. The ‘stick’ is the brutal discipline of the dog-eat-dog global economy.

The situation is insidious. In the ‘creative economy’, as Tiziana Terranova explains, many of us do ‘free’ creative work all the time. We record music on our computers. We Photoshop images. We make video mashups. We write blogs or fan fiction. We teach ourselves digital photography. And we create what Internet hucksters call ‘content’, and we do so because we enjoy it, and usually we share it for free. But how free is it? The Internet service providers (ISPs), who are almost all big corporations, make money from our subscriptions. Google (Blogger, YouTube) and Facebook are all making money hand over fist thanks to all that ‘free labour’.20 Oddly, our hobbies now act as free training for many jobs: our ability to take and manipulate digital photographs, our competencies at social networking, our ability to type quickly, our capacity for online banking: all of these skills prepare us for the brave new world of work where we are competing against thousands of other people for the same few (typically bad) jobs. The Pentagon actively benefits from new recruits raised on years of violent videogames.21

Meanwhile, as we try to survive in this digital world, amidst increasingly casual and insecure (‘precarious’) employment with few guarantees about our futures, creativity becomes a highly individualized means of solace. Today’s economy has brought us unprecedented ways of becoming an amateur film-maker, animator, fiction writer or crafter. But has it brought us real creativity? We need only look at the vast majority of workplaces to see that the promise of creativity under capitalism is a lie. The vast majority of workers, even in the ostensibly ‘creative’ sectors, work in highly hierarchical and banal jobs where they have extremely little creative input into the work process or purpose. Indeed, as austerity is further entrenched, leading to cutbacks and more limited budgets, it is often the most conservative and conventional employees able to provide reliable, predictable outputs (and less likely to resist) who are spared the axe.

Despite all this, establishment pundits and academics have declared ours an age of ‘creative capitalism’. Capitalism, they argue, is the best system for providing creative opportunities for everyone. Indeed, many argue that capitalism thrives on what is called ‘creative destruction’ – the way competition forces companies to reinvent themselves constantly or go under, the way the incessant drive towards profit inspires innovation and dynamism.22 The unseen cost of all this ‘creativity’ is the tremendous effects on the human and natural environment as corporations compete to find new ways to cut costs (eliminating jobs) or ‘externalize’ their expenses by subcontracting and globalizing their operations, forcing governments to pay the costs of corporate wrongdoing. This is not to mention the massive social upheaval when a firm shuts its doors or moves elsewhere because it failed to be creative enough, or the ecological costs of multiple corporations competing to ‘create’ thousands of brands of almost identical products (a trip down the shampoo isle of a local drugstore is quite illuminating).

A creative capitalism?

Interestingly, the idea of ‘creative capitalism’ was pioneered and promoted by Bill Gates, one of the world’s richest men, whose fortune was amassed at the helm of Microsoft, a company whose products are notoriously proprietary (i.e. copyrighted and unalterable) and which leave both expert and amateur computer users very little room to manoeuvre and experiment, except with other proprietary and commercial digital products. Gates invented the term just as his tenure as CEO of Microsoft was ending and as he rebranded himself as the most magnanimous philanthropist of all time. His concept of ‘creative capitalism’ is worthy of note. Much to the chagrin of free-market ideologues, Gates delivered a speech to the 2008 World

Economic Forum (an annual gathering of capitalist ‘leaders’ in Davos, Switzerland) in which he had the audacity to suggest that capitalism, while of enduring benefit to humanity, would consistently fail to answer the needs of those without capital. Creative capitalism meant that, in the name of capitalist self-interest, wealthy individuals and corporations should pool their resources to create market incentives for the private sector to solve some of the world’s most pressing problems. For instance, the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation, the largest charity in human history, prefers to fund projects that make solving global problems (like malaria, crumbling educational infrastructure, the AIDS epidemic in Africa, malnutrition) appealing to the private sector, which, Gates surmises, has skimmed the best, brightest and most creative minds around the world. Indeed, for Gates, free markets are inherently the most powerful, dynamic, responsive and creative forces in human history, even if they are slightly misguided.23 The role of charity, in his view, is to help correct a slight market oversight and to provide a dowry for the blissful wedding between homely social causes and magnificent corporate empires.

Hence the Gates Foundation’s enthusiasm for micro-finance lending schemes which seek to empower the inherent creativity of poor people in the Third World (notably women) by offering them tiny loans to help marketize some aspect of their community.24 In addition to funding such initiatives directly, this approach to what is called ‘venture philanthropy’ seeks to accelerate the inherently beneficial spread of the free market by helping mitigate the risk for capital to expand where once it feared to tread (by, for instance, insuring microcredit loans against default). Likewise, these initiatives aim to combat epidemics, diseases and malnutrition among the poor not primarily by funding research directly, nor by using a vast, ill-begotten fortune to ameliorate poverty (the single most effective way of combating most diseases), but by creating incentives by which corporate research energies might be directed towards these otherwise unpopular diseases and by which the market might work its magic upon impoverished communities.25 The Gates Foundation has been at the forefront of efforts to restructure the derelict public school system in the United States. Rather than simply handing money over to school boards or schools that have for thirty years been systematically fiscally strangled by neoliberal policies, they have sought to support market-oriented approaches, such as the spread of ‘charter’ schools, voucher systems and other initiatives that make semi-privatized schools compete for funding based on standardized test scores.26

The upshot is that Gates’s branding of his vision as ‘creative capitalism’ is not accidental; nor is it simply a cynical marketing ploy (though, of course, Gates never defines what he means by ‘creativity’). Rather, it is a symptom of an age when the way we imagine creativity has largely been subordinated to the market, and when we take free markets to be both the incubators of creativity and inherently creative in and of themselves.27 Not surprisingly, these schemes have had only limited success in alleviating the social ills they aim to remedy.

What capitalism does, in effect, is fundamentally shift what we could call the ‘economy of creativity’: it drastically alters what sorts of creativity we think are valuable and it orients humanity’s creative energies towards earning ever greater profit for a few. While this system has produced many fine things, it is destroying the planet and most people’s lives because it has no broad vision of a decent future. It is driven only by irrational and pathological competition for profit, not by any compassionate and collective social vision. Imagine what the world would be like if we focused our creativity and energy towards common ends.

Struggles for and against creativity

The struggle against the new purportedly ‘creative’ capitalism is not very different from struggles against capitalism in other eras and in other places: people work together to win greater control over their working conditions; people create new ways of living and new communities that operate (to the best of their ability) outside the structure of capitalism; people reject the way capitalism divides people and puts them into hierarchies of race, class, gender, ability and identity; people try and take control of their governments to protect them from capitalist exploitation and sometimes succeed in transforming their economy and society completely. Little has changed in terms of the big scheme of struggle. But there are a few new aspects to think about in this brave new world of creativity.

For one, the ruse of creativity and creative capitalism has seen capital outmanoeuvre many traditional institutions of workers’ power. Today, when workers are encouraged to see themselves as creative free agents and empowered economic individuals – rather than an exploited collective or community – union organizing has become very difficult. As workers increasingly flit from employer to employer and survive contract to contract, not only are they harder to organize into permanent collectivities, but they often lack a shared culture and community that would foster solidarity. Creative capitalism encourages workers – those employed both in (ostensibly) creative industries (film and television, web design, fashion) and in mundane jobs (services, petty management) – to imagine themselves as competitive individuals and to see their bosses as merely more successful or talented versions of themselves. This makes organizing around class antagonisms difficult. The failure of traditional unions to meet this challenge head-on has led to the pervasive sense that they are relics of a different age, no longer able to defend workers’ interests in a ‘new’ economy. But this is also due to the fact that unions have long since ceased to offer a substantive vision of a different world or economy.

Meanwhile, many creative workers, like scriptwriters or performing musicians or academics, have had guild-like associations for decades, and sometimes centuries. But new media have led to grave challenges for the monopoly position these groups enjoyed in years past. For instance, musicians’ and authors’ unions have seen their solidarity undermined by the flood of competition unleashed by the Internet, where today anyone can call themselves a songwriter or a journalist and where new, direct connections between artists and markets have been made possible. Meanwhile, globalization has also seen challenges to the strength of professional associations, with new forms of competition in realms like editing and proofreading, graphics animation and architecture. Unfortunately, many artists’ associations have thrown in their lot with employers in an attempt to solidify international copyright and intellectual property laws, despite the fact these laws have historically never served artists as well as they have served major corporations.28

One of the key struggles today within and against ‘creative capitalism’ is occurring over the place of the arts and culture in today’s society. In an age of austerity, where governments are making dramatic cuts, many programmes that supported creativity are being slashed or explicitly oriented towards economic ends.29 As the economic crisis deepens, people have less money to consume creative commodities. Unrestrained, the capitalist economy has little use for any artistic or cultural expression that doesn’t make someone a profit. As the government exits the picture and money dries up, the cultural ‘market’ becomes less and less creative: creators and their sponsors gravitate towards more and more conventional, tried and tested material, hoping for a secure market. Fewer experimental or challenging books are published. Fewer opportunities exist for composers to try new things. Another way of thinking about the situation is this: all art is risk – a roll of the dice that a stylistic innovation or individual idiosyncrasy will be seen as genius and not merely insignificant or unimportant. Formerly, there used to be more help from governments and even from the private sector in helping artists and creative people swallow this risk, supporting them while they took chances. Today, that margin of risk has shrunk dramatically. Only the independently wealthy or the foolishly romantic can afford to dwell with failure in the mad hope of success, as their forebears have done for centuries.

Ironically, the fact that ‘creative capitalism’ both depends on and encourages extreme individualism also undermines creative opportunities. To the extent that people see themselves as competitive individuals they cannot see the bigger sociological picture. They are unwilling to consider the benefit of art or culture they don’t personally enjoy. As we all work more and leaner, we have less time to experiment with our preconceived ideas and tastes and we resent the imposition of other people’s creative experimentation on our lives. The cultural media and market have slowly been consolidated in the hands of a few major multinational corporations, the likes of Disney, Time-Warner, Fox, Vivendi, and so on. Local arts, film and literature festivals starve for lack of interest from a public addicted to the cultural equivalent of fast food.

Where people do embrace creative difference, they often do so as part of a commodified subculture where enjoying ‘unlistenable’ music or watching art-house films gives us a sense of uniqueness and possibly community in a world of sameness and disconnection. From punk to funk, from hip-hop to skateboarding, cultures of once-authentic resistance and experimentation have been folded into a mainstream commodified landscape that offers valves for personal and social anxieties that are only very rarely transformative.

All too often social movements participate in this game, acting more as subcultures of solace (with uniforms of dress or musical taste) than as broad-based engines of social change. Many forms of experimental culture or music also satisfy themselves with eking out a small space for limited creativity within a broader society, rather than demanding a different world – or they demand a different world only to the extent that the act of demanding creates the illusion of rebellion. Indeed, these have become important sites where voracious capitalist interests scout out new styles and practices to commodify.

More recently, the success of ideas about ‘creative cities’ and the ‘creative class’ has opened a new terrain of struggle. For many working in what are now considered the ‘creative industries’ the idea that the arts could be an economic boon for cities and regions was welcome ammunition in a fight to maintain or improve meagre government funding. For beleaguered cities and regions, concerned about the disappearance of factories and jobs in a ‘post-industrial’ economy, the idea of creativity as the economic engine of the ‘information economy’ seemed like a great fix, or at least like a cheap way to appear to be doing something progressive. Many cities and regions invested millions of dollars in new arts facilities (often sponsored by major corporations which, for a relatively minor contribution to constructions costs, got to plaster their names all over a new opera house or art gallery). Meanwhile, in an effort to improve the ‘liveability’ and attractiveness of supposedly ‘creative’ urban hubs, many cities accelerated plans to ‘clean up the streets’, ironically driving out the local character of many areas and increasing property values, both of which had attracted or fostered creativity and creative people in the first place.30 This ‘creative gentrification’ has been based on a typically narrow vision of what creativity means and what sorts of people and jobs are considered creative, and often has had the stated intention of using creativity as a means to raise property prices and ‘tidy up’ neighbourhoods, thus both increasing tax revenue and decreasing the number of people in an area depending on social assistance.31

Unfortunately, this approach has been warmly embraced not only by local governments but also many upwardly mobile residents who prefer to see romantically starving artists than unromantically starving beggars. Of course, we all want to live in a neighbourhood with flourishing creativity and vibrant energy and free of poverty and crime. But the rhetoric and policy surrounding creativity cities fails to make equality and the struggle against systemic injustice central to its vision. In the end, it serves real-estate developers and land speculators far more than residents and grassroots creative workers, let alone the urban poor.

What will be key for organizers and activists fighting within and against the hype of creative capitalism, whether they are combating worker exploitation or neighbourhood gentrification, will be acknowledging that the promise of creativity, while hollow, truly does move many people. It is precisely because our world offers so few substantive opportunities for creative expression and efficacy that the rhetoric of creativity is so appealing. Creativity is valuable. Our task can be limited neither to pointing out that creativity is a carrot, nor showing that along with that carrot is the stick of brutal global economic terror. Instead, we need to focus on making it clear that real, deep creativity can never be achieved as an individual possession but is always a collective process, bound up with values of equality, social justice and community. In other words, the promise of creativity can only be fulfilled in a very different society than ours.

Creating a different world

Real creativity is the ability to change the world together. Or, more accurately, it is the ability to see collective creative efforts realized in reality. So while today we have more opportunities than ever to ‘be creative’, we have less and less of an ability actually to control our fates. ‘Be as creative as you like’, the system tells us, ‘just colour inside the lines of the individualist, consumerist, capitalist system.’ ‘You can even criticize and rage against the system – do that all you like’, it tells us, ‘but nothing will ever change, and you know it.’

I am not arguing that all individual creative pursuits are dishonest or worthless, nor that the system is invincible. I am, rather, arguing that the conventional way in which we imagine creativity is profoundly limited, and helps reproduce a fundamentally uncreative system.

Let’s return to the abstract idea of creativity itself. While the idea of the ‘creative genius’ might be the product of European history, it is of course not totally false. There have been and are creative geniuses whose work we love and cherish. But what we need to remember about Jane Austen, Mozart, Frida Kahlo or Miles Davis is that none of them existed in a vacuum. They were all part of creative communities that supported their work, or spurred their work on through competition and criticism. Creative genius never occurs in isolation. Geniuses are manifestations of their time and place, and so is creativity.

We also need to remember that what we consider ‘creative’ is a social phenomenon. In 1917 Marcel Duchamp took a mass-produced ceramic urinal, signed it ‘R. Mutt’ and put it on a pedestal in a gallery and called it Fountain. This was one of the most significant moments in modern art history not because of Duchamp’s inherent creative power, but because the ‘work’ existed in a time and a space where it could be recognized – by the public and by the artist’s peers – as creative. After all, creating a perspectival drawing (e.g. one with the illusion of ‘depth’) is something most art students learn quite early today and is not considered especially creative, but it would have been considered highly creative (indeed, heretical) 500 years ago. And today’s experimental jazz would likely sound like meaningless noise (rather than creative boundary-pushing) to listeners even fifty years ago. Creativity is always social because creative people don’t survive except within a social environment. Beethoven was able to write hundreds of pieces of music because he didn’t have to do his own farming, or laundry, or manufacture his own clothing.

On the other hand, creativity is not merely some sort of parasite, feeding on other people’s hard, boring ‘real’ work. Creativity is work; it’s just not usually recognized as such. Work is the process by which we reproduce our selves and our community: it is concerted, collaborative effort to make the world go round. Creativity is a fundamental part of how we work to reproduce our societies. Presently, the economy (and society at large) is dominated by a corporatized form of creativity which sees a vastly unequal distribution of creative opportunities: within the paradigmatic organization, the creativity is located at the top, among the management of the firm or organization (CEOs, etc.), who apply it to rendering their operations ever more efficient and lucrative. Those at the bottom are afforded almost no dimension of creative input; indeed, the time and space for creativity is ruthlessly diminished or constrained by ever more technocratic forms of managerialism. Creativity at its best lets us think about ourselves and our communities in new ways and provides us with fresh ideas to encourage us to reflect on how things might be different. In a way, we are all being creative, all the time, just living our lives, making our way in the world. Under capitalism (as we saw in Chapter 1), this work of reproduction, creative and not creative, is organized to earn some people a lot of profit and keep the rest of us in our place. And creativity is also made to serve this end.

Indeed, the enclosed idea of creativity is the linchpin of a perversion of the imagination which sees (generally male) creative geniuses as icons of individualistic self-maximization and glorifies their (often not inconsiderable) accomplishments as the highest articulations of our common humanity. Yet this same paradigm encourages us to imagine the reproductive labour of our lives (labour traditionally and consistently assigned with greater frequency to women) as inherently uncreative. This quotidian reproductive work is only ‘uncreative’ to the extent that it is itself fragmented, alienated and privatized. We fail to recognize the inherent creativity of keeping ourselves alive and cooperating to the extent that we divorce the idea of ‘creative genius’ from this process and to the extent that we each undertake this labour as isolated toil. To the extent that we imagine our reproductive labours (which really, as we saw in Chapter 1, includes all work, not just raising babies and cooking dinner) as common projects, rather than individualized jobs, we open ourselves up to the broader individual and collective creative horizon inherent in all cooperative activity.

In other words, individual creativity essentially and inherently draws on a common cultural and material reservoir. Not only does it always build on our shared cognitive inheritance, what some have called (in an effort to fight the enclosure of intellectual property laws) the ‘cultural commons’. It also relies on all those other more material, seemingly more banal acts of reproduction that we tend to think of (erroneously) as uncreative (raising children, growing food, cleaning, assembling MacBooks, etc.). Likewise, our creative acts contribute to and enrich our common life. Innovative and compelling songs, buildings, stories, ideas, inventions, jokes and methods become part of the gestalt that informs, shapes and contributes to our ability to reproduce our social and individual lives.

So there is some truth to the slogan ‘everyone is creative’. But the real question is how we might have a society that actually values everyone’s creativity, not just the creativity of a few celebrities, or the creativity that makes money, or creativity that affords solace in an uncreative world. One can, of course, be very creative under capitalism, and many people are. But real creativity, the sort of creativity that isn’t just about individual fulfilment but is about changing the world and being part of a changing world, that is about the commons, is highly circumscribed. It is a privilege reserved for a very select few, usually based on their ability to make someone else money (art dealers, the record industry, film studios, art supply stores, Internet service providers, video game companies, etc.).

Capitalism doesn’t make good use of human talents, and it relies on exploitation and a fundamentally unjust division of labour, both within countries and around the world. We can be creative on our MacBooks because children dig coltan for computer components in the Congo, because teenagers assemble touch-pads in Chinese sweatshops, because the global economy forces the toxic e-waste of computer manufacturing onto developing nations, and because we never have to deal with the consequences of mining, manufacturing, transportation and waste disposal (except in the broadest sense that digital waste is helping create a toxic planet).

Meanwhile, the same system imprisons everyone’s creativity in the prism of brutal economic ‘necessity’. Today’s Van Goghs are working at McDonald’s. Tomorrow’s Mary Shelleys are graduating owing a fortune in student loans. Millions of creative people are in a day-to-day struggle for survival while some of the sharpest and most creative minds of our time are finding themselves dreaming up new ways of playing with money on Wall Street (a ‘credit default swap’ is, after all, a remarkably creative product). We will see the best minds of our generation destroyed by debt, starved for time, and naked in a wearied, overstimulated commodified cultural landscape.

Equality and autonomy are the real conditions of creativity. And equality and autonomy rely on and are grounded in creativity. Ideas of the ‘creative class’ and the ‘new creative economy’ celebrate creativity as an individualistic, capitalistic value. In doing so they are terribly uncreative when it comes to imagining what creativity is and those wonders of which it might be capable.


SEVEN

What is the radical imagination?

If the imagination is to transcend and transform experience it has to question, to challenge, to conceive of alternatives, perhaps to the very life you are living at the moment. You have to be free to play around with the notion that day might be night, love might be hate; nothing can be too sacred for the imagination to turn into its opposite or to call experimentally by another name.

ADRIENNE RICH

Solidarity does not assume that our struggles are the same struggles, or that our pain is the same pain, or that our hope is for the same future. Solidarity involves commitment, and work, as well as the recognition that even if we do not have the same feelings, or the same lives, or the same bodies, we do live on common ground.

SARA AHMED

Calls for the radical imagination are, today, everywhere.1 But what does this term actually mean? Can it be anything more than a flaky, feelgood concept that is more often than not mobilized as a sort of vague umbrella term that erases the significant and important distinctions between radical perspectives? Maybe more importantly, what’s the use of the term? Isn’t it purely self-congratulatory, something claimed by self-professed radicals as a badge of honour? And even if it does have some substance, how can an idea like ‘the radical imagination’ actually be useful for how we strategize and act?

Some of these questions are difficult to answer, but in this chapter I want to suggest that it can be useful and important to take the radical imagination seriously. I want to provide a history of the idea of the imagination, both in terms of how it has been used as a tool for the powerful and how it has been taken up by radicals. I am working towards an idea of the imagination that moves it beyond its typical implications. The imagination is not a ‘thing’ that we, as individuals, ‘have’. It’s a shared landscape or a commons of possibility that we share as communities. The imagination doesn’t exist purely in the individual mind; it also exists between people, as the result of their attempts to work out how to live and work together. The imagination can, therefore, be extremely dangerous and powerful. After all, most of the systems of coercive power, privilege and authority that define our lives rely on the imagination. Racism, patriarchy, homophobia are horrifically real and material, but they also rely on ‘imaginary’ distinctions, or the way real differences are imagined.

Yet, of course, at the same time, the imagination, and especially the radical imagination, is tremendously important for changing these and other systems. It is what provides the idea that things could be different, and that we could live life otherwise. The radical imagination both feeds and is fed by common spheres of our life where other values (anti-capitalist values like love, solidarity and equality) are in the ascendant. As such, I argue that the ‘radical imagination’ is not just a personal act of ‘thinking differently’, although plenty of amazing creative and radical heroes and inspirations have done just this. The radical imagination is a matter of acting otherwise, together.

Romantics and revolutionaries

The term ‘radical’ stems from the Latin word for ‘root’ and speaks to a concern for origins and ‘root causes’. It implies looking beyond surface or easy answers and to a desire to uncover the deep reasons for our present reality. It also implies that answers to social problems will require fundamental solutions, not temporary fixes. Today, the term ‘radical’ is contrasted to ‘moderate’, ‘liberal’ or ‘reformist’ and many activists and intellectuals brand themselves with the term, or are branded by it in attempts to discredit them. The term is, unfortunately, most widely recognized today in terms of ‘radical Islam’, the hobgoblin of the War on Terror with its racist implications of irrational hatred and perverse cultural backwardness.

The term ‘imagination’ is a little more difficult to define. The word also stems from Latin, meaning an imitation or a copy, but was used in references to reflections (in a mirror) and, importantly, to mental images or ideas. The imagination’s etymological roots in the mind’s relation to the ‘real’ world are still with us today: the imagination is widely considered to be mental space where we interpret and reflect on the world. But it has also come to mean the way we originate new ideas: the imagination is today understood to be the signature of our individuality and uniqueness. While in earlier periods the imagination had an ambivalent if not negative meaning (in terms of false understanding of the world or, in certain cases, treasonous ideas that flew in the face of conventional wisdom), today it enjoys an almost sickening celebrity.

Yet the concept of the imagination as a political force in the West is ancient. There was, for instance, a famous ‘debate’ between the Ancient Greek philosophers Plato and Aristotle on the matter, a debate whose basic disagreements remain with us to this day. For Plato, the imagination (and most forms of art and artifice) was to be distrusted as a mere proxy for reality. Only philosopher-kings, the best and most rational minds of a society, finely honed by rigorous education, were fit to see beyond the world of appearances and comprehend the true essence of things through the application of reason and so rule others correctly. Aristotle disagreed, arguing that imagination was always an important part of how we comprehend the world and that works of the imagination like theatre could be important for creating and sustaining community and for the cultivation of full personhood. But for both Plato and Aristotle, the imagination was a passive organ of the mind, capable of internalizing and reacting to the ‘real’ world, not originating new ideas.2

This ancient debate has tended to rehearse itself time and again, most famously in the controversies over the value of the arts in modern Western society. But the idea of the imagination that underscored these more recent ideas has a slightly different origin. The European Enlightenment of the eighteenth century accorded the imagination a new centrality. Early sceptical thinkers like David Hume and René Descartes suggested that our whole sense of reality was beholden to the imagination, that we could know nothing outside of our own minds, and that our experience of ‘causality’, or the way we put our experience of the world into some sort of coherent, linear order, was a necessary imaginary fabrication. Immanuel Kant, on the other hand, took this conclusion as his starting point, suggesting that the imagination was the very fulcrum of reality itself and that the self-contained individualistic human mind was the centre of the universe. For Kant and later philosophers of the German Romantic period, the imagination was humanity’s ‘divine spark’ – that quality of being that set humans apart from animals. It was out of the imagination that all other aspects of our mental life (and, therefore, social life) evolved, including reason, aesthetics (i.e. a sense of beauty) and ethics.3 For these thinkers, all of whom were wealthy, white men whose personal and institutional wealth and power stemmed (directly or indirectly) from exploitation, the imagination had taken on a life of its own, but it was certainly not a life unmarked by differences in power and privilege. Many stories remain to be told about how and where the Romantic (i.e. associated with the ideology of European Romanticism, c. 1770s–1850s) notion of the imagination actually originated. Anarchist anthropologist David Graeber, for one, has suggested that the European fascination with culture, creativity and imagination was spurred by Europeans’ often violent encounters with radically ‘other’ cultures through colonialism; cultures that, in many cases, posed an egalitarian model of social organization against the rigid hierarchies of feudal and mercantilist Europe.4 Similarly, as literary critic Debbie Lee has argued, the Romantic notion of the Imagination was fundamentally inspired by the forms of anti-slavery and anti-colonial resistance of the day.5 It is notable too that many of the early theorists of the imagination, including Descartes, Hume, Spinoza and Kant, were aware of and responding to massive social upheaval within Europe where commoners were demanding radical social change and radical Protestant movements were pronouncing egalitarian and anarchistic approaches to scripture and social life.6

For perhaps these reasons, the imagination was, for Romantic poets like Shelley, Coleridge, Byron, Blake and Goethe, a key means of resisting and critiquing the status quo.7 The imagination was all at once (a) the quality of humanity that was being destroyed by the advance of capitalist industrial modernity, (b) the wellspring of resistance and rebellion, and (c) the power that could bring about a future society.8 Similarly, influential social critics like Max Stirner and avant-garde arts movements of the nineteenth century believed that the imagination was the key to resisting capitalist domination.9 After all, they reasoned, aren’t most of the social institutions and relations that hold us under their power (the family, religion, money, nationalism) largely imaginary? Was revolution not, then, a matter of learning to imagine our relationships differently?

This approach came under two sorts of critique. Critics like Karl Marx argued that social institutions were far from ‘merely imaginary’ but were, instead, based in material power relations and the institutionalization of power throughout society.10 These structures may have had an imaginary dimension to them, but they were backed both by the repressive power of the state and the whole economic system of which they were a part. Simply imagining away the problem was no solution at all and art, in and of itself, was not a revolution. By contrast, Marx and others were to point out that the imagination is never a pure, unmediated effusion of the human soul but is always shaped, conditioned and guided by one’s socialization. In other words, we can never fully imagine our way out of our own moment of exploitation and oppression precisely because what we can imagine is always based on what we have experienced in our lives (even vicariously through stories) and these experiences are forged within a particular set of power relations.

Indeed, the rise to prominence of the imagination during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries was far from accidental. In the Eurocentric philosophical image of the self-contained imaginative individual at the centre of the universe the emerging class of the white, male bourgeoisie found a flattering representation of themselves. Who more than the ‘entrepreneur’ embodied the wilful imposition of their (economic or industrial) imagination upon the world?11 Indeed, this Enlightenment notion of the imagination contributed a key piece to the narrative of supremacism that propelled and legitimated the expansion of capitalism, colonialism and patriarchy. Modernity and industrialization advanced as the imagination of owners and managers came to dominate that of workers in the factory and other sites of production. New forms of government emerged that saw bureaucrats and rulers impose their imagined plans for social concord on whole populations.12

Meanwhile, the Enlightenment idea of the imagination was to become a fetish by which European colonial and imperial regimes justified in part their domination of other civilizations. On the one hand, non-European cultures were seen as too imaginative: they were believed to ascribe supernatural power to non-human actors, inanimate objects, ‘fetishes’ and ‘false’ gods.13 On the other hand, they were seen as not imaginative enough and incapable of real creativity or social evolution, locked in the benighted past and in need of Western management and tutelage. Similarly, women were seen as both too imaginative and not imaginative enough. On the one hand, women were ‘scientifically’ proven to be prone to a dangerous imaginative abundance, manifesting in ‘hysteria’ and other maladies that skewed their sense of reality. Women were thought to be incapable of reason and proportion, thus justifying their exclusion from social power. On the other hand, women were seen as inherently banal and obsessed with the mundane and the petty, incapable of great creative acts of the imagination, and so their artistic, technological, intellectual and social labours were consistently stolen and/or belittled.14

The radical imagination into the twentieth century

By the twentieth century this Euro-Enlightenment notion of the imagination had begun to show signs of wear. Through the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries the Romantic literary and artistic movements mobilized the idea of the imagination as a triumphant counter-narrative to industrial modernization, arguing lyrically that the rise of bureaucracy, the ascent of money and commerce to social dominance, and the rule of icy rationality over sense, feeling, emotion and passion could be overturned by acts of the imagination. By the mid-nineteenth century, however, the notion of the Romantic imagination had been largely corralled into a rarified sphere of ‘art’ that became the near exclusive property of the ruling classes, defanged of its revolutionary zeal (although some artists continued, and continue, to be revolutionaries).15

Nevertheless, in other contexts, imagination continued to be discussed, debated, deconstructed and mobilized in myriad ways. Communism, one of the most successful social movements in modern history, held that the imagination was ultimately the product of material social and economic conditions and emerged not from gifted geniuses but from cooperative labour. Freudian psychoanalysis, by contrast, agreed that the imagination was buried deep in the human psyche, but suggested that it was not under our conscious control, and that it produced and filtered dark, unconscious, anti-social drives that threatened to destroy civilization.16 In radical circles, debates began to rage as to whether the imagination was a ‘good-in-itself’ or whether it should be put towards social agitation, or whether true creativity could only occur after the revolution or whether the revolution itself was the most imaginative act possible.17

These debates often centred on what made the imagination radical. This questions occupied later Marxist critics like Herbert Marcuse, Ernst Bloch and Theodor Adorno, who, in the lead-up to and following World War II, suggested that what sets radical thought apart from conventional thinking was its ability to have one foot in the future. As Marcuse argued, radical thinking and imagination stand apart because, rather than accepting the world as it is, they always keep in mind all the other ways the world could be. This isn’t just a matter of imagining endless fanciful utopias – it is a matter of imagining different tomorrows based on the ‘what ifs’ of today.18 What would the world be like if we shifted all military monies towards education? What would the factory look like if it were run by the workers? What would our city look like if it was run by popular committees rather than bought-off bureaucrats? But, importantly, this imagination should never reach the level of providing a schematic or a plan for what the future ought to look like, because any such plan would already be poisoned from steeping in our own time and place. Thus we would use the tainted tools of our own current oppression to build a dystopian future in the name of utopia. The sort of radical imagination these theorists dreamed of is one that is constantly being held open. It’s a way of letting the future ‘come back’ to us in the present to shake up our thinking and help us remember things are not as they must be, and that they could be different.

Similarly, Ernst Bloch was to redevelop Marxist criticism from the standpoint of hope and the imagination – what he referred to as a forward dream.19 Starting with the assertion that the world is an open, unfolding space and not a closed system of predetermined dimensions and relations, Bloch mines the radical possibilities inhabiting this Not-Yet, this space in the constant process of becoming, and finds in it the nagging suspicion that the world might be otherwise. But where in the midst of the capitalist experience of alienation and its relations of exploitation can the fuel for this forward dream, this radical imagination, be found? Bloch suggests that lying latent in many actually existing works, whether they be works of art, literature, architecture, or political ideals, there is a latent utopian element that extends beyond the obvious connection of these forms to existing systems of power. Indeed, for Bloch, the future is always being made and remade and all our relationships and social forms are – at least potentially and only with the force and presence granted them by the prevailing socio-historical conditions – hopeful, fertile and anticipatory. From out of these critical insights a picture begins to emerge: the perversion, mutation and distortion of our hopes and dreams is not only one of the greatest crimes of capitalist exploitation, it is essential to the system’s functioning.

While the influence of Marxism and the various forms of communism it spawned have been important, authors like Lucien Vanderwaalt, Michael Schmidt and Benedict Anderson have charted the subdued history of anarchist transnationalism across Europe, Asian and Latin America, noting that the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries saw popular mobilizations that demanded not only control over the economy but a radical transformation of everyday life in ways that imagined freedom beyond political-economic and nationalist change.20

The nineteenth century was rife with anti-colonial revolts inspired by national and transnational imaginaries. The Sepoy Rebellion in India, the Mexican Revolution, the Taiping Rebellion in China, the wars in the Philippines against successive colonizers, all saw the vast mobilization of radical imaginations against empire.21 There is also the hidden history of radical mobilizations of Indigenous people against genocide and colonialism in North America, from the Pontiac rebellions in Upper Canada to fabled visionary leaders like Tecumseh, Louis Riel, Sitting Bull and many more.22 The ways that indigenous forms of living and modes of resistance have inspired other struggles have also been critically important, although all too often such inspirations have come in the forms of uncritical glorification, romanticization, and despicable appropriation by the dominant culture.23

It would of course be remiss not to mention the darker side of the radical imagination as well. While we may celebrate acts of anti-capitalist and anti-colonial resistance, any sober appraisal of the history of radicalism must contend with the success of radical fascism, notably in the rise of German, Italian, Japanese and other fascist movements in the lead-up to World War II. While these pernicious imaginaries perpetuated, deepened and militarized historic forms of oppression and exploitation, they made devastatingly convincing claims to radicalism, posing themselves as alternatives to rapacious capitalist expansion. The imagination of racial supremacism was certainly not unique to fascist regimes, but under fascism it was mobilized into a monstrously effective machine of social terror.

The anti-colonial imaginary, the New Left, feminism and beyond

The imagination had its second great wave of political salience in the West following World War II. Across the ‘Third World’ – particularly Africa, Latin America and Asia – anti-colonial liberation movements struggled not only to free themselves from the yoke of foreign domination but also to imagine post-colonial societies and rediscover the role of imaginative expression and culture outside a Western frame, critiquing the individualistic notion of imagination and creativity and experimenting with new, militant and collective forms of imagination and culture.24 These struggles not only emblematized and developed new forms of radical imagination and the integration of imagination in struggle, they also blew apart the confines of the Cold War political landscape, opening an imaginative space beyond the terrain dominated by the United States and the Soviet Union.25

Pushing the idea of the radical imagination far beyond the Western individualist frame, anti-colonial and anti-imperialist movements frequently demonstrated the historical and social rootedness of imagination and its centrality to struggle, all while not shying away from taking up some of its most problematic dimensions. For instance, Frantz Fanon’s and Aimé Césaire’s quests to develop an anti-colonial imaginary were situated in the midst of multiple and overlapping problems for the radical imagination:26 to what extent could the intellectual and culture products and processes of the Western/colonial imagination be trusted? What were the potentials and pitfalls of attempting to revivify or reclaim pre-colonial and ‘traditional’ forms of imaginative expression? What were the dangers in mobilizing an imaginary of a pre-colonial past in the context of an anti-colonial struggle? What risks were there in privileging the creative and imaginative work of an emerging class of Western-educated anti-colonial intellectuals? Was it even possible to imagine beyond colonialism in the colonizer’s language? How could one imagine a just and revolutionary relationship with anti-systemic and anti-imperial intellectuals, artists and activists in colonist countries? Should anti-colonial struggle be based on a national imaginary or a transnational one (e.g. the ‘Third World’, Negritude, the Non-Aligned Movement)?

In ‘minority’ movements within Western capitalist ‘democracies’ these anti-colonial movements found their echo. These struggles ‘within the belly of the beast’ marshalled claims to reformist or revolutionary rights that punctured the imaginary of post-war nationalist progress and cooperation. The Civil Rights Movement in the United States, for instance, sought to show the incompleteness of the ‘American Dream’ and to redefine fundamentally what America’s bombastic values of liberty and prosperity could actually mean. Organizations like the Southern Non-Violent Coordinating Committee, on the frontlines of the struggle against racial terror in the USA, materialized these commitments through a reimagined politics that embodied not only militancy and direct action against oppression but love, mutual respect and radicalism.27 Despite his reformist rhetoric, Martin Luther King Jr’s speeches, as well as their famous references to dreams, better tomorrows and hopeful horizons, made claims on the system (e.g. an end to imperialist war, the redistribution of wealth) that opened onto radical social change. Conversely, Malcolm X was to develop a black separatist imaginary that fundamentally challenged the idea that minority claims could and should be adjudicated by the oppressor’s state and refused the idea that black demands for justice should be limited to asking for ‘inclusion’. Both inherited a long history of black radical imaginaries from figures like Marcus Garvey, Harriet Tubmann, Frederick Douglass, C.L.R. James and W.E.B. DuBois, who challenged both black and non-black thinkers and organizers to imagine liberation beyond the limits of the reigning political idioms.28

Inspired by these movements, new kinds of radical subjects emerged out of the ranks of students, workers and citizens of the West and developed new political imaginaries that went beyond traditional communist and socialist parties. Indeed, this ‘New Left’, as it was to be called, demanded not only an end to the exploitation of labour and to the perpetuation of imperialism, but also a social revolution against the anti-imaginative culture of the post-war West.29 These were the days of the fabled ‘post-war compromise’ which saw those elements of the Western labour movement not destroyed by McCarthyism and other forms of anti-communist terror exchange their militancy for acceptance and recognition as partners in the cultivation of national prosperity. The imaginary of this ‘golden age’ was that workers could gain their share of social wealth not through a reclamation of the means of production but by integration into the Keynesian state, which would mediate and regulate class tensions (through legalized collective bargaining and labour laws) and also provide social services (employment insurance, social security, pensions, social housing, etc.).30 What grew up around this ‘compromise’ was a dominant imaginary of white, patriarchal middle-class normativity which prized nationalism, consumerism, conformity, hierarchy and an extremely narrow notion of ‘civics’ as the limit of politics and democracy. It was predicated, however, on the subjugation of women, the second-class citizenship of ‘minorities’ (who had only extremely limited access to ‘middle-class’ lifestyles) and heteronormative terrorism, and it fundamentally relied on the development of neocolonialism and American-led neoimperialism by which the resources and labour of the global South were extracted by new means. Its stresses on industrial manufacturing, the massification of agricultural production, competitive and conspicuous consumption and individualized notions of freedom (emblematized in the fetish of the car and the suburban domicile) also paved the way for the ecological crisis of today.

In response to the illusion of prosperity and peace the ‘compromise’ trumpeted, many New Left movements, on both sides of the Atlantic, were to make imagination a key theme of struggle, arguing not only that the reigning economic and social system was unjust, but that it also fundamentally stifled political, social, sexual and creative expression. The imagination was frequently held up again as a wellspring of resistance, the expression of antagonism, and the prize to be won from struggle. At its best, this led to new forms of social movement organizing that stressed democratic process and the cultivation of a holistic political ethos, rather than obedience to radical party dogma (although there was still plenty of that). At its worst, this championing of the imagination gave way to individualistic movements of hedonism and cultural cliquishness which imagined that the dramatic rejection of social norms and the valorization of a lifestyle politics oriented by drug use, sexual experimentation, alternative music and isolated acts of communal living would create a revolution.

Partly in response to the failures of the New Left – including its frequent internalization and reproduction of sexed, raced, and classed hierarchies it purported to reject – the second-wave feminist movement was to launch a strong critique of the masculinist notion of imagination and instead posit new ways of working, creating and living that mobilized the imagination as a cooperative, compassionate and militant force.31 Indeed, the feminist imaginary was pivotal to transforming not only Western society, but radical movements and imaginaries. The challenge of recognizing and addressing ‘the personal as the political’ fundamentally redrew the lines of radical imagination, insisting that activists and organizers dream beyond abstract systemic change towards the transformation of everyday life. It also challenged movements and radicals to understand the depth of patriarchal habits and behaviours and interrogate their own political imaginations for how they reproduced masculinist values of individualism, revolutionary machismo, and false ‘hierarchies’ of oppression (the overvaluing of class over gender, race and other forms of exploitation). Further, it insisted that radicals not ‘wait until after the revolution’ to solve the problems of patriarchal culture, but work tirelessly to rid their movements of it in the here and now. Notably, however, second-wave feminism itself was to come under strenuous criticism for its presumption that white women’s experience was emblematic and universal, for its general inability to fully imagine the politics of trans people, and for its insistence that gender was the fundamental axis of oppression, homogenizing women’s experiences and downplaying or ignoring the politics of class, race, migration, ethnicity and culture. What is too often forgotten by those eager to dismiss feminism is that these critiques were often launched by feminist activists and that feminist movements have proven themselves to be among the most adaptive and responsive to these criticisms (with some notable exceptions).

These post-war tendencies not only challenged the radical imagination; they led to new ways of theorizing the radical imagination itself. Two radical formations are notable in this regard, emerging in the lead-up to the famous events of May 1968 in Paris where street rebellions by students and factory workers almost toppled the government (see Chapter 5). On the one hand, the Situationists, an art/activist group, developed a theory of ‘the Society of the Spectacle’, arguing that capitalism had transformed everyday life into a world of artificial relationships, mediated by commodities, money and unquestioned routines.32 For Guy Debord and Raoul Vaneigem, two leading figures in this tendency, the imagination had been kidnapped by industrial capitalism and needed to be freed by both new ‘artful’ techniques deployed in the context of everyday life (for instance, the practice of détournement, the remixing of existing advertising to subvert the original intention of the advert, or the practice of dérive, a sort of renavigation of urban space outside of the routines of everyday life under industrial capitalism) and by outright rebellion against the powers-that-be. Similarly, for the group Socialisme ou Barbarie, and especially its leading theorist Cornelius Castoriadis, the imagination was the very substance of reality: social institutions (both in terms of actual institutions like schools or prisons and norms or conventions like marriage, prestige and tradition) were the solidification of the collective imagination.33 For Castoriadis, the ‘radical imagination’ was not a good or bad thing but the tectonic and ever-shifting substance of our social reality that both hardened into social institutions and swept those institutions away. The imagination was that elemental substance not only of our minds but of our social reality. Radical politics, then, was about developing new, radically democratic modes for organizing the imagination and hence social institutions, ones that stressed autonomy, responsibility, compassion and ecology.

Neoliberalism, globalization and new theories of the imagination

In the 1970s, another (manufactured) crisis afforded capital the opportunity to end its compromise with elements of the working class and usher in a new model for its own organization followed by a new cycle of enclosures. The new form of organization would come to be known as neoliberalism and the new cycle of enclosures was exacerbated by the fall of the Soviet Union (USSR), which, while betraying the hopes and dreams of revolutionaries both within and beyond the Eastern Bloc, provided a foil to Western capitalism.34 With the collapse of the USSR many revolutionary social movements the world over, even those that disagreed with the Soviet agenda, felt disconnected and abandoned. Compounding this sense of disaffection, the illusion that the implosion of the Soviet system represented the decisive and unquestionable failure of communism would result in neoliberal elites and their intellectual defenders declaring the victory of capitalism over its challengers and proclaiming ‘the end of history’ – the end of the great ideological battles – in the early 1990s (see Chapter 5).35

Capitalizing on this moment, global elites took the opportunity to systematically dismantle the forms of collective power, institutions of social welfare and frameworks of democratic governance that, while forged as capitalist compromises to much more radical demands, offered a partial bulwark against the predations of capitalism as well as a space for the nurturing of anti-capitalist values (see Chapter 1). With the neoliberal privatization of social life and the liquidation of the public sphere, the space and time necessary for the cultivation of a shared social imagination have been almost totally foreclosed.

Against this restructuring, radical movements often posed forms of radical rejection and ‘subtraction’ from the system. Squats, DIY and punk culture, and the re-emergence of insurrectionary anarchism represented a radical imagination that saw capitalism, everyday lived culture and the repressive power of the state as so tightly woven that extreme forms of personal and political escape were the only effective means of resistance and the only grounds for revolution. Elsewhere, the fall of the Berlin Wall, combined with an ageing generation of New Left activists in search of more permanent forms of employment, saw a massive rise in the non-governmental sector and a renewed focus on international projects and solidarity, most famously successful in the struggle against South African apartheid. Most of these new forms of activism tended to be more modest in scope and claims (reliant as they often were and are on government and private foundation funding) but also advanced new imaginaries of global interconnectedness, albeit often with tacit or explicit undercurrents of Western supremacism.36

Some recent academic developments around the idea of the imagination deserve our attention here too. In general, theories of the imagination have emerged to confront two dangerous tendencies in the humanities and social sciences. On the one hand, there has been a tendency among mainstream sociologists, political scientists, anthropologists and economists simply to write people’s agency and creativity out of the picture, as if large systems and structures of power or society itself order us all about and we have little choice in the matter. This approach has been critiqued by Indigenous and feminist authors, who have noted the imperialist and patriarchal tone of ‘eye in the sky’ academic pomposity which assumes that learned white men can understand the world and people’s motivations from the lofty heights of the ivory tower. Indeed, the models of human behaviour and society many of these scholars created (and are still creating) are used by state authorities to control populations and by corporate interests to open up and tap markets. On the other hand, there has also been a tendency for some academics, many of whom have hungrily devoured and domesticated the ideas and criticisms of radical social movements, to celebrate uncritically people’s agency and creativity, as if structures of power either don’t exist or are easily brushed aside. These academics believe that the imagination is largely free to roam, and that people are ‘resisting’ the system (of capitalism, of patriarchy, of heteronormativity) all the time through their everyday behaviour and individuality. While there’s an important element of truth to this, these academics tend often to be too euphoric about the potential of capitalist consumerism and popular culture, or small, localized and ‘cultural’ forms of resistance, to make a significant difference. They also often fail to realize that consumer capitalism no longer needs a completely homogeneous consumer base. It can create commodified experiences and imaginative opportunities for all sorts of different people (women, people of colour, queer folks, etc.), just so long as all this activity takes place within highly individualized markets.

In order to try and trace a path between these two pitfalls, a number of academics have developed the idea of the imagination. For instance, Benedict Anderson has written about the way all nations are ‘imagined communities’ where millions of people who never meet are encouraged to imagine themselves as sharing a fate and destiny, often with tragic consequences for those considered ‘outside’ of or ‘other’ than the imagined norms.37 Similarly Charles Taylor has written about the imagination not as an individual possession but as a shared political landscape through which populations share hopes, dreams, feelings and senses of value.38 Susan Buck-Morss has explored this idea of imagination by contrasting Soviet with American Cold War ‘imaginaries’: the way images, themes, ideas and feelings circulate on the level of culture and everyday life.39 And anthropologist Arjun Appadurai has written on the way globalization and the breakdown of traditional political, cultural and economic borders has led to a new political centrality for the imagination.40 Increasingly, he argues, the imagination is the key tool by which we (individually and as small groups) navigate identity, belonging and survival in a rapidly changing world. But at the same time the imagination has become a more powerful field of social power as (often violent and exclusive) nationalisms, religions and ethnicities all strive to provide meaning, stability and belonging.

Other authors have been insistent that we attend to the ways imagination manifests itself across different struggles and different communities. Robin D.G. Kelley, for instance, has illustrated the way that the black radical imagination has always been indelibly tied to community and to struggle, even when it has become associated with certain luminary political and artistic figures.41 For Kelley, understanding imagination as merely a realm of mental play does not reflect the transatlantic black experience of seeing the imagination as a means of building solidarity and charting possibilities beyond oppression and exploitation. Indeed, Kelley rightly points out that the black radical imagination has not only been critical to the dialogic relations between black arts and organizing but has been pivotal to the history of the Western radical imagination more broadly, provoking and insisting that white social movements (from communist parties to the student movements to feminists to environmentalists) broaden and revisit their visions of the past, present and future.

Similarly, as feminist theorists Marcel Stoetzler and Nira Yuval-Davis have noted, theories like those of the Romantics, but even those of Adorno, Bloch and Marcuse (and, in some ways, even Castoriadis), posit the imagination as enthroned in the individual (male, white) mind.42 This approach not only rehashes the problematic mind/body dualism at the heart of patriarchal and imperialist projects; it also discounts the way our imaginations might look very different depending on where we stand in relation to social power relations. Our sense of what is possible and what is imaginable, Stoetzler and Yuval-Davis argue, is shaped by our privilege, our experience of exploitation and how we are intersected by vectors of oppression like racism, sexism, class, ableism or citizenship status. Further, they note that the imagination is corporeal and embodied, that our imagination is not seated in the mind but involves our senses, feelings and the way we move our bodies in the world. Bodies that are marked, exploited or circumscribed will imagine the world and their personal and political potentialities very differently than those that ‘pass’ without notice, fear or exploitation in the world. For Stoeztler and Yuval-Davis, this means that the politics of the imagination can’t just be about imagining universal, one-size-fits-all alternatives to the current order. It must be about working ‘transversally’ to bridge our imaginations and create common imaginaries of the way the world might be. For Stoetzler and Yuval-Davis, we might say, the radical imagination is an ever-unfinished process of solidarity.

These sorts of approaches go a long way to destabilizing the legacy of the patriarchal, Western, Enlightenment conceptualizations of the imagination and the triumphant individualism that it both depends on and reinforces. Understanding imagination as always embodied and relational, recognizing that the radical imagination is a space of encounter, learning and disruption, takes us beyond vague calls for more ‘political consciousness’ and allows us to explore critically the radical imagination – to take it and its possibilities and limitations seriously.

The fate of the imagination in an age of ‘cognitive capitalism’

This renewed interest in the imagination, however, has been part of a troubling broader shift, traced in Chapter 6. For one, the imagination went from being a relatively distasteful and distrusted term to having the status of a mainstream concept. Since the 1970s, for example, encouraging children’s imagination has become an unquestionable good in schooling, which could not have been said of education prior to that time. We are, today, constantly exhorted in self-help books and in advertising to imagine as an antidote to social dislocation and alienation. But these shifts occurred apace with a general social transformation as capitalism evolved to meet, quash, redirect and co-opt the struggles of the 1960s and 1970s.43 Neoliberalism, post-Fordism or globalization, whatever its name, marks a period over the last thirty to forty years that has witnessed a massive expansion of the market into everyday life, the global redistribution of the production of commodities and a wholesale rise in corporate and financial power. So, too, has it witnessed terrifying new advances in the repressive power of the state and its punitive institutions at the expense of social welfare programmes and forms of collective wealth and insurance. The result has been the rise of virulent, consumerist and depoliticizing individualism spurred by increasingly isolated and community-starved lifestyles and the transformation of social cooperation into ever more fragmented, ‘flexibilized’ and precarious work.

Within this shift, imagination has gone from being a shorthand for liberation and possibility to functioning as a rhetoric of economic and personal restructuring for the new economy. On the one hand, we now have the vaunted ‘creative class’, who are held up as the solution to corporate and governmental crises and whose mere presence is supposed to revivify urban areas and be the midwife of the new economy (for more on this, see Chapter 6). In this economy, as Angela McRobbie observes, we are told that ‘everyone is creative’ and that we ought to be ‘free’ of the fetters of societal obligations like permanent jobs, social securities and pensions.44 Artists, no longer social reprobates, have become the iconic ‘pioneers’ of this brave new world. Under the sign of unleashing the imagination, we are encouraged to ‘liberate’ ourselves from an understanding of work as a lifelong career (characterized by stability, hierarchy and firm bonds) and leap gleefully into the entropy of the market, cultivating and hawking a portfolio of skills for part-time, temporary contracts that allow us maximal personal freedom and earn us ‘intangible’ rewards like ‘personal satisfaction’ and ‘professional recognition’. Neoliberal ideology holds that the market is the best system for harnessing the power of the imagination for social good: only under the free market will ‘useful’ imagination be encouraged and rewarded.

While emergent discourses of creativity and creative cities promise a brand new world of liberated, fun and rewarding employment, the reality is that the vast majority of work has become ever less imaginative even as it has become ever more precarious. The ‘global sweatshop’ has seen the manufacture of commodities fragmented and globalized, with individual workers in ‘emerging economies’ performing mind-numbing deskilled piecework that affords virtually no imaginative element. Within the growing service sector, labour has become ever more routinized, fragmented and deskilled with even human emotions and reactions scripted to conform to a monolithic ‘corporate culture’. Within the ‘knowledge economy’ personal freedom and imagination are rarely valued and most workers feel themselves having to conform to an ever tighter, if less tangible, set of ‘invisible’ rules in order to advance in an ever more tangible if unnamed hierarchy. And while pundits proclaim the end of industrial and agricultural toil, the reality is that these have been moved ‘offshore’ where wages are lower, labour and environmental laws laxer, and corporate profits higher. Flexibility and creativity for economic elites have meant record profits as they divest themselves of the meagre responsibilities they once bore towards workers while effectively ‘externalizing’ to these very same workers the responsibility for innovation, self-organization and production. For workers, flexibility and creativity as hallmarks of this new regime of capitalism have meant more insecurity, more precariousness, and more exploitation.

In a strange twist, today capitalism offers more opportunities for imagination than ever before. In the age of the ‘prosumer’ and the Internet we are given more and more tools and opportunities to remix and customize, to enter into (and leave) subcultures, and to express our individuality, so long as we do so in the ‘vernacular’ of the market. That is, so long as we continue to make or spend money. There is even room under our present capitalist order for some activities to exist largely outside the market (religion, schooling, self-marginalizing activism, urban gardening) so long as they remain insulated and do not threaten the overall global order. In fact, these non-market activities are held out as the ‘reward’ for working and buying through the rest of our lives.

Ironically, many of the struggles for emancipation and social justice that characterized the twentieth century have now become fodder for the restructuring of the capitalist economy. As Luc Boltanski and Eve Chiapello have illustrated in their study of The New Spirit of Capitalism, many of the cultural and systemic critiques of capitalism from the 1960s and 1970s have been co-opted and integrated into a new capitalist paradigm that highlights personal flexibility (rather than institutional rigidity), networks (as opposed to hierarchies) and personal expression of limited creativity.45

So while contemporary capitalism may cynically solicit our imaginations at every turn, what cannot be imagined is an end to the economic system as we know it. As Fredric Jameson theorizes, today the grip of capitalism on our imagination is so strong that our images of the future are increasingly apocalyptic: we can imagine no other escape from the endless present of neoliberalism except calamity and catastrophe, so ingrained in our thinking is the world of commodities and commodified social relations.46

But, as mentioned above, today the imagination has become ever more central to emerging economic and political formations. This shift has been charted by a group of Marxist thinkers who emerged out of the raucous and revolutionary struggles of Italy in the 1970s, struggles that saw the use of tactics like hostage-taking and assassination, met by the state in the form of political murders, mass incarceration and preventative detention.47 The intellectuals of the Autonomist or Operaismo (Workerist) movement were to write from exile or prison over the next thirty years, charting a shift in the ‘composition’ of capitalism as countries like Italy shifted from a post-war manufacturing economy to a so-called ‘knowledge economy’ – from material to immaterial labour. Autonomists see this shift as one where, thanks to the computer, transportation and communications revolutions that have accompanied globalization, capitalism is revolutionizing itself. The radical movements of the 1960s and 1970s represented a monumental threat to global capitalism in that they demanded not only a bigger piece of the economic pie but a whole new society, one that offered workers and others real solidarity, autonomy, democracy, fulfilment and creativity.

In response to this and to the no-longer-profitable ‘class compromise’ of the New Deal in the USA and similar social-democratic economic measures elsewhere, capitalism mutated, sending manufacturing offshore, smashing mainstream organized labour, and relying increasingly on the network form and ‘just-in-time’ production protocols to keep profits high and costs as low as possible. In order to facilitate this new cycle of accumulation, as a system capitalism also began to rely more heavily on what Autonomists call ‘cognitive’ or ‘immaterial’ labour or the labour of people to create information, community and commercial networks. In response to demands for autonomy, creativity and community, capitalism began to offer more and more targeted and agent-driven commodities, particularly in the form of new technologies like computers, better (cheaper) transportation and communication infrastructure. It also took the opportunity to find new ways of fragmenting work, offering precarious, temporary, part-time employment as ‘liberation’ from routine and hierarchy.

For Autonomists, capitalism today is not merely interested in harvesting and controlling the labour-time of workers in order to extract surplus value. Rather, capitalism has dissolved into society and social relationships themselves and seeks to shape the way people make community, networks, and even their own ‘subjectivity’ or personhood – it has become properly ‘biopolitical’. From this perspective, imagination becomes a key battleground over what these theorists term ‘the general intellect’ – the sort of baseline of social knowledges, competencies and understandings that allow us to communicate and work together, and that also represent the timbre of our collective, creative power. Under this new moment of capitalism we are taught to understand ourselves as self-contained economic units, going about our daily lives like mini-corporations, maximizing our personal gains and ignoring any calls to social responsibility or solidarity. Under global ‘cognitive capitalism’ or what luminary Autonomists Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri call ‘Empire’ (not to be mistaken for an older moment of ‘imperialism’), the free market must be allowed to organize the cooperation and the possibilities of this ‘multitude’ of increasingly fragmented human actors.48

Globalization and struggles for the imagination

The consequence of all of this is that even as capitalist globalization accelerates dynamics of exploitation, commodification, enclosure and destruction, the possibilities for the articulation and emergence of new forms, terrains and subjectivities of and in struggle similarly accelerate. Again, there is nothing inherently or automatically liberatory about this situation; it is as fraught with risk as it is with possibility, but it remains fundamentally ambivalent, ambiguous, and – most importantly – open to radical alternatives. Its outcome will undoubtedly depend upon the ends to which the imagination, so necessarily and powerfully active within it, will be directed. Importantly, for the Autonomists, this act of the imagination is not merely mental; it is also material. We must imagine with our feet or, in the idiom of the Zapatistas, think while we walk. Creating anti-capitalist alternatives, new modes of being and working together beyond the profit motive in the present is a form of ‘exodus’ from Empire: not so much an explosive revolution but a walking away from exploitation and the building of new commons (see Chapter 2).49

Within the context of the ever-deeper integration of capital into social life, subjectivity, community and the imagination, we have seen the rise, recently, of calls for more radical imagination and suggestions that even imagining different worlds is, today, a radical act against the closure of history. Many of these approaches assembled (or were pigeonholed) under the banner of the alter- or anti-globalization movement or ‘global justice movement’, which saw new forms of protest, alliances and movement strategize to confront corporate rule. The World Social Forum (WSF), for instance, was almost immediately heralded as the unleashing of the imagination for global justice and greeted with intense optimism, especially by the Northern left. But the failure of the WSF to manifest the mass movements against global capitalism has put the value of ‘talking politics’ and the radical imagination into question.

At the same time, we have witnessed over the past ten years a terrifying rise in reactionary imaginations: new ethnic nationalisms, fundamentalisms and militarisms that demand justice and decry the effects of global neoliberal capitalism (the breakdown of faith, community, nation, older styles of patriarchy) but do so in despicable ways and towards despicable ends. An honest look at the landscape of the radical imagination today cannot avoid the success of al-Qaeda, the Tea Party, Golden Dawn, and other emerging right-wing xenophobes in capturing the imagination of and radicalizing millions of disaffected people (see Chapter 1).

Yet amidst a bleak landscape there have also emerged a whole new cycle of struggles against austerity, including the Occupy movement, new forms of neighbourhood-based mutual aid and defence, the Quebec student mobilization and huge movements across Europe and elsewhere. These movements are not simply ‘against’ the powers-that-be, and while they often have very direct policy objectives, or refuse to sate their ‘demands’, they all insist on what we might call the ‘right’ to the radical imagination. That is, where politicians increasingly repeat the necroneoliberal mantra of ‘there is no alternative’ in an increasingly frantic, hyperventilating squawk, these movements insist that we be allowed to ask the much more difficult and radical questions of what society is for and what else might be possible.

While I have offered here a relatively Eurocentric and academic delineation of theories of the radical imagination, it is important to note that theorizing the imagination is itself an imaginative act, and one not exclusive to authors and academics. Social movements must, of necessity, theorize the imagination in their efforts to provoke, inspire and activate social change. These theorizations take many forms. Sometimes they are explicit and concrete discussions about strategy and vision within and between movements. More often than not they are unspoken assumptions about how people’s political imaginations function.50 For instance, many insurrectionist tactics are based, in part, on the assumption that radical direct action against institutions of social oppression and exploitation will be inspiring to onlookers and encourage them to see those institutions, which they once imagined as permanent and monolithic, as vulnerable and temporary. Many social-democratic movements assume that the problem is that average citizens lack the proper information to make informed democratic decisions, which encourages strategies that highlight public education campaigns. In other words, our theorizations of the imagination lead directly to what sorts of strategies, organizations and tactics we consider effective. But, unfortunately, movements rarely take the time to talk about the imagination explicitly.

Yes, reimagining the imagination is itself a radical act, but, like all radical acts, especially the more cerebral and theoretical, it is not enough. The radical imagination is no one thing, that it doesn’t exist ‘out there’ for us to find, identify, categorize, sort and enumerate its qualities, features, causes or effects. We cannot trap it in a shadowbox and dissect it to discover its inner workings. The radical imagination emerges out of radical practices, ways of living otherwise, of cooperating differently, that reject, strain against or seek to escape from the capitalist, racist, patriarchal, heteronormative, colonial, imperial, militaristic and fundamentalist forms of oppression that seek to enclose our lives. These radical practices are happening everywhere, all the time, in small ways and big ways, as our love, our hope, our solidarity, our critical thinking, our optimism, our scepticism, our creativity, our anger and our communities fight against the powers-that-be. Reading and thinking can be such an act; so can teaching and protest marches and spiritual awakenings and family and squats and communes. But none alone will ever be enough to overcome the problems we now face.

The common imagination

This exploration of the idea of the radical imagination gives us a better sense of what is at stake in the idea and the ideal. Ultimately, as I have outlined in the first and second chapters, the radical imagination is both the product and the producer of our collaborative efforts to reproduce the world. We, as socially cooperative beings, rely on the imagination to navigate our social and material lives, to comprehend how we, as individuals and as groups and societies, are both being reproduced by and reproducing our environment. These relations of reproduction are sublime: that is, inherently beyond our ability to perceive or fully comprehend. Imagination allows us to fill in the gaps, to build a mental picture of the world that creates us and that we create.

For this reason, the imagination is both beautiful and dangerous. It is beautiful because it exists at the seam or overlap between the individual and society, between the way we are each unique and the way we are bound together. In other words, the imagination weaves together the common and the uncommon. The imagination is both a private terrain and a shared landscape, or, more accurately, multiple shared landscapes which we experience in different ways with different people.

Fundamentally, the imagination is how we conceive of what and who is valuable; systems of power work, in part, by conscripting our imaginations and (mis)infoming our sense of value. What we imagine to be valuable affects how we act and react to others, to ourselves, to the world. Our actions, in turn, impact and inform our own imagination and the imaginations of others. Value shapes the sorts of cooperative actions we take, and what we think of as normal, acceptable, reasonable and just cooperation. The absence of the radical imagination sees the totalitarian world of Walmart as normal and reasonable. Walmart is, in reality, a massive organization of cooperation based on the value of corporate profit. It conscripts the imagination and the bodies of its managers, front-line workers, shoppers, security guards and others in order to facilitate its materialization in supercentres accross the United States and around the world.51 To the extent that we lack the radical imagination, we internalize or at least accept Walmart’s value paradigm and lend our energies to its reproduction.

But of course we are not drones. The radical imagination emerges from the experience of difference and alienation, the sense that other things are inherently valuable. So teenage clerks earning the minimum wage at Walmart encounter conflicts between Walmart’s abjection of them as disposable workers and their own sense of self-worth, or the value Walmart derives from their labour compared to the meagre wages they earn. The radical imagination emerges from conflicts over how value is imagined.

For this reason, the radical imagination is not something one has as an individual; it is a collective process. And it materializes in alternative forms of reproduction, both subtle and dramatic. When two workers share their frustrations on a break, they not only confirm one another’s imagination of their workplace as a horrible place, they also, for a moment at least, create a space for the radical imagination and, at the same time, a space of alternative social reproduction. Hopefully, these small spaces of possibility can cohere with others into a union, a party or a movement. But even though most forms of ‘resistance’ (like taking an extra two minutes on a smoke break) are no match for capitalist power (like Walmart), they matter because they remind us that the radical imagination is alive and at work, even in the most oppressive and alienating circumstances. It is notable that highly authoritarian institutions (like militaries, prisons and many corporations) strictly police the social time, the bodies and the reproductive life of their subjects. Offering little or no space to imagine or reproduce otherwise is critical to maintaining liquid control.

This illuminates a few important dimensions of the struggle over values and the imagination. One is that spaces like Walmart can be the site of multiple overlapping, conflicting, antagonistic and incongruous values at once. As we saw in the case of the university in Chapter 4, social institutions are rarely totally guided or possessed by one singular value: they are all sites of conflict or contestation. Second, individuals are not possessed of a single value paradigm or imagination. Individuals can believe multiple contradictory things – indeed, everyone does. Because our lives are made up of multiple, conflicting, competing and overlapping relationships, the values from many spheres of our lives must somehow coexist. Hence the vicious slave owner who was a tender father to his (acknowledged, white) children, or the religious zealot who carries on secret queer relationships, or the union apparatchik who espouses and believes in radical rhetoric, but functions as a tool of class compromise.

The radical imagination, then, is not always pure or good. It can manifest as reactionary backlash. And while the radical imagination can rise out of the experience of difference and alienation, it is not permanent or invincible – as the other pressures of life under the system lay claim to us, we can see the radical imagination recede.

Key to sustaining and building the radical imagination, then, is the establishment of alternative spheres of values and radical forms of social cooperation where we can reproduce ourselves and our world outside the dictates of the reigning paradigm.

Yet we should not expect these spaces to be pure or easy. Community gardens, alternative political parties, new educational collectives and community movements exist within a world and are made up of members who are themselves composed of clashing values. A century of the co-optation of radical movements attests to all the ways capital and power (re)claims and encloses alterative values, often relying on the good intentions of individuals who feel they must compromise in order to survive or receive a broader hearing. And yet the radical imagination remains because the system, for all its co-optations and incorporations, cannot meet our needs and does not, fundamentally, reflect our values.

The common imagination, then, like the commons themselves, is three things at once: historic, present and potential.

First, the common imagination is the history and legacy of radical refusals, as outlined in Chapter 5. It is the dreams we inherit from past generations of struggle, even if those struggles failed and are lost to obscurity. The order of social cooperation or reproduction we live in and through today is made up, in part, of the efforts of generations past; their attempts to reclaim value and reproduce otherwise live on as an undercurrent in the present. The common imagination is a reservoir of radical ideas and inspirations we share with the past and to which we contribute.

More practically speaking, the common imagination in this frame is the way we build a common understanding of how the world came to be this way; it is a process of radical remembering. This doesn’t just mean recalling social movement histories; it also means remembering that the world and all its creations are, in some way, a manifestation of our collective, collaborative labour – that every person and every thing and every idea is an artefact and an engine of our social reproduction. The common imagination means remembering both our power and the way our power has been and is being seized and used against our interests. It means remembering that we have the inherent right to reimagine and reclaim the value we have created and that we have the potential to create.

Second, the common imagination refers to the very present work of making the imagination common. While each of us bears a conflicted, confused and contradictory imagination, born of our unique and differential experiences of the world, we can work through difference and disconnection to build common ideas, politics and senses of the possible. This is the sense of the common imagination that Stoezler and Yuval-Davis propose: not an attempt to synchronize all our imaginations like a hive mind, but a never-ending work of arriving at common values, building solidarity amidst and through differences. Practically speaking, this means that rather than (or in addition to) developing political agendas, programmes, manifestos and parties, and as part of building alternative spheres of social reproduction, we do the work of listening and constantly building and refining our commonality. The common imagination in this sense is the acknowledgement that radical work is never done, that we will always be expanding and improving and refining and questioning those social structures and forms of cooperation we create. More specifically still, the common imagination is what guides our occupations, our unions, our political organization and our vision with the (seemingly) contradictory idea that there is, fundamentally, something common to all our struggles and experiences, but that arriving at this commonality is lifelong, hard work.

This last point illustrates the final dimension of the common imagination. It takes the idea and ideal of the commons as a horizon which recedes as we approach. The common imagination holds that the ‘commons’ are historical precedents, current realities and future objectives all at once, and is courageous in spite of the fact that no common will ever be common enough. Even if, miraculously, we revolutionize social values and reorient social cooperation towards the reproduction of the commons, that reproductive labour (like the reproductive labour of bearing and raising children, maintaining the household or loving one another) is never done or finished, though it may transform or shift. No common institution, resource, idea or relationship is ever ‘finished’ – they remain open because they are not built on the calcified basis of seemingly eternal ‘values’, as if such things exist as universal ideals. Instead, they are built on and out of the never ending negotiation of values between people, the shared projects of transforming the imagination into reality.


CONCLUSION

Fatalism and its discontents

The struggle against hopelessness is in some ways very personal and in some ways very common. The idea that the global capitalist system as it is today cannot be changed is almost universal. Indeed, this fatalism is, at least at the level of individual motivations, ironically one of the driving forces behind the system. The vast majority of those whose labours reproduce capitalism (from CEOs and politicians to lawyers and professors to journalists and software engineers to store clerks and strip miners) do not do so out of any particular love of the system or economic sadomasochism: indeed, it is widely recognized that the present order is tremendously destructive, both to the world at large and to our individual lives.

Rather, most of us participate (to a greater or lesser extent) in making capitalism ‘work’ because we believe that there is no other option. How many take up positions in the architecture of power based on the rationale that their reluctance or refusal to do so would be meaningless? How many of us have been forced, in some small or large way, to compromise our values because of the economic pressures of the system, and how many of us have justified these compromises in the name of inevitability?

Of course, most of us work because of economic coercion; only a few of us are ever privileged enough to entertain the opportunity to say ‘no’. But, even so, we can credit the relatively minimal involvement of populations in social movements less to ignorance and apathy and more to a sense of utter futility. If capitalism and its co-optation of value is inevitable, why bother to resist? Why not simply seek to do the best one can within it? From this perspective, radical social movements that seek to transform society can only be interpreted as vainglorious or pathologically ideological. It is also this fatalism that enables radicalisms to be co-opted and internalized within the system, as when feminist or anti-racist struggles are enclosed and repackaged as liberal reforms: if the system cannot actually be overcome, the only horizon of dissent is an inadvertent improvement of the system itself.

As I have argued throughout this book, this sense of futility is the residual effect of the way capitalism encloses not only our time, our communities and our environment, but also our imaginations. I have argued, in various ways, that this enclosure of the imagination is something that happens not simply on the level of the individual mind but on the level of social and material relationships. Overcoming fatalism, futility and cynicism, then, is not simply a matter of ‘thinking differently’, though education remains a key part of transformation. Instead, the radical imagination and the ability to dream of and build towards different social horizons, beyond the fog of capitalist unreason, depends on doing differently, on creating alternatives spaces, times and modes of reproducing ourselves, our communities and our world.

In Chapter 1 I tried to argue that in order to do this we need to reimagine the idea of value and pay attention to the way capitalism isn’t just a system for stealing economic value from workers, from the environment and from communities, but also a means by which the ways we imagine social, cultural and moral values (as individuals and communities) are transformed in order to facilitate the system’s reproduction. The crises of reproduction in our own lives of debt, overwork, privatization and alienation are the ‘externalizations’ of capitalism’s inherent and recurrent crises onto individuals and communities.

In order to overcome this vicious cycle, we need to reclaim value, not only in terms of redistributing social wealth in its already materialized form, but in terms of taking back our collective creative cooperative capacity, no longer lending it to the reproduction of capitalism but instead directing it towards a the constant rebuilding of a society based on the (always provisional and negotiable) values of solidarity, equality, individuality, empowerment and peace.

I suggested in Chapter 2 that to do so we blend a concept of the commons with a concept of the public. In addition to more socialist strategies, which promise a public system based on state-managed social reproduction, and anarchistic strategies, which advocate a radical horizontalism where social reproduction is held in common, I suggested that we need to imagine ways to make the commons public and the public common. We can imagine the struggles against austerity today as two simultaneous pressures. The first is as an attempt to create new commons of social reproduction outside the command and control of capital, including new and rekindled forms of community care, horizontal and grassroots democratic decision-making and local production. The second is as a double attempt to, on the one hand, defend and reclaim public institutions (schools, hospitals, public works) from the market by reclaiming them in the name of the public, and, on the other, increasingly democratize and render these institutions common so as to avoid the enclosure of ostensibly public bodies by bureaucracy and crypto-capitalist models of efficiency.

In Chapters 3 and 4 I sought to show how the capitalist crisis of the imagination played out in two influential spheres. Financialization, I argued, is a unique means by which capitalism’s economic, political, social and cultural power is synchronized, plunging us into a world of greater inequality, ramped-up neoliberal austerity, precarious labour and ubiquitous debt. I tried to show that finance reveals a fundamental dimension and contradiction of capitalism: capital, money and financial assets are all, essentially, figments of our collective imaginations, yet they have terrifyingly real power. As a result, capitalism, and the struggle against it, relies on the imagination. Financialization, which depends on everyday debt and credit as never before and drives an economy based on otherworldly abstractions of value, transforms our imaginations of who and what is valuable and, in turn, relies on that very transformation.

In the subsequent chapter I took the fate of the neoliberal university as a case study of a space where the imagination is disciplined and shaped in the interests of capitalism’s reproduction, and, in turn, how this transformed imagination enables and applauds the neoliberal disciplining of the university itself. The transformation of the university from an elitist ivory tower into an institution primarily tasked with chaining young people to insurmountable debt is not simply about government cuts to higher education in the age of austerity; it is about the constriction of social reproduction and the reproduction of capitalism more broadly. Yet, because of this, the university is also a space of possibility, experimentation and resistance. While its overarching paradigm is one of the enclosure of knowledge and the foreclosure of the future, it can also be a laboratory or nursery for the radical imagination and for experiments in reproducing life otherwise.

It is with this idea in mind that Chapter 5 turned to the question of memory. Here, I expanded on some of the more conceptual and theoretical themes in this book, notably the tension between our collective, cooperative, creative powers and the way they solidify into durable commodities, things, institutions and social conventions. For me, this is the most important question of the imagination: the way it forms into patterns and processes which, in turn, shape the flows of the imagination, and the way this process can lead both to the rigidities of hierarchy, exploitation and oppression and to the radical possibility of change and revolution. In Chapter 1 this theme arose in terms of the way values are transformed into economic ‘value’, the way the processes of social cooperation are conscripted into the reproduction of oppression and exploitation. In Chapter 2 the theme emerged in the tension between the idea of a horizontal, democratic ‘commons’ and the need for more durable, structured ‘public’ institutions. In Chapter 3 I explored this in terms of the power of largely ‘imaginary wealth’ and the way financialization’s economic and political power relies on and helps to feed its social and cultural authority. And in Chapter 4 I explored the way the university, as an idea and an institution, is a material site of struggle over what is imaginable and over the politics of the imagination writ large.

So in Chapter 5 I turned to memory and the way it is important not simply because it reveals the past but because it is an intimate and important part of the way we reproduce our lives and our society in the present, and the way we, together, forge our futures. Rekindling the hopes, dreams and passions of past generations of struggle is critical not only because it can lead to better strategies for change based on the lessons of past experience, but because it answers the debt of history, the way that past events are linked together. I tried to think through the way mainstream history erases radical histories or conscripts them into the service of rationalizing the status quo as inevitable, contributing to the sense of universal fatalism and futility that reproduces capitalism in the imagination and in material reality. And I also tried to suggest that ‘commoning memory’ was not about creating an authoritative version of history, nor about abandoning all hope for historical accuracy, but instead about creating intentional spaces and times to bring memories together as a way of reproducing our lives, our relationships and our social order based on common values, to bring the past to bear on the present to create different futures.

Near the conclusion of that chapter I suggested that this opening up of the world of social cooperation and making it a tangible substance to be explored and worked on collectively is the way that the material and the imaginative dimensions of struggle can be brought together. In Chapter 6 I tried to show that the very idea of creativity was, itself, enclosed, made to serve the reproduction of capital and conscript the imagination to the services of privatization, profit, consumerist individualism and gentrification. I concluded with the promise of an approach to the idea of creativity that didn’t valorize individual genius but, instead, rendered us aware of how all creativity, even when it is expressed in individual pursuits, is both the product and the producer of our shared lives, a fragment of our collective and cooperative labours, of what, in Chapter 5, we called the ‘social flow of doing’. And in Chapter 6 I approached this from the question of the ‘radical imagination’. Tracing the idea and the ideal of the imagination from ancient times through European modernity and into the present, I suggested that the value of the ‘radical imagination’ is not simply its capacity to make us think differently, but the way it is fed by and feeds new forms of cooperation. As with the process of commoning memory, I wanted to frame the radical imagination not as a thing some people possess, but as something we do together. The radical imagination emerges from our experience of non-capitalist values in the fabric of our lives, and in turn can inspire and shape the struggle to render those values common and militant.

Which brings us to this conclusion. I hope to have convinced you that the politics of the imagination are paramount today, but that these politics are not simply about dreaming up future utopias or developing sophisticated critiques of the status quo. I have sought, in these pages, to develop what might be called a provisional, messy and incomplete dialectics of the imagination. I aimed to show how, in a very specific way, and in the context of today’s struggles within, against and beyond austerity, the imagination is a process of collective doing. I also aimed to demonstrate how the imagination creates reality and how reality forms the imagination. I wanted to make plain that, because of this dialectical relationship, the crisis of capitalism (or, really, capitalism’s multiple, overlapping crises) is also a suite of crises on the level of the imagination itself. And I set out to illustrate the fact that overcoming both sets of crises (those of capital and those of the imagination) demands the intertwined work of rekindling common values, imagining social relations and the future otherwise, and, in a militant and radical way, building powerful alternatives and social movements.

The fatalism and sense of futility that pervade the imagination today and that facilitate the reproduction of capitalism are, existentially, something of a defence mechanism. I believe that on some level, most people know that the capitalist game is rigged, that it is destroying the world, that it is making them miserable or will soon, and that it must be stopped. The cynicism, obtuse scepticism, blithe ignorance and individualistic sensibilities that might be bemoaned by activists and militants today are, in actuality, the allergic reaction of a sort of psychic immune system. To the extent that we can ignore or turn away from the systemic implications and ramifications of capitalism (and our own participation in it), to the extent that we can insulate our imaginations from the severity of its crises, we can imagine that our own individual lives (and perhaps those of our loved ones) can be meaningful, fulfilling, painless and happy. To the extent that we recognize and acknowledge the everyday and global-scale tragedy of capital, we must, if we are decent people, dedicate ourselves to a lifelong struggle.

Let me hasten here to note that I am not suggesting that capitalism is merely a state of mind. Nor am I arguing that overcoming capitalism is simply a matter of withdrawing our labour and imagination. Capitalism is a material system of wealth and power that perpetuates itself through its co-optation of our labour. But it is also a system driven by a ruling class that controls the major societal tools and infrastructure, and that uses its wealth and power to control governments. Overcoming capitalism will, inevitably, require the reclamation of collective wealth from the ruling class, and that requires material struggles, mass movements and, probably, some level of violence. More accurately, the endemic violence of class struggle, which today is experienced by the working classes largely as the misery of poverty, overwork, debt, imperialism, racism and patriarchy, needs to be redirected towards the authors and beneficiaries of the system. In my desire to explore the tensions between value and values I am not seeking to make a moralistic argument against capitalism – such arguments are far from necessary. Rather, I am trying to gesture towards a historic circumstance of struggle today. As I have sought to show, in contrast to the dynamics of class struggle and capitalist accumulation of a century ago, the system is more invested than ever in preoccupying and enclosing our sense of self, of the future, our hopes, dreams and aspirations, and our capacity to imagine. As such, the possibilities of meaningful solidarity and class struggle depend on the politics of the imagination. As I have sought to show here, the imagination is not simply the same as ‘ideology’ (at least not in the reductive and limited sense with which that word is typically bandied about). Rather, the imagination is a material process: it emerges from and informs our capacity to cooperate and labour together, and as such is at the core of the reproduction of value. If we can understand capitalism as a system based on the reproduction of value, the role of the imagination cannot be gainsaid.

As capitalist crises deepen, under today’s new regimes of austerity, the desire to reinforce our ignorance, apathy and fatalism becomes stronger. As the contradictions of the system grow ever more pronounced, they put greater and greater strain on the veneer of capitalist ideology. And yet we should never expect that this strain will automatically lead to the emergence of the radical imagination. Indeed, without the hard work of organized and purposeful anti-capitalist agitators, it will more likely see the rise of what we might call the reactionary imagination: the forms of religious fundamentalism, ethnic nationalism, backlash racism and right-wing vindictiveness that, today, mount on the horizon of politics around the world. As noted in Chapter 1, these movements, animated by a pathological attachment to idealized, punitive and excessive ‘values’ (family values, Christian values, Western values), conscript the imagination much more easily and readily than the more complicated but more radical ideas I have tried to summarize in this book, and which can be found in the politics of anti-racism, socialism, feminism, queer liberation movements, ecological justice struggles and anti-capitalist politics.

The years to come will be defined by struggles over the imagination. But these struggles will, themselves, be defined by the ability of various groups and factions to make radical values a reality. A revolution is not made of good ideas, but rather by good ideas materialized in social spaces. Solidarity is not a matter of having the right political ideals and sympathies, but of building real, tangible relationships. This is not to discount the importance of theory and reflection (otherwise, why would I have bothered to write this book?), but it is to say that the struggle to come (like the struggles throughout history) will succeed to the extent that it preoccupies itself with what I have called the dialectic of imagination, the way the imagination as a shared capacity grows out of social cooperation, alternative-building and the establishment of new commons. And, likewise, it is only in the soil of these cooperative ventures, these lived alternatives, and these new commons that the imagination can find root and withstand the vicious storms to come.

 

 

 

It is 4:45 a.m. I am doing what I do every time I drink too much wine and wake up suddenly at 4:45 a.m. I read. Eduardo Galeano falls open at this time: ‘I’m nostalgic for a country which doesn’t yet exist on a map.’ Dear Eduardo, I am not nostalgic. Belonging does not interest me. One is misled when one looks at the sails and majesty of tall ships instead of their cargo. But if it were a country where you were my compatriot, then I would reconsider. And think of the things we should have to sort out.

DIONNE BRAND
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