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Introduction: an institutional analysis
The current crisis, which began during the summer of 2007, has multiple dimensions.
Firstly, a moral crisis because the spirit of excess, which governs the world of money, has
encountered rising social disapproval. Next, a political crisis as democracy seems powerless to
regulate the economy for the common good. Finally, a crisis for economic thought because
theoretical conceptions and practices in this field are evidently obsolete. Nonetheless, historical
perspective and the reasoned art of comparison are two useful elements in understanding the
most contemporary phenomena, and this understanding is a necessary condition for any action
with long‐lasting effects. The comparative approach proposed here intersects an institutional
approach: not everything is possible and history weighs on political choices. To that end, let us
remember that social life is based on ideological and normative entities ‐ institutions ‐ which
express social compromises and collective preferences. We are not, however, prisoners of
current trends inherited from the historical movement, because knowledge of the institutions
that are so sociohistorically determinant is the source of the political invention's successes.
It turns out that our contemporary difficulties lend themselves relatively well to
comparison: the turbulences of the summer of 2007 led to the second crisis of globalisation,
the first having occurred in 1929. It goes without saying that technical, environmental, and
cultural conditions have considerably changed since then. However, there is a common trait
between the two periods, a strange idea across the span of the human adventure
and characteristic of Western modernity: the voluntary submission of a society to a system of
self‐regulated markets. The very sense of liberal policy in the 19th century was to submerge
society in economy, even though the socio‐economic systems that were known until that time
embedded the economy in society. When Sovietism began to decline at the end of the 1970s,
« Neoliberalism », under American leadership, merely updated this project that first belonged
to the British empire a century and a half previously. We will demonstrate that capitalism needs
policies to emerge and to continue, money being an essential institution in this process ; and
we will underline the weakness of mainstream critique, specially in Europe.
To begin, we will expose the nature of the market society, which fictituously transforms
that which was not made to be sold into commodities, such as man or nature. Secondly, we will
emphasise the role that money plays as an institution in the dynamics and deadlock of the
market society; the self‐regulating market system seems indeed to be a utopia and this system
must be surpassed in order to achieve a good life. Third, and finally, conclusions will be drawn
from this description about the dynamic of market societies forming a negative view of the
mainstream critique. Our hypothesis is that the critique has to liberate itself from the myths
spread by the ideology of Capital, even though it itself hides behind cosmo‐political rhetoric.
Viewed in this way, the European Union cannot be considered as a kind of “progress”, as we are
at a moment in history where this notion has become problematic and because this “union” is a
form of neoliberalism, the aim of which is to destroy the very idea of politics and solidarity. The
example of currency – the Euro in particular – is of particular interest. The Euro crisis, indeed,
provides a way to investigate the mediation between the economic and political realms that
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the money institution should achieve; this crisis also enables us to criticise the illusions that are
common amongst some leftwing thinkers.
The role of money in “market society”
In the majority of human societies, the motives which drive men to produce a way to
ensure their material living conditions are the consequence of a certain number of social
obligations. These obligations are linked to kinship, honour, the functioning of social hierarchy,
and in certain cases even political rivalry, aesthetics, or religion. The economic system is thus
generally embedded or submerged in social relations3. It is a completely different case in our
societies.
“Fictitious commodities” and the case of money
In the market society (such as that which was created in the West two centuries ago),
“the fear of hunger and the hope of gain” became “motives for participating in production”4.
This development, already highlighted by Marx and Weber, is linked to the commodification of
a certain number of social relations.
At the end of the Feudal Era, a land market was progressively formed. This meant that
nature, which is not made to be sold, was treated as a commodity under the name « land »: this
here is a pure fiction. A few centuries later, at the dawn of the Industrial Revolution, man was
treated in the same way under the name "labour", that is to say, ultimately as a « fictitious
commodity ». The fact is that goods markets are an ancient thing but it must be remarked that
the fact that « factors of production » (man and nature) entered into the world of commodities
is a sign of a revolution: from then on society was embedded in the economic system. This is
why the "market society", which the British Empire globalised during the 19th century, is
singular in that no other society had ever before used the fear of famine and the lure of gain as
determinant incentives for production.
Of course, money seems to us to be organically linked to the business world and yet, it is
equally a commodity as fictitious as land or labour, as money is not made to be sold. Thanks to
anthropological discoveries in the 20th century, we know that societies could have had highly
refined monetary systems at their disposal even though markets did not exist or were
insignificant. The reason for this is that money institution regulates very complex statutory
obligations in these societies, which do not come from an economic origin. Thus, tributes, fines,
levies, but equally that which is necessary to achieve requirements for relations between
groups, and finally sacrificial requirements, are at the source of using money as a form of
payment. Money thus has a symbolic dimension: alliance.
Moreover, when the economic origin of money uses seems obvious (through debts), it is
indeed the extreme precariousness of living conditions which leads to livelihood loans: the
3
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entrepreneurial spirit is not the root cause of debts5. Money, as a unit of account, is thus first of
all a means of social codification which gives an institutional measure to obligations between
groups of men or between men and the gods; then, as a means of payment, it appeases
relations, as etymology indicates. The market society seized on this largely pre‐commodity
institution which stretches back thousands of years to create a means of exchange.
The issue is whether our modernity has really expelled all political and symbolic
dimensions from the institution of money. This would thus justify the idea of removing all forms
of influence concerning monetary matters from political power. It would also justify printing
European Central Bank notes from which all references to men, events, and monuments
referring to European culture are prohibited. In other words, even if we have known, at least
since Marx and Engels, that the market society is the empire of the “icy water of egotistical
calculation”6 does this allow a society to be created?
The response is clearly negative from the moment that a global money reigned; the gold
standard. This name seemed to suggest that money was nothing but a commodity that was
more exchangeable than others, to the point that it was liquidity itself. On this subject, Polanyi
wrote: "Now the institutional separation of the political and economic spheres had never been
completed, and it was precisely in the matter of currency that it was necessary incomplete; the
State, whose Mint seemed merely to certify the weight of coins, was in fact the guarantor of the
value of token money, which it accepted in payment for taxes and otherwise. This money was
not a means of exchange, it was a means of payment ; it was not a commodity, it was
purchasing power; far from having utility in itself, it was merely a counter embodying a
quantified claim to things that may be purchased "7 (underlined by Polanyi).
Today, the operation which aims to transform doubtful private debts into State debts ‐
because money which is legal tender is a State debt ‐ does not pose an insurmountable
problem for societies8 such as the United States, which thinks of itself as a political community.
And yet, such a monetisation would surely cause endless problems if money were really just an
image of commodity, as supporters of European neoliberalism believe. Moreover, today the
main creditor of the American Treasury is no longer China but the Federal Reserve System ... an
American institution!
The double movement : about some paradoxes
As the case of the monetary system during the Belle Epoque illustrated, the separation
of the economic and the political is thus an illusion. That being said, this utopian belief in an
autonomous functioning of the economic sphere produces “effects of reality”, to refer to Pierre
Bourdieu's expression. We note however that these behaviours, beliefs, and institutions which
result from this utopia will not necessarily make a society viable. Treating entities as
commodities, which they are not, necessarily leads to perverse effects involving forms of social
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self‐protection. An uncertain dialectic, the double movement9, is born from this
commodification movement, to which counter‐movements of protection‐institutionalisation ‐
necessary for the perpetuation of nature (land), man (labour) and money (society)10 ‐ respond.
Policies aiming to "liberate" "market forces" clash with the following evidence: “For the alleged
commodity “labor power” cannot be shoved about, used indiscriminately, or even left unused,
without affecting also the human individual who happens to be the bearer of this peculiar
commodity”11.
As for money, it is striking to note that in spite of the ideological delusions relative to
competitive currencies, which have been place until now, repeated crises led to the US
instituting a monopoly on issuing banknotes in 1913 even though they had been reluctant to for
a long time. This was followed by a true monetary policy in 1919. Long before this, the British
had already rationalised the gold standard system as much as possible. Conscious organisation
of declining prices through rising interest rates ensured that the constraint of converting gold
into national currencies was not an economic disaster. Undoubtedly, the liquidation of the
“least efficient firms” was the price to pay for this policy12, but the national Central Bank thus
isolated the internal economy from dangerous exterior shocks. Because monetary policy is a
form of social protection, Polanyi wrote: “social protection was the accompaniment of a
supposedly self‐regulating market”13.
When active liberalism clashes with reality, unexpectedly rising forms of social self‐
protection from all social strata can take the form of collective compromises sanctioned by the
State. This makes capitalism tolerable and paradoxically assures its viability in a given space for
a certain time. We understand that capitalism is condemned to the continued expansion of its
space, in an extensive or intensive way. The saturation of this expansion would crush capitalism
under the weight of the regulations which are its paradoxical condition of possibility. However,
little by little, counter‐movements hampered the self‐adjusting capacities of One Big Market14.
As for the end of the 19th century, Polanyi (1944, p. 218) remarked: “Less and less could
markets be described as autonomous and automatic mechanisms of competing atoms. More
and more were individual replaced by associations, men and capital united to non‐competing
groups. Economic adjustements became slow and difficult. The self‐regulation of markets was
gravely hampered”15.
However, let us not be mistaken on the nature of these hindrances in market
mechanisms: the suppression of these cannot eliminate inherent tensions in the market
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society, as that which makes capitalism coherent and viable in the medium‐term are these
hindrances themselves. This reasoning presupposes a specific type of technical, demographic,
and ecological constraints which are imposed on capitalism: any modification of these data
could give further impetus to increase or depress the dynamics of capitalism. But, what of the
supposedly “self‐adjusting” capacities of the market, if they mean that the cost of labour must
be lowered below a vital standard of living or a certain cultural level incompatible with human
dignity? During the period following the Great War, it was reflected in a rise in democratic
policy: after 1929, it became impossible to reduce the value of human labour as they had in the
heyday of liberal capitalism, when inhumanity was rightly denounced by Marx. It has become
clear that the economic sphere is not an autonomous domain of society as the liberals thought.
At this stage of reasoning, it is worth remembering that no society can survive if its
political and economic functions do not align in any way. This is why, disappointed by a
democracy that was too weak to regulate the economic order held by the owning classes16, the
masses increasingly turned to the idea of fascism, which continued to increase in popularity at
the end of the 1920s and reached its height in 1933. For Polanyi, fascism was a modality of the
Great Transformation, this major change which suppressed the old competitive capitalism.
From contradiction, which turns to antagonism between the economic and the political, fascism
can be defined as the absorption of the political by the economic.
Polanyi thus wrote: “The fascist solution of the impasse17 reached by liberal capitalism
can be described as a reform of market economy at the price of extirpation of all democratic
institutions, both in the industrial and political realm”18. Two types of explanations were used:
from the political point of view, the liberals' opposition to any form of intervention accelerated
the rise of authoritarian demands: “Freedom’s utter frustration in fascism is, indeed, the
inevitable result of the liberal philosophy, which claims that power and compulsion are evil, that
freedom demands their absence from a human community”19. Liberalism, as a policy and as a
representation of the world thus contains in itself a fascistic drift, which it is often reluctant to
recognise and which explains the strong hostility of certain liberals to Polanyi's works. It is
evident that only violence can create a type of society that liquidates political rights. In these
conditions : “human beings are considered as producers, and as producers alone
[…] Representation is accorded to economic function : it is technical and impersonal”20. Fascist
corporations absorbed a good part of the "Political State" specific to the traditional liberal
system.
And yet, how was a community formed in this fascist world which was as dehumanising
as it was hyper‐modern? Let us not forget that collective mentalities were shaped during the
Nazi period: the importance given to the role of the producer implied a “worry about output
and efficiency” as the great German historian, Norbert Frei, wrote, that was still “useful” during
16
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the reconstruction of Germany. This simple reminder shows the extent to which inhumanity
can be inscribed in the industrial developments which come from a market society. Polanyi
never ceased to insist on this point, much to the displeasure of a number of liberals21. In this
radically reified world, German fascism produced community by the exaltation of race, as other
totalitarian forms can do with religion. This type of ideology attempts to deny history by finding
a purity before history. Politics, understood as a common space in which men can discuss and
construct their destiny, is denied in the name of a mythical life where even people's conscience
has no place.
Capitalism, which emerged from the Great Transformation in the 1930s, was much less
liberal than its predecessor. A certain number of factors explain these facts: the fragility of the
European economies, which would not have supported the shock of a rapid liberalisation of
international flows of capital, and the gravity of the Soviet threat, which was not without effect
regarding the position of labour in the existing balance of power with the capital. It is clear that
the consolidation of social rights and the continued rise of wages were crucial ways to fight
against the Soviet influence. This was characterised by the relatively self‐centred aspect of
growth, which allowed the emergence of State control. In South Korea and Japan, only marked
governmental interventions (various policies to promote and protect national capitalisms) were
able to hatch out prosperity there where it was strategically useful.
Crises of the market society: an institutional point of view
The very success of the Keynesian era itself paradoxically allowed a qualitative
modification to update what Polanyi called « the reactionary Utopia of Wall Street »22. The
evolution towards the second market society is, in part, an involution allowed by a certain
number of factors occuring during the three decades from 1980‐2010: the transnationalisation
of markets, the mobilisation of unskilled labour disqualified at the global level, the dismantling
of protections which caused the emergence of dynamic capitalisms in the South, the transition
towards capitalism in the East, and the coming of age of new information and communication
technologies. Thus, this “American inter‐century”23 actualized the virtualities that American
hegemony contained which, in 1945, claimed to come back to British heritage. However, as was
the case for the British Empire, the crisis came from the impossibility for the market society to
satisfy the payment of a set of debts which are, nonetheless, the precondition for their
existence. Money thus appeared to be a sociopolitical institution regulating political conflicts
that structure society.
Rise and fall of the social fondations of the first market society
2008 marked the immoderation of the capitalist spirit which, in its financial and global
form, only found a limit by collapsing. Without the massive intervention of the State, of which
Neoliberals never cease to deplore the excessive importance, the human and economic
consequences would have been much worse than in 1929. Many economists recognise this
21
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fact. The rise in public debts to a large extent showed what needed to be paid as the price for
the wanderings of finance and the greed of “vested interests”, as Veblen called them. On the
other hand, if private debts had not been monetised massively, and if public spending had not
offset the collapse of private demand, we would have undergone a prolonged deflation of
prices and a profound depression of the « real » economy. The 1930s illustrated this case in
point: the plethora of contracted debts thus reinforced clearance sales which were necessary
due to the shortage of money. Moreover, the fear of inflation was a source of fascism.
Rereading Polanyi allows the structural homology of the two crises of the market society,
to be illustrated in a rather fascinating way: by way of maintaining the social base of liberal
capitalism after the Great War, European nations instituted de facto a set of debts to benefit
various social classes. In this respect, the return to the pre‐war gold parity implied an enormous
elevation in financial revenues. It was thus international credit, which became more receptive
to political demands than in the past, that postponed European imbalances24.
However, while the new elasticity of the financial system postponed the resolution of the
structural problems, they did not solve them whatsoever. In effect, the rise of debt allowed
numerous European countries to not pay off their previous debts and America to have some
illusions about the value of its debts. On the two sides of the Atlantic there were short‐term
mutual benefits. By controlling European immigration and customs duties, the United States
enjoyed an "unseemly elevated" standard of living, as if it the gains from American exports –
that are due to the war ‐ could not be retroceded. It would have been better for America to
abandon its war claims, even if that meant lowering living standards through tax levies. Another
way would have been to keep debts in exchange for a more generous immigration policy, which
would also lower average living standards. And yet, "America not only maintained its debts, but
also granted Europe enormous new credits to safeguard them"25.
In these conditions, the Bristish policy of ceding to the demands of creditor classes
regarding the Pound was inadequate : appreciation of the pound implies a unworkable drop in
interior prices. And the policy of lowering wages proved to be a failure in 1926: this year was a
year of severe social crisis in Britain. Therefore, to avoid a fall in the Pound Sterling, the dollar
needed to be less attractive. Supporting the Pound demands a difference in interest rates
between London and New York: this was the goal of the American “Cheap Money Policy” in
May 1927. As a result, the English imbalance was passed on to the US, according to Polanyi.
Even if inflating debt was no longer encouraged through monetary policy by February 1928, the
process of indebtedness and market craziness went so far that the liquidation crisis was
unavoidable. As soon as the US ceased its credits, the process of liquidation was set in motion,
which provoked the credit crisis in 1931 and the monetary crisis of 1933.
To sum up, Polanyi estimated that perpetuating the war and maintaining social order
during the interwar period imposed new balances of power. And this created debts in which
24
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accumulation was not compatible with successfully converting gold into money. The system’s
most powerful creditor ‐ the United States ‐ ultimately had thus serious consequences. The will
to maintain a certain type of financial income and to strictly control immigration constitue an
origin of the global crisis of 1929.
The deadlock of the second market society
In the same way that the 1930s liberals accused the lax monetary policy of the 1920s of
having caused the crisis of 1929, the neoliberals claim that the economic ills of our time are the
fruit of a failure of complete capitalist logic, the obsession with full‐time employment having
politicised capitalism and hampered its capacities to self‐adjust. Thus, everything seemed as if
we had found the key to the best of both worlds in the 1990s ... In reality, the Neoliberals
reasoned as if policies of cheap money and the proliferation of debt were not inscribed in a
necessity imposed on the elite: to keep a sufficient growth that was the condition of possibility
of this unequal globalisation in which its domination is fed. But, this overall dominating
framework had economic consequences.
It is this essential point that we wish to demonstrate. This means that if the United States
made a decision in favour of a social protection worthy of their power and refused the facilities
of market finance and the so‐called "free trade", this credit madness would not have been
necessary. One of the current reasons which made this inflation of debt necessary, through
rising inequalities, is free trade: particularly in the United States, this created wage deflation,
which went against the common opinion of the past twenty years26. The famous Chinese
surpluses, counterpart of a part of the American trade deficit, simply express a mode of a
deindustrialised and financialised accumulation27. American growth before the crisis thus owes
a lot to the "progress" of financial techniques, hiding the consequences of excessive debt in the
short term, and to globalisation, which allowed demand to be maintained thanks to the
tendency of lowering prices. This was an unavoidable result of redistributing productivity gains
to a very thin social stratum.
Orthodox discourses, often as hypocritical as they are retrospective, denounce bad
financial practices, disguising the fact that these are a decisive component in the globalisation
which they glorify. Without spreading their debts throughout the world, without making their
debts increasingly liquid, American banker capitalism would not have developed its lending
with the energy that we are accustomed to. Without a financial market as attractive as it is
inventive, the United States would not have benefited from global saving, and worldwide
growth would never have been sufficient in this world system that is polarised around the US
Dollar standard.
How can we seriously denounce the supposed blindness of the central bank's governors,
26
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even though they do nothing except make the dynamics of capitalism possible: at a critical
moment, this necessitates cheap money and State guarantees for mortgage credit that
facilitates loans. These governors do not have a mandate to test economic stagnation, nay a
depression, assured that the "invisible hand" would function well in the "long term". This is
because during this experiment the very foundations of the market society would be shaken or
even destroyed. It was thus the global constraints of actual existing capitalism and not the
supposed errors of a Chairman of the Board of the Federal Reserve System, judged to be too
focused on democracy, which set the parameters of monetary policy. Lamenting the rise of
private debt by making out as it if it were not inscribed in the necessities of the economic
system of the 1990s‐2000s, as Neoliberals have a tendency to, comes back to wanting to follow
the market society pipe dream without ever paying the cost of its perpetuation.
From this point of view, the examination that Polanyi proposed for understanding the
Great Crash of 1929 is useful for seizing on certain dimensions of the collapse in 2008: the
market society cannot function without debts, which express its social condition of possibility28,
and there is no "invisible hand" allowing social antagonisms to dissolve in the economy. Only
institutionalised compromises which construct various forms of collective action and market
mechanisms can stabilise class conflicts and other social interests, with a view to a viable
lifestyle. In reality markets do not function in a social and cultural vacuum without institutions,
which are the legacies of history and express balances of power. Contemporary market finance
thus made growth possible, which the inequality of our times structurally requires according to
rising risk‐taking. In the short‐term, this meant considerable private profits which in the
medium‐term implied a serious crisis and high socialisation of costs. In 1929 as in 2008, market
finance did not live on air and the whole society had to pay a high price due to it.
The new European order: poverty of the critique
The stalemate of European Order
We have previously explored the hypothesis that the separation of the political and and
the economic, a notable trait of liberal capitalism, is problematic. In certain circumstances, this
institutional separation can take the form of a dangerous contradiction for society, seen as an
absolute antagonism leading to tragedy, as no society can survive without the functional
integration of the political and the economic. This contradiction haunts the financial crisis of
the 1930s, just as it does the current crisis in Europe. The essential dynamic of Capital, its
intrinsic absence of limits, implies, in effect, a necessary political framework. In this regard,
currency provides a form of regulation. Admittedly, money brings acquisitive violence but, as an
institution, it provides a form of regulation for the excesses of social conflict. Money as an
institution therefore contains violence in both senses of the word. The politico‐symbolic
dimension of money, which is so often considered to be exclusively an economic institution, is
fundamental and cannot be ignored by critics, particularly when considering the monetary
stalemate of the new European order.
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And yet, the institutional separation of the political and the economic in this so‐called
(European) “Union” has been pushed much farther than it has been in the United States, which
gives the events affecting Europe, especially in the South, a tragic aspect. As we have seen, the
national dimension of money is perfectly accepted in America, making tenable the
monetization of public debt, which was a condition of the economic recovery. On the other
hand, Germany’s refusal to implement such a policy, due to the absence of a European people,
caused adjustments taking the form of deflation and migrations. In this way Germany was able
to refuse this type of exchange founding a substantial political union, where payments made to
benefit the South would be a compensation for future payments, allowing to absorb the
growing wave of pensions required by this ageing nation. This meant that there would be an
intertemporal exchange of labour, characteristic of a political entity in construction. But,
contrary to the ideologists of both right and left, we must acknowledge the facts: at the heart
of the European Union, there is no confidence allowing for this kind of exchange, no feeling of
solidarity which allows us to place bets on the future, no acceptance of the uncertainty of gift, ‐
all that remains is the cold demand for payment in cash.
The nature of the discourse, which we often still characterize as coming from the
“right”, lies in its justification of the current economic system; its force is to convince people
that all major changes would have such damaging effects that it would be better not to
counteract the logic of the system. According to this type of Apologetics of Capital, one must
accentuate, solidify even, the essential traits of the system in which we are living, by virtue of
the hypothesis according to which the crisis is caused by the obstacles preventing the strengths
of the system from thriving. The dominant characteristics of “economic science” feed this
rhetoric. Here, the pro‐Capital appeal harks back to an element of totalitarian rhetoric claiming
that we have not yet reached happiness due to the weakness of too many men and the natural
corruption which allows them to conspire against the truth revealed by “science”.
Marx himself mocked these liberals who interpreted history as a State or collective
conspiracy against the spontaneous forces of free trade. That the vested interests and their
servant, the liberal right, use this rhetoric ad infinitum, even profiting from the social abyss into
which they have thrown the population, to apply the totality of their dogmas, is explicable. It is,
however, stupefying that the questioning of the European Union, its currency and its free trade
credo, was strongly contested by a significant proportion of the leftist intelligentsia. The
meaning of the previous demonstration was to show the necessary break from the ideology of
free trade, which should be considered when a break from the current socio‐economic logic is
genuinely desired. In this regard, the dominant state of the criticism of our capitalist society –
the mainstream critique – gets on its high horse as soon as the notion of deglobalization is
brought into the discussion. How to explain that it could consider the euroliberal machine as an
asset, aside from this teleological will of work of the negative, an intellectual way of confusing
desires with reality?
The impasse of the mainstream critique
In this regard, it is worth noting that the renewal of the capitalist globalisation
movement, during the last decade of the twentieth century, provoked the writing of numerous
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essays on global unification which disregarded the social and political conditions of such a
phenomenon. It was certainly difficult to deny that the power of the United States had become
blinding. But this was considered to be correct as for political issues and, to the extent that
America was subject to the mechanisms of the global market, this question of the identity of
the dominant power was of little importance. The time had finally come for the empire of doux
commerce which should bring about universal peace.
Despite the triumph of liberal thinking, there have been celebrated attempts to revive
the communist ideal. In this way, with Empire published in 2000, Antonio Negri refused to
mourn for his youth, attempting to write a Communist Party Manifesto adapted to recent
times. This neocommunism had an important impact on many of those who had discovered
politics after the fall of the Berlin Wall. Negri claimed that Empire – the political form of the
global market – is born. Beyond a certain breaking down of borders and the liquidation of some
States, it seemed to him that the state of technology of the 1990s allowed previously unseen
forms of cooperation, from which emerged a de facto communism. Therefore to the
progressives, he said: just wait a little longer! “Deterritorialization” would drive us to the best
of worlds, without borders or States. As though the pre‐communist world stage was personified
through the European Union.
Hence the fervour of this new generation of progressives – these movementists for
whom Negri was an inspiration – to defend the “European project”. The theoretical value of
these strange assertions was therefore nothing more than the return of the unrestrained
economism at the heart of Marxism waiting to be renewed. The concept of revolutionary action
in this brief post‐modern era was, very mundanely, to vote for the 2005 European
Constitutional Treaty! Let us not forget that this treaty provided neoliberalism as the
foundation of a constitution and also instituted free trade as a rule and finality (in the name of
growth) for economic relations outside the Union. It was a return to the mid‐18th century and
the Marquis de Gournay’s proclamation: laissez faire, laissez passer.
As guardians of vested interests, these new “marquesses of the left” 29 had therefore
profoundly weakened the efficacy of the critique by casting anathema on those who were still
sceptical of the virtues of laissez‐faire. But our new marquesses only revived Eduard Bernstein’s
revisionism, through which the movement itself was everything, the aim being insignificant.
That this treaty was created by a euroliberal elite, who possessed a distrust of democracy
inherited from Hayek, was not taken into consideration: had Marx not written that he had
himself voted, in 1848, for free trade? Between 2005 and 2007 some French heralds of
neoliberal globalisation even focused their essays on Marx30. The curious result of all this was,
at the heart of the vested interest and their supposed opponents, a disregard, contempt even,
for the European people who were mainly in opposition to the proposed European integration.
But did it matter what democracy if the objective was communism? And following on from this
point of view: there were the truly disheartening people, French as well as Dutch, who were
29
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essentially “racist” and “stupidly” attached to their territories – or worse, their land – whereas
it was necessary to leave the capitalist disconnecting process operating.
In reality, Greek and Spanish people emigrated, in 2014, fleeing their devastated
societies towards Germany, an ageing nation which imposed on an entire continent a policy
which satisfied its own interests in a way that other national bourgeoisies could only dream of.
For in that country, the consensus surrounding the ruling class is realized by the heightened
precariousness of the job market. Prices are low as wages are well contained: order reigns.
With regard to America: if one believes Hardt and Negri31 in their best seller published in
2000, the Vietnam War “might be seen as the final moment of the imperialist tendency and thus
a point of passage to a new regime of the Constitution”. Three years after the book was written,
which sparked passion in the left which was what the left wanted, the Iraq War was started,
which put these dreams of Empire and federalism back in their proper place. In reality, America
launched itself into a classic operation to project its own power through an illegal war, with
total disregard for potential chaos in the Middle East. Former leftists turned neoconservatives –
in the way of “market Bolsheviks” – had without a doubt achieved their idea of work of the
negative …All these facts bring a cruel denial of the school of thought which was to be the jewel
of leftist thinking and which turned out to be the symptom of its fall. However, this thinking will
have brought many useful tools to the neoliberal and euroliberal projects regarding political
demobilization and therefore diversion.

Conclusion – the uncertain color of our times
In the Western world, the contradiction is obvious between political democracy and
capitalist economy; that is what Polanyi stated at the start of the 1930s, which was also
supported the ex‐Secretary of Labour under Clinton, Robert Reich32, for our time. The events
which are affecting Europe, particularly Greece, stem from this contradiction, which was
pushed much further here than it was in the United States. The partisans of Euroliberalism are
without doubt satisfied by this single European democracy without sovereignty, which would
protect formal rights by brushing aside the bad habits of popular will. Nevertheless, it is the
submission of the political order to the domination of the economic order that is emerging
under the guise of a technocracy dressed up as benevolence or necessity. The project for a
single currency was carried out despite its lack of realism, and denounced by various different
economists33. It is the symptom of a strategy adopted by the European elite since the Werner
Plan of the 1970s. This strategy consisted of an economic system stripped of interferences from
democracy in a post fascist era. The gold standard was the institution keeping the economic
away from the political during the era of liberal capitalism. Since the 1970s, this ideal of the
market society has been embodied in the principle of the independence of the Central Bank. In
Europe, its establishment was strengthened with the creation of a single currency.
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From 1943, however, Polanyi wrote (in a letter sent to Oszkar Jaszi34) that the gold
standard implied that « the financial powers intervened in the internal affairs of every states,
because in the area of gold standard co‐operation was only possible if their inernal systems was
similar ». And : « The new situation has some very pratical important advantages : there is no
need to force all states in the world into the procrustean bed of federation, beacause now it is
enough for their governements to co‐operate freely »35. So there, on the contrary, is the
meaning behind the single European money: to reconstruct the “procrustean bed” of old liberal
capitalism and liquidate the sovereignty of the people to profit that of the capital at the
expense of the life of the nations, which does not correspond with the demands of this project.
However, Euroliberal ideology will lose its capacity to organise reality if a long stagnation is the
price to pay for the perpetuation of a single money. More generally, the Japanese nuclear
disaster in 2011 added to the constraints weighing on that which for a long time has been a
crucial factor in legitimising the market society: growth. It is the end of an energy source that
was cheap in a purely unrealistic way.
Polanyi, in his time, had already questioned liberal modernity, from which came the
"fascist deadlock"36. Later, he opposed the necessity of the reasoned habitation of the world
with the generated improvement of profit37, naming a chapter of The Great Transformation,
"Market and Nature". In the same work he went on to write: "The dangers to man and nature
cannot be neatly separated"38. The crisis of modernity thus does not challenge a single human
project (social democracy versus the market society) but rather perhaps the world itself and
therefore the existence of man? The issue here was not to live but to survive, following the
productivism implied through One Big Market.
In 2008, in the wake of numerous works, Frédéric Neyrat warned us that the notion of
"risk", which is at the heart of the contemporary economy, was powerless to stop the
catastrophic determinations of our world. Here, rising interdependence between economy and
ecosystem renders the notion of "natural risk" meaningless ; this is the nightmare of the
economic science that still dominates. It is the end of the logic of insurance, linchpin of the
orthodoxy in economy and numerous economic institutions, even if a rising socialisation of
direct and indirect private costs masks the end of the logic of insurance.
Numerous evolutions can be drawn.
Either, we persevere in the lethal logic of the market society or its false Chinese or
Iranian alternatives39, models that are too often praised in counter‐globalisation activism.
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Or, facing these neocapitalisms, we invent a neosocialism based on the primacy of life
and social ties40, definitively moving that which is not produced to be sold away from the
market domain. It is thus a question of the limits of market and the collective appropriation of
modes of consumption, the old style of socialism being based on the centrality of social ‐ or
indeed state ‐ ownership of capital goods41. In the absence of a global political alternative, the
policy of settling, the creation of communities, can be substituted for State interventions to
create social stability. Neoliberalism would also find a somewhat unexpected ally in its « forms
of belonging to organic communities defined from kinship, ethnicity and religion »42. The
ideology of global capitalism is a mixture has quite worrying effects43, which some critics of the
market society do not understand. It is thus far from this seductive global capitalism, founded
on the reality of indifference towards others and nature, that we must think and act differently.
The present contribution is therefore written from the perspective of new socialism, the
material foundation of which would be an economy for the common good. Thus defined, this
neosocialism has nothing to do with Blair’s New Labour (for which Giddens was an apostle) or
the social liberalism which dominates the minds of the leaders of the French Socialist Party.
Because, with all due respect to the liberals of both the right and the left, whose conceptions
are hegemonic, it is possible to think of something of the sort, a common good, if we abandon
individualism as method and pathology. In this way we come back to one of the first
occurrences of the word “communism” in 1706, the function of which was to refer to the
common good, which did not imply Plato44 or his caves or the Palaeolithic.
To invoke, in these times of cynicism and scepticism, a neosocialism and its communist
ancestry, is nothing more than to take seriously the current crisis which has laid bare the
incapacity of Western political systems to embody their democratic pretensions. Critics must
therefore draw consequences from two centuries of capitalist history and understand that it is
useless to overtake Capital in its natural scope: movement. Socialism, as an antinomy to and an
overtaking of capitalism, is the construction, from counter‐movements, of institutions which
rehabilitate conscious collective action45. Against the shapelessness of Capital and all its
excesses – its hubris, socialism is moderation, creation of political forms structuring the
economy according to a democratically built design. It is in this regard tragic that the confusion
of our times, the triumph of limitless consumerism and productivism, have made us forget the
original meaning of the word socialism, which have to be remembered.
But, in order to make an efficient critique of market society, it seems necessary to cease
scorning the European people, who resent the multiform upheavals of this empire of fluxes
from which a select elite monopolize the gains. In ceasing also, the affirmation that the
speeches of politicians – themselves equally lost in the current chaos – are the essential reason
40

See Polanyi‐Levitt (1998).
Andréani (2011).
42
Bugra (2005, p. 52), our translation from French.
43
See Michéa (2007, 2011).
44
A strange form of platonician neocommunism has indeed been developped by Alain Badiou …
45
Mendell (2013).
41

15

behind the ostracizing of certain populations. And in taking into consideration the fact that an
analysis of the material causes of the crisis – economic, technical and social – must be brought
back into critical discourse. All too often sociologists abandon the ideal of positive knowledge to
edify a system of normative ideals. It remains the work of geographers46 to tell us the process
of secessions at work in the social structure. Secessions of winners who are quite capable of
causing the sedition of the losers: this is a possibility. Deflation, which threatens us in 2014,
could lead to this evolution. The democratic order could be seriously affected by the rising
power of those who are no longer called the “extreme right” but “populists”.
To avoid this we must finish ‐ in Europe ‐ with the consent of free trade and a single
currency which unites many neoliberals, extreme leftists, « socialists » and some trade union
leaders47. Except not wanting the necessary protections which people need in the face of the
excessiveness of Capital. However, a break with the present monetary order only makes sense
if this institution is really serving society. Certain ultra‐liberal strategies, in effect, go well with
an extreme fragmentation of monetary systems, a way of spreading even further the field of
competition. Nevertheless, whatever the difficulties of such a transition, it must be attempted!
The power of money must be used for the protection of societies, not their brutalisation.
Institutions other than those brought about by the European Union must therefore be created.
The problem of limited growth will force, elsewhere, increased audacity in this domain. As it is
clear that the European question and that of market globalism cannot be treated seriously in
political parties (which are certainly going through a severe crisis), one question – among others
‐ must be raised: that of expansion of the principle of referendum. Italy, for example, paved the
way with its abrogative referendum. These are some of the markers of the audacity which we
need when faced with the stalemate which has occurred.
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