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Introduction:  
Welcome to the New Dark Ages

Joy breaking like a dawn! But only for an instant. It is not merely 
that clouds begin to cross this new, radiant sky. It is as if at the 
moment when the sun comes forth in its glory, another sun 
appears too, a shadow sun, an anti-sun sliding across its face. 
The dawning sun is there not for itself but to undergo eclipse; joy 
shines out only to reveal what the annihilation of joy will be like. 
(J.M Coetzee, The Master of Petersburg)

It’s popular to compare the 2007–08 financial crisis and the global 
recession that followed to a massive tsunami, violently washing away 
the socio-economic certainties of the past and bringing capitalism 
to the brink of oblivion. The metaphor was probably attractive 
because for the first time we gained explicit insight (with the aid 
of mobile phone cameras) into what a real one looked like close 
up after the 2004 Boxing Day wave, which killed around 250,000 
people. The awful 2011 Tōhoku tsunami in Japan only reinforced 
its aptness concerning the economic and cultural demolition job 
that we’ve witnessed over the last ten years, especially during the 
age of austerity and the unexpected comeback of the obscenely rich.

The trouble with the metaphor, in my mind at least, when it 
comes to understanding the nature of global capitalism over the 
last ten years is that it’s applied only partially. Just two aspects of the 
killer wave are mentioned: the triggering event (the earthquake or 
subprime meltdown after years of risky debt) and then the wall of 
water hitting land (collapsing banks, the recession, etc.). However, 
seismologists point out that there are at least four phases involved. 
The earthquake in which a large piece of ocean floor is displaced, 
the drawback where the ocean recedes from the shoreline 
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sometimes by many metres (people often wander out to look at the 
strange scene and are first to be wiped away), the enormous impact 
of the wave as it destroys society and then the final stage, which is 
seldom cited. The great backwash. This is where all the water, ruins 
and sludge return to the sea … creating an undercurrent of dark 
mayhem as it does, sucking everything back out with it, both dead 
and alive.

This book seeks to complete the metaphor by concentrating on 
that fourth phase, which I suggest is where Western capitalism 
presently stands at the moment. The initial wave was certainly 
catastrophic, egged on by greedy bankers, easy credit, lax and 
corrupt governments and a near religious faith in the dubious 
assumptions of neoclassical economics, particularly the ‘alchemy’ 
of monetary policy practised by central banks.1 Our mistake, 
however, similar to those who survive a real tsunami, was to think 
that the devastation would cease after the initial impact, with calls 
to rebuild the economy, reform the banks and so forth. But now 
the wave is rapidly coming back, returning to sea and redoubling 
the carnage as it does. It’s no longer ‘newsworthy’ like the first 
big wave. Nevertheless, the damage is even worse because the 
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already weakened survivors are now being overrun by the deluge 
again. No wonder the present state of the world feels even worse 
than it did immediately after the Great Recession nearly ten years 
ago. Neoliberalism – the reduction of all social life to the logic of 
profit-seeking behaviour – ought to have disappeared in 2008, 
and a form of it certainly did. Only now its worst excesses are 
rolling back through town, more potent than ever, stripping whole 
communities of the meagre pickings that were left as it attempts to 
take us out with the mangled debris. 

We can see this widening corporate hellscape everywhere. The 
uber-rich are wealthier now than ever. The wave appeared to serve 
them well and they’re cashing in bigtime as it rages back towards 
the abyss. Tax laws remain outlandishly unfair, stacked in favour 
of a corporate elite who are laughing all the way to the bank (the 
same ones that the average taxpayer bailed out only a few years ago) 
… now ordinary working people and consumers carry a dispro-
portionate burden of funding society.2 The financial services sector 
today acts as if 2008 never happened. It remains largely unreformed, 
shameless in its support of tax evasion and money laundering as the 
leaked Panama Papers revealed, abetted by governments that still 
believe banks can regulate themselves.3 If globalisation still does 
exist, it’s mainly of the ‘deviant’ kind fuelled by transnational crime 
organisations so powerful they constitute ghost states in their own 
right.4 They’ve thrived under neoliberal capitalism, generally at 
our expense.5 In public life, arrogant demigods, vapid technocrats, 
Rupert Murdoch and Goldman Sachs have commandeered the 
state and effectively de-democratised it. Indeed, it’s no surprise 
that Murdoch’s senior executives met with the British prime 
minister and chancellor ten times in one year during 2015–16 
or that Goldman Sachs alumni hold key positions in the Trump 
administration.6 But they’re just the elite we can see. There’s also 
the ominous reign of ‘dark money’ behind the scenes, with ethereal 
billionaires like Michael Hintze and the Koch brothers who are 
dictating the rules that you and I have to live by. In short, in just 
a few short years we have witnessed the rise of what could only be 
termed ‘vulture capitalism’, the worst variety of a bad lot. 
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Languishing at the other end of the income spectrum is the 
expansive majority, where holding down an average job has become 
intolerable and levels of exploitation not seen since the Victorian 
era are commonplace. Here salary growth has come to an abrupt 
halt, of course. But that’s just the tip of the iceberg. Thirty-seven 
per cent of British workers find their occupations completely 
devoid of any meaning, disconnected from anything remotely 
beneficial to society.7 According to another study, the typical US 
worker spends only 39 per cent of their time performing the task 
they were hired to do. 8 The rest is clogged up with emails, useless 
meetings and sorting the mess created by inexplicable management 
hierarchies. To make matters worse (not to mention unhealthy), 
this is all experienced in a highly private and personal way: the 
concept of the public is withering on the vine and dying. There 
are few social spaces left to shelter us from the reversing economic 
wave. In January 2017, for example, the National Health Service 
(NHS) in the UK was found to be so short of cash that the British 
Red Cross declared a ‘humanitarian crisis’ and intervened to help. 
Young people in Western economies have been abandoned by their 
forebears, with a retiree earning more than the average millennial, 
a generational disparity that has pronounced race and class 
dimensions to boot. It’s obvious that commerce hates kids. And 
let’s not even mention the eco-system, which has nearly given up 
the ghost and teeters on the brink of collapse. The Pacific Ocean, 
for example, is now one giant rubbish tip.9 The promise of ‘green 
capitalism’ was a confidence trick and it’s not surprising that our 
civilisation is on the verge of committing ecocide. Unsustainability 
is not only inherent to how business is done, however, but also a 
way of life for the average person, which gives the economic lunacy 
of late capitalism strong existential reverberations. 

It is in this context that the central character of this book is 
examined: the over-promoted, overrated and totally mythical 
figure of homo economicus – rational economic man. The 
financial human being. Similar to the Soviets in the 1920s (but 
towards very different ends, of course), the early zealots of free 
market economics believed that the human self could be remade. 
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Character. Personality. Emotional infrastructure. Neoclassical 
economics of the 1960s and 1970s had a definite character in mind. 
They drew on the ideas of Adam Smith among others showing 
how everyday people act like capitalist enterprises in most facets 
of their lives. In order for their increasingly abstract models and 
mathematical formulae to make sense, a tremendously impractical 
conception of being human had to be presumed. Governments 
swallowed the idea almost too readily in the 1980s and 1990s, 
rebuilding society to faithfully reflect its image, particularly in 
relation to work and employment. From the beginning, homo 
economicus was defined by an extreme form of individualism, 
driven largely by monetary gain and profoundly suspicious of 
anyone but themselves, particularly ‘the public’. The project was a 
complete failure, of course, because it could only exist in the realm 
of fantasy. But even as the dirty wave retreats to sea, we’re still being 
lectured on how homo economicus is the only way to be. What a 
joke. It’s a little like telling a gambler who’s lost everything that one 
last wager might save the day. 

In order to fully comprehend the painful vagaries of being 
enclosed in an over-economized world today, we have no choice but 
to stand outside the narrative of mainstream academic economics. 
That’s not just because much of the discipline today has been taken 
over by mathematical theorems only a select few can understand.10 
Nor because it’s largely useless at predicting events that really matter, 
like the subprime meltdown. No, the main reason comes down to 
the fact that it’s so stubbornly wedded to a completely inoperative 
vision of society. You immediately lose touch with reality as soon as 
its assumptions are adopted. Let’s be frank. It’s no secret that most 
theoretical and applied economics today intrinsically functions in a 
parallel universe, a kind of nerd’s dreamtime, selling a narrative that 
defies the daily experiences of the 99%-ers as the backwash of debt, 
stress and insecurity threatens to drag us under. The models look 
neat on paper. When applied to reality, however, the prescriptions 
(and even descriptions) forwarded by neoconservative economists 
like Milton Friedman, James M. Buchanan and more recently 
Stephen Moore (advisor to Donald Trump whose books include It’s 
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Getting Better All the Time and Privatization: A Strategy for Taming 
the Deficit) cause chaos on the ground and frequently defy basic 
common sense. That’s why it is strange that this post-real orthodoxy 
has only intensified since the 2007/08 crash.11 The reasons why 
will be carefully investigated in this book. But languishing at the 
heart of the disaster is homo economicus, who in the UK and USA, 
for example, is now struggling against the tide of unprecedented 
economic trends and is about to be pulled under.12 

Most economics textbooks don’t tell us the real reason why 
homo economicus was probably invented. Capitalism creates a 
good deal of socio-economic ‘crap’ as a rule (e.g., pollution, stress, 
insecurity, in work poverty, waste, etc.), the inevitable collateral 
damage of profit-seeking behaviour. When the business system 
offloads this crap, it gets passed down a vast chain until it can’t 
be passed any further. Nobody wants to be at the end of the shit 
chain, usually reserved for the global poor, women, the natural 
environment and so forth. Homo economicus was meant to be an 
effective relay mechanism, shifting capitalism’s excrement to the 
next least powerful party in the sequence. This is what rationality 
and efficiency really means in the context of free market capitalism. 
But now the shit’s starting to stick, an outcome of both the rising 
flood of economic disrepair (debt, etc.) and years of governmental 
policy that has sought to propagate ‘economic man’ throughout the 
entire social body. In short, homo economicus find him or herself 
at the end of the shit chain and is now practically drowning in 
the stuff. 

It is no surprise that in these bleak times the defenders of the 
‘reversing wave’ (i.e., neoliberal capitalism, warts and all) tell the 
critics to lighten up. Things aren’t that bad, no matter how much 
life is being squeezed out of the present like the hue from an oil 
painting. According to pop psychologist Steven Pinker, for example, 
modern civilisation has never had it so good. He looks back to the 
Dark Ages, the capricious injustice, perverse levels of poverty, 
illiteracy and disease.13 In light of that, we shouldn’t be complaining 
too much – especially in relation to global inequality, which might 
seem bad today but is nothing like it was: ‘As one becomes aware 
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of the decline of violence, the world begins to look different. The 
past seems less innocent; the present less sinister.’14 Right-wing 
hacks have latched onto this misplaced optimism too. When it was 
reported in early 2017 that just eight billionaires are as rich as the 
world’s poorest half, a spokesperson for the Adam Smith Institute, 
a free enterprise think-tank in London, gave this bizarre reading of 
the situation: ‘It is not the wealth of the world’s rich that matters, 
but the welfare of the world’s poor, and this is improving every 
year … Inequality is a side-effect of stability, peace, and growth; 
clamping down on it through foolish wealth taxes risks everybody’s 
living standards.’15 

The comment is too vacuous to warrant too much reflection; as 
if radical inequality has little connection to the ongoing problem 
of poverty; as if trickledown economics – the expectation that 
everyone will benefit if we encourage the rich to get even wealthier – 
hadn’t been completely discredited years ago. In any case, the quote 
does inadvertently tell us how bad things have got for the Western 
middle classes and working poor. Apologists seeking to justify a 
broken economic paradigm in the UK and USA, for example, are 
now so desperate for material given the horrible facts before us 
they must evoke the most destitute denizens of the Global South 
or even medieval rituals of torture as a point of comparison. These 
are the standards we’re now measured against, absolute rather than 
relative immiseration, which would have been unimaginable a few 
years ago. Perhaps a sign of things to come? 

There is very good reason to feel terminally deflated at the 
present juncture. As the cultural critic Mark Fisher insightfully 
demonstrated, contemporary capitalism wages a psychological war 
as much as a pecuniary one, where melancholy is systematically 
induced on a mass scale to tame the revolutionary rage that marked 
the 1960s and 1970s apart.16 For sure, in this climate it would be 
irrational not to feel gravely out of sync with the world. As I will 
argue in the coming pages, the growing evidence points to a major 
breakdown in the norms that once governed the distribution of 
wealth, regulated employment and provided spaces for democratic 
voice. The events of 2007–08 were just the beginning. Thriving 
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amidst this neo-feudalist flood is a detached, largely secretive and 
unaccountable elite that holds massive amounts of power in the 
public and private sectors. For the first time in some years their 
avowed interests stand directly, openly and stubbornly against those 
of 99 per cent of the population, locked in a zero-sum game. What 
they gain we lose. And they’ve gained a lot.17 The tacit agreement 
between capital and labour forged after World War II (WWII) 
concerning wages and conditions has effectively been dissolved, 
and the income/power differentials between us and the rich are 
now so stark that even the highest earners among the 99 per cent 
have more in common with the lowest (on minimum wage) than 
they do with the 1 per cent.18 The plutocrats and their state lackeys 
truly live far away, on dry land. 

But this book is no nostalgic pining for a bygone age, since the 
deal workers got in the past was never brilliant, even during the 
post-WWII boom.19 Instead, this book seeks to provide a set of 
conceptual tools for navigating a path away from the torrential 
socio-economic grime that is surging around us as it heads back 
out to the unrelenting deep.

Chapter 1 introduces the argument by focusing on how the 
crisis of work and the economy has become normalised, inducing 
a latent psychosis in everyday exchanges and the terminal decline 
of homo economicus. The approach is extended in Chapter 2. The 
term ‘wreckage economics’ is proposed to designate the theoretical 
and practical paradigm of choice when dominant powers seek to 
preserve the spirit of capitalism, even if it is on fire all around us. 
This part of the book also questions whether the liberating effects 
of information technology is enough to save us, as some have 
rather optimistically proposed. Chapter 3 concentrates on the 
sad and lonely figure of homo economicus: the economic human 
being. He or she now embodies an inbuilt tendency for disaster, 
frequently lived as a personal nightmare of debt and insecurity. If 
homo economicus today is obsessed with money, then it’s purely 
in the negative sense, of being kept up at night worrying about 
the kid’s school fees and so forth. In Chapter 4 the question of 
work is examined more closely. Employment has entered into an 
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almost paradoxical phase. Useless and symbolic on the one hand, 
universally necessary on the other, rendering it into a sort of theatre 
of cruelty. The rise of depressing new work forms associated with 
the ‘gig economy’ and ‘zero-hour’ contracts is the topic of Chapter 
5, which I trace back to the seemingly harmless notion of ‘human 
capital theory’ in neoclassic economics. This approach to economic 
activity truly represents the apogee of neoliberal economic (un)
reason in its catastrophic glory. Chapter 6 then explores the problem 
of resistance and conflict in an era of total economics, where the 
poison of a cash-centricity has seeped into every social crevasse. If 
mainstream economic thought and practice is effectively dead, as 
the emblematic figure of homo economicus readily implies, then 
the conclusion attempts to envisage what might come to replace it. 
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1
Cash Psychosis

The last time 85-year-old pensioner Isabella Purves was seen alive 
was back in 2004. The Canonmills resident – a district in the city 
of Edinburgh – was a woman of few words and only seen picking 
up a newspaper from the local shop.1 A neighbour nevertheless 
remembered Isabella fondly: 

She was always cleaning her brasses and keeping the stair clean 
and would go out hiking. She was very fit and only became frail 
in later years. She was an old-fashioned lady, quite a Miss Marple, 
Morningside-type, but not glam – no pearls or twin sets, but she 
would wear thick tights and long skirts and was always very well 
turned out.2 

And then, in the words of another Canonmills resident, Isabella 
disappeared off the face of the earth. Some thought she’d moved 
away or into a retirement home. Others simply forgot about her. 
However, in 2009 water started to drip from her council flat into 
the property below. The local authorities were called to investigate. 
After pushing through all the unopened mail piled up behind 
Isabelle’s door, they discovered her remains. She had been dead for 
five years and nobody had noticed. 

The case of Isabella Purves caught the headlines because it 
exemplified everything that was wrong with elderly care in the UK, 
and particularly the decline of society more generally. Loneliness 
has become an epidemic in neoliberal Britain and elsewhere, 
especially among the elderly who are deemed to be no longer useful 
to society.3 It doesn’t help matters that governmental social care 
services have been chronically underfunded. For example, in 2017 it 
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was reported that 900 people are leaving the social care sector every 
day in England.4 Who can blame them? The pay is terrible. The 
government treats these jobs as an unnecessary drain on resources 
and its employees as second-class citizens. In the vacuum, family 
networks have tried to step in to do the work, mainly other senior 
citizens, unpaid of course. A spate of similar examples to Isabella 
have occurred across the UK.5 In societies that have embraced 
the ethos of market individualism it appears that the very fabric 
of the community has evaporated. One Canonmills resident said 
that things turned bad when a large supermarket chain arrived 
a few years back, typifying what might be called the truculent 
anonymisation of Britain: ‘Tesco changed things. There used to be 
a butcher’s, baker’s, we had everything, and you would just meet 
people. Having a supermarket makes things less personal.’6

When I first read about Isabella Purves I was shocked. But not 
that surprised in the context of austerity and a decimated welfare 
state. It was an extreme case compared to the norm and certainly 
had little to do with the topic of this book, homo economicus, 
the super-rational, money-chasing individual whom neoclassical 
economics believes we all resemble at heart, like wanna-be bankers, 
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ruthless real estate agents or ambitious entrepreneurs. I made a 
brief note about Isabella and moved on. But the story kept niggling 
me. It was something about her isolation and abandonment, how 
she was partially placed outside the loop of monetary value but still 
inescapably defined by it. Ossified by a bad ideology and trapped 
in a symbolic no-man’s land. Making matters more complex, news 
reports implied that Isabella might have desired her seclusion. A 
neighbour said, ‘People will say, no-one looked out for her, but 
I don’t think she wanted to be reached out to. But the area has 
changed. Not just this area, but other areas have as well.’ Could 
it be that Isabella intentionally sought the solitude that would 
eventually nullify not only her memory but the farewell rites (i.e., 
mourning, commemoration, etc.) customary to the newly dead? As 
a fitting end to the story, it was later reported that a cousin happily 
swooped in to inherit Isabella’s £100,000 estate, including cash and 
an apartment.7 

Then it dawned upon me. What happened to Isabella Purves was 
not just an extreme case. Her fate was somehow symptomatic of a 
broader underlying logic concerning what economy and society has 
become more generally, especially the so-called hero of neoliberal 
policy, homo economicus. Economic man was designed to be a 
standalone creature, militantly selfish and the natural adversary 
of anything remotely social, even though he is reliant on other 
people as much as anyone else, perhaps more so. As this code was 
disseminated among the populations of Western economies (the 
rich, by the way, wanted nothing to do with homo economicus), he 
was inevitably mangled into an unworkable monstrosity, especially 
following the largest economic crisis in generations. Today, ten 
years later, the blind adherence to free market capitalism has not 
waned. It’s perhaps even deepened, sucking the life out of an already 
crippled social body and mummifying its inhabitants one by one: 
anonymised, secretive and alone. 

On the one hand Isabella was just another elderly person who 
had slipped through the net. A tragic story to be sure. But nothing 
compared to the awful wars we have recently seen, economic 
inequality that’s spiralling out of control and the vast environmental 
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destruction unleashed by the unrelenting corporatisation of the 
living … and dead. By the same token, Isabella seemed to me a 
small but not insignificant emblem of an unfolding reality that has 
gripped everyone like a bad dream since 2007. Symptomatic not 
only of a malfunctioning economic ideology or failing neoliberal 
discourse but of a broken reality, a twisted and desperate world 
that feels devoid of any future. Angry and nihilistic in its outlook. 
Obsessed with anything remotely smelling of cash, the most private 
of all exchangeable commodities. If economic man is dead, then it 
isn’t signified by the suicidal banker or cocaine-addled real estate 
agent, as I’ve suggest in an earlier book.8 No, we see the fatality 
most evidently among those at the bottom of the heap and in the 
norms that the majority are pressured to follow as if nothing wrong 
has happened. 

Like homo economicus, who has now been thoroughly ravaged 
by a noxious economic dogma and anonymising commercial 
milieu, Isabella represents what happens when society is stripped 
of the public. From about the mid-1980s successive regimes in the 
West have pursued a tireless battle against the public. This is not 
just about the sale of basic state-owned assets and the incessant 
commercialisation of everyday life. The war is against the very 
concept of the public sphere itself. For example, at no other time 
since its inception has the welfare state been so hated by the 
governing elite. Social care. Unemployment assistance. Health. 
Local councils and libraries. Municipal parks. Anything relating to 
what used to be called ‘the public good’ is attacked at the roots. 
Austerity redefines it as a fiscal liability or deficit rather than a 
shared investment in common decency. The ruling credo is now 
clear. For better or worse (usually worse), the private, moneyed 
individual reigns and anyone who claims otherwise must be some 
old, crusty collectivist – a dinosaur from another bygone age. 
It’s not that all social connections have been evacuated in this 
economic wasteland. There are still plenty of those. It’s just that we 
only now get the bad kind, the type that makes people like Isabella 
Purves want to disappear rather than face another ankle-biting 
bureaucrat or Tesco’s carpark attendant. Indeed, when the public 
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disappears like this, it could be argued, a veritable avalanche of 
social forces descend on the individual, separating him or her from 
the protective pack and exposing them to the worst excesses of 
economic collectivism otherwise known as post-2007 capitalism. 

The tragic figure of Isabella Purves therefore opens a window onto 
a broader social landscape, revealing the shared devastation that 
this miscarriage of individualism has inflicted on an increasingly ill 
and emaciated social body. When corporations rule the world and 
a myopic state apparatus transforms our lives into one enormous, 
badly managed K-Mart, a special type of backwardness emerges. 
Innovation stalls. Skills that took generations to accumulate waste 
away. Democracy becomes farcical … nay, a bad joke. Personal 
debt hangs around one’s neck like some medieval torture device. 
And people like Isabella, who were once young and full of life, are 
cast to the wayside and forgotten. 

Privatised to death

The public. What does the idea mean? And perhaps more 
importantly, why does it grate so badly with the dominant norms 
of capitalist culture today? The word has Latin origins from 
publicus and populus, meaning the people. But this understand-
ing of ‘the people’ is not simply the sum of different individuals 
since populus implies a shared and common interest: survival, 
wellbeing, freedom, the good life and so forth. It binds us to the 
fate of others, a sort of distributive responsibility in which we are 
all answerable to each other. We can extrapolate from the concept 
to include the people’s voice (e.g., democracy) and a shared stake 
in our future or mutual self-determination: res publica. The state 
and civil society were once seen as the champion of this public 
claim over self-governance. Unfortunately, both have now become 
its professed enemy. After society was reconfigured into a brutalist 
paradise of self-serving individualism, using neoclassic economics 
as the blueprint, any sense of the ‘public good’ has been squashed 
with distain. Look at what has happened to local councils in the 
UK. In an excellent essay on the topic, Tom Crewe argues that 
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the real seat of public democratic expression isn’t the centralised 
state but local authorities.9 Since 2010 their funding has been 
slashed by 37 per cent. The forecast is 60 per cent by 2020. The 
result? Disappearing public toilets. School budgets slashed. Parks 
crumbling into disrepair. Street lights turned off at midnight 
to save money. Hundreds of public libraries closed and a 25 per 
cent reduction in staff since 2010. Indeed, only after a few years of 
vilification it’s remarkable how hard it is to now remember what 
the word ‘public’ was like before the rise of neoliberal capitalism. It 
is like trying to recall how things got done before email. 

When I was a child in 1970s (semi-socialist) New Zealand, a 
school teacher tried to astonish us by holding up a glass of water. 
The lesson was on money and the latent dangers of an exchange 
society. ‘One day children,’ he intoned, ‘even water might someday 
be something you can only buy with money.’ We laughed, totally 
unconvinced. There’s no way water, which falls freely from the sky 
and flows off the mountains, could be privately owned or sold as 
such. It intrinsically belongs to everyone. 

My, how times have changed. Today my London water bill – issued 
by a distant, foreign-owned monopoly who most likely doesn’t give 
a shit about the residents of Stoke Newington – is astronomical. The 
same goes for energy, transport, sport, education, music, culture. 
The list goes on and on. Even air is now considered a private good: 
purified ‘bottled air’ can be purchased in heavily polluted sectors 
of the global economy.10 It is obvious that this concerted offensive 
against common ownership is reaching new heights, despite the 
conclusive evidence that neoliberal economics and its devotion to 
private property simply doesn’t work … even by its own standards. 
It is important to note, however, that the public sphere has not been 
entirely eradicated from society. A part of it still remains, but as a 
gross caricature, designed to manipulate and control rather than 
express the spirit of the people. I am speaking here, of course, of 
the state, which is as much in need of total reform as the financial 
industries. Most people woke up following the bank bailouts and 
recognised in the state a perverted type of public domain, one 
that we ironically fund ourselves through taxation, bankrolling 
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our own non-access to a dignified life. That recognition ought to 
have triggered the widespread rejection of capitalism, something 
even the Governor of the Bank of England said he expected during 
the financial crisis.11 But it didn’t quite turn out that way. The 
connection between economic trends and political attitude is never 
so simple. 

It’s true that the Western liberal state has always represented an 
objectification that stands over its creators like an alien force. But 
never has it been so removed and hostile to the common interest 
as it is today. It legitimises shameful levels of inequality. Paves the 
way for the corporate colonisation of almost everything. Engages 
in expensive and unjust oil wars. This is what unfortunately makes 
the modern state so dangerous to the spirit of democracy. In its 
wake we inevitably witness the rise of populism (e.g., Brexit in the 
UK and corporate fascism in the USA) as well as wanton riots like 
those that spread across London in 2011 as thousands of young 
people finally snapped. When governments become this type of 
tax-funded, anti-social publicus, it serves to displace the negative 
externalities of ‘extreme economics’ onto the individual him or 
herself, immigrants and the poor. 

One such externality is typified by our manic attachment to 
money, a human artefact that has mysteriously taken over much 
of life as we know it. It becomes the only way of relating to each 
other under extreme capitalism. The only available means to do 
anything. Everything has a price and that fact is revealed with 
persistent and piercing clarity. While money sometimes seems 
like an instrument of empowerment, allowing us to do this or 
that, it is also fundamentally defined by its absence. This is why 
money inherently makes the world and us in it so inadequate. As 
the philosopher Walter Benjamin put it, money ultimately ‘brings 
nearly every human relationship up short’.12 Moreover, the source 
of cash and our ability to obtain it becomes a continuous, perpetual 
anxiety. What might be termed a sort of money madness infiltrates 
our social imagination, which has been convincingly linked to the 
epidemic of mental illness in many Western societies.13 Although 
some might retaliate and direct their bile towards the state, it is 
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typically rechannelled towards easier and more accessible targets, 
including ethnic or religious groups. This too is why nationalism 
and neoliberalisation are often so closely aligned, despite what 
some say about the alt-right being against market fundamental-
ism. On the contrary. It’s what happens when cash-centricity meets 
nouveau fascism that is really worrying, something I dub cashism 
later in this book. 

Commando capitalism

Why has neoliberalism entered into this authoritarian phase? I 
believe things really shifted up a gear in 2003, when war become 
the Western state’s key motif for tackling problems of governmen-
tality. As US and UK officials deceived the public, ignored their 
protests and went to war in Iraq and Afghanistan, the thousands 
of innocent men, women and children who died as a result were 
not the only causalities. Something also radically died in the civic 
capacities of people governed in pan-capitalist societies, most 
notably in England, America, France, Australasia and South East 
Asia. State policy became openly militarised, as did daily life. With 
the arrival of Tony Blair and George. W. Bush we see most of the 
gains of the 1960s counter-cultural movement swiftly retracted, 
heralding a new type of bullish mentality towards statecraft. Blend 
that trend with the rise of ‘extreme inequality’ in terms of wealth 
distribution, then punitive hierarchies in the public and private 
sector are probably inevitable, as does the growth of technocrats 
who now must police the gulf between the 99%-ers and the elite.14 

Like an occupying military, unpopular policy is pushed through 
now regardless of whether we like it or not. Power exudes such 
confidence in its own influence that it seldom bothers to convince 
or persuade people of this or that policy’s rightfulness. It just does 
what it wants and then says, ‘What are you going to do about it? 
Nothing? That’s what we thought.’ Think here of government’s 
militant stance towards junior doctors in the UK at the end of 
2016 who were protesting about the implementation of potentially 
dangerous employment contracts. Or the passenger (physician, 
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David Dao) who was viciously removed from a United Airlines 
aircraft in April 2017 when it was discovered the flight was 
overbooked.15 Economic power transitions from persuasion to 
brute, almost military-style force very easily today. In this respect, it 
is telling that when the architect of economic austerity in England, 
George Osborne, stepped down in 2016 and went on summer 
vacation, he was spotted in Vietnam. However, he wasn’t sunning 
himself by a swimming pool or exploring the local cuisine, as other 
tourists might. Osborne was instead seen firing what looked to be 
an M60 light machine gun in an old Vietcong base.16 It seems that 
he’d finally got to live out his Rambo-complex after all, an attitude 
clearly evident in his approach to the British public too. 

This type of ‘commando capitalism’ certainly militarises 
economic life. But it also encourages a certain attitude towards 
dissent and disobedience among the powerful. For example, in 2013 
the New Zealand Minister of Finance, Bill English, simply couldn’t 
accept that the country’s love affair with neoclassical economics 
had created extraordinary levels of inequality. But recent figures 
show that the number of children living under the poverty line has 
doubled since 1984, coming in at 300,000. By chance, Bill English 
met Professor Robert Wade from the London School of Economics 
in a television studio. The academic was in New Zealand to help 
promote a book revealing how bad inequality was in a country 
that was once proud of its egalitarianism. In his interview Wade 
stated, ‘Over the past two decades or so, economic policy in the 
US, the UK and New Zealand has increasingly been set by the top 
1 per cent or so for the top 1 per cent.’ In the lobby, the academic 
was allegedly accosted by English, who angrily pointed at him 
warning ‘Don’t you say that again.’ According to Professor Wade, 
the Finance Minister:

Just sort of exploded like a volcano out in the anteroom … I 
was surprised by the sort of menace in his voice. He was like a 
schoolmaster and he sort of jabbed his finger in the direction of 
my chest like a school master wagging the finger … just asserting, 
in a rather bullying way I thought, his point of view . . . he wasn’t 
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in any mood to actually discuss … I just thanked him for his 
kind advice and proceeded on out.17

Bill English later became Prime Minister of New Zealand. A couple 
of disconcerting things are occurring here, other than the pugilistic 
thuggishness displayed. There is a fear of knowledge, facts that 
might disconfirm the rhetoric and surface the dirty reality of life 
under free markets. But it is the hatred of democratic dialogue and 
exchange that stands out, debate about the figures and open policy 
discussion. This hatred of democracy, as the French philosopher 
Jacques Rancière terms it, coupled with the vast distance between 
the state technocracy and ordinary people, has resulted in some 
bizarre developments.18 Since facts no longer matter and official 
liars aren’t held accountable in any meaningful manner (i.e., Tony 
Blair), the democratic process becomes worse than a spectacle, 
where leaders pretend to tell the truth. Instead, unabashed 
deception is now informally condoned and even expected by a 
public that sadly sees itself reflected in this post-factum theatre of 
the absurd. 

Such post-truth politics was on full view during the 2016 Brexit 
campaign, of course, with ludicrous claims being made and openly 
revealed as such (sometimes by the claimants themselves!) after the 
vote took place. The 2016 US presidential election campaign and 
the rise of Donald Trump (‘we will build a wall’) also demonstrated 
how bad democracy has become. Not only bad entertainment 
(since we can always switch the TV off or walk out of a movie), but 
very unsafe entertainment in which the audience – ‘us’ – are not 
just distant observers but profoundly implicated in the terrifying 
spectacle. In January 2017 White House officials even used the 
term ‘alternative facts’ to justify Donald Trump’s false boast that his 
inaugural attracted record-breaking crowds. Here the relationship 
between lying and truthfulness takes on new complexities. In the 
old days we used to believe the government until certain statements 
were proven false. To a certain extent, that’s still the case, according 
to Harvard psychologist Daniel Gilbert. The problem is that the 
constant barrage of lies is relentless. It means that people give up 
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on the second step that is meant to follow ‘comprehension’; namely, 
critically disconfirming the split second belief in a patent mistruth: 
‘When faced with shortages of time, energy, or conclusive evidence, 
many fail to unaccept the ideas that they involuntarily accept 
during comprehension.’19 This is why widely accepted information 
sources – like Wikipedia – are so picky about the evidence used to 
backup so-called factual statements. It’s a sad testament to how bad 
the news is in the UK when the amateur editors of Wikipedia feel 
the need to ban the country’s bestselling newspaper, the Daily Mail, 
deeming it an unreliable source tout court.20 

But perhaps matters are even worse than this. If weary acceptance 
was simply the problem then critical truth telling would still have 
a fighting chance. However, running alongside this blind belief in 
falsehoods is a paradoxical cynicism concerning all statements, 
the stubborn feeling there is no correct information. That stance 
is just as corrosive to democracy. Now we act on the premise that 
even Noam Chomsky and Jeremy Paxman might also be somehow 
fudging the truth. Importantly, this is something that politicians 
implicitly draw upon to make even bolder falsehoods because by 
doing so they are merely satisfying a public expectation. When 
a senior official or CEO lies to us it oddly represents a sort of 
perverse fidelity. And herein lies the real danger of ‘alternative fact’ 
telling Trump style. We know it’s a lie. They know it’s a lie. But the 
point is to subtly change the tone of the debate through repetition, 
which can successfully occur regardless of the statement’s veracity. 

A selfish ghost …

There is no doubt that the modern state has become a bastardised 
version of democracy. But something similar too has happened to 
the business world, the supposed lovechild of neoliberal economic 
theory. Exploiting the dogma of free markets, competition and 
privatisation, large and exceedingly powerful multinational 
enterprises have certainly evolved to dominate society. But they 
bear little resemblance to the original ideas of Milton Friedman, 
Murray Rothbard, Friedrich Hayek or even the theories of 



cash psychosis

21

present-day academic acolytes working in the neoclassical tradition. 
Corporations today are more about monopolistically capturing 
societal wealth, much of which is produced despite of capitalism 
rather than because of it. That is to say, produced by you and me 
when we have to work around the unrealistic rules of economic 
formalism. Exploitation today relies upon a great deal of goodwill to 
function. This is why the critical commentator Paul Mason argues 
that we’re potentially entering a post-capitalist period following 
the 2007–08 crisis and the rise of new forms of exchange based 
around the gift, digital sharing and cooperation.21 But his analysis 
is far too optimistic. We may certainly be entering a post-capitalist 
world, but not in any hopeful and emancipatory way. With current 
trends unfolding as they are, a new dark age appears imminent, 
in which corporate fiefdoms and global plutocrats preside over an 
increasingly disenfranchised transnational population and dying 
natural environment. And there’s the point. Neoliberal capitalism 
is dead, which is why we must use the term with much circum-
spection. To reiterate, the system is no longer ‘non dead’, a ‘zombie’ 
or staggering ‘monster’ as some have suggested.22 No, it’s verifiably 
deceased. The body economic has basically flat-lined, its vital 
organs, including the brain, are shutting down and the first signs of 
rigor mortis have set in. 

Ever since the Great Recession of 2008 we have notably seen 
how big business and its twin-sun, big government, follow few 
of the ideas prescribed by neoliberal economic orthodoxy in 
practice. The state was happy to act as a generous ‘safety net’ for 
reckless financiers following the subprime crisis, and now that has 
become an expected norm that all mega-firms can rely upon. For 
sure, large corporates require hefty, intrusive governments of the 
nastiest kind to prop up their unproductive activities and ensure 
the next dividend payment is made to shareholders. So-called open 
markets have been captured by overarching cartels. Economic 
waste burgeons under inefficient subcontracting arrangements, 
with the UK government alone spending £80 billion a year on 
firms like Serco, G4S and others to provide scandal-ridden services 
(e.g., the London Olympics debacle, etc.).23 The sad irony is that 
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privatisation in the UK has patently failed to bring improved infra-
structure, choice, cheaper prices or customer satisfaction. Just look 
at the railways, where multinational investors have ‘sweated’ assets 
to the point of decrepitude, extorted commuters and syphoned off 
millions from the public purse to offshore bank accounts.24

If neoliberalism is probably dead, then what do we have in its 
place? Its unhappy and maladroit ghost no doubt. But a very selfish 
one. The business model that predominates today shelters itself 
from the inclement forces of crisis capitalism, which are largely 
left to the general public to deal with. Moreover, corporations are 
marked by an aggressive opportunism, which is characterised by 
the logic of extraction rather than production, as mentioned earlier. 
Extraction of natural resources. Extraction of funds from the state 
coffers. Indeed, extraction of life itself by way of the so-called 
‘sharing economy’ – what else could you call Uber apart from a tax 
scam? This is perhaps why growth and productivity figures have 
plummeted so dramatically in many Western economies. Not much 
is being produced. Value is being drained away (or up) instead. 

Executive pay functions precisely in this way. It has increased by 
80 per cent over the last ten years and has been found to have little 
or no relationship to business performance or returns on invested 
capital.25 CEO remuneration operates more as a type of ‘rent’, which 
in 2017 ballooned to an incredible 386 times more than the average 
living wage in the UK.26 When executives are paid in stock options, 
which began to occur from the 1980s onwards, they become purely 
motivated by short-term share price gains, and to hell with all 
other parties (workers, consumers, etc.) or even the sustainability 
of the firm itself.27 Income growth for everyone else, of course, has 
stagnated for years.28 The corporate class as a whole has applied 
this extractive formula to the languishing post-crash economy, 
leveraging the state in particular. In Britain, for example, it’s been 
estimated that ‘corporate welfare’ – the money flow from the state 
(via taxes) to the business sector in the form of subsidies, grants 
and exemptions – is in the region of £93 billion per year.29 Think 
here also of the cash that isn’t collected. Not only do corporations 
have ingenious ways to avoid tax, but the employment systems 
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they employ (zero-hours contracts, etc.) has indirectly resulted in 
an estimated loss of £4 billion a year.30 That’s a lot of money being 
diverted from much needed public investment. 

Another instance of how this ‘drainage economics’ works was 
recently reported in relation to the ongoing attempt to privatise the 
National Health Service in England concerning an especially contro-
versial scheme called Private-Finance-Initiative.31 It was introduced 
in the Tony Blair years. Private investors help fund the establishment 
and management of a hospital, receiving payments in return over 
a long-term period. However, the immediate profits are so good 
(since they ultimate derive from the state … or more accurately, 
the taxpayer), some private investors simply sell on the contracts 
and double their original investment. This is called ‘flipping’ in 
which a private investor breaks the deal with the government (e.g., 
long-term management) and seeks to make a quick profit. 

The programme has been an expensive (or very lucrative if you 
are a private investor) mess, with one observer stating, ‘Let’s face 
it, they are not doing this because they love the NHS. We need a 
full, open investigation into what has happened here.’32 In 2016 the 
Northumbria Healthcare NHS Foundation Trust highlighted what 
was at stake. They decided to borrow £114 million from the local 
council and buy out the investor who helped fund a new hospital. 
Now free from the private investor’s lopsided conditions, the trust 
will save £3.5 million a year over the next 19 years the original 
contract was meant to run.

Perhaps the worst case of big business relentlessly jabbing its 
‘blood funnel into anything that smells like money’ (as Matt 
Taibbi  memorably described Goldman Sachs a few years back) 
concerns those firms that benefited from the Iraq war. The 
economic and human costs of this modern catastrophe are still 
being calculated. But we now know that several multinational 
firms literally made a killing out of the contracts funded by the 
US government. According to one study, the ten-year conflict saw 
private firms receive $138 billion in US taxpayers’ money, with 
ten companies receiving over 50 per cent of that sum.33 The top 
earner was Halliburton. It soaked up $39.5 billion in contracts, 
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which is unsurprising given that one of the war’s chief architects 
– Dick Cheney – was the company’s CEO between 1995 and 2000. 
What I call ‘wreckage economics’ in the next chapter really comes 
into its own with this example because the forces of irresponsible 
destruction and unscrupulous profiteering are so closely aligned. 
This is a useful metaphor for much of the economy today, controlled 
by faceless shareholders and multinational goliaths who have only 
one thing on their mind. Public money … your money. Meanwhile, 
amidst the growing rubble, homo economicus is isolated and alone. 
He or she is told they have only two choices, both of which are deeply 
false. Are you going to be part of the wrecking class or the wrecked? 

Funeral flights

The economics of extraction opportunistically feeds off the 
public, the state, small businesses and whatever else it can get 
its greedy little hands on. None of this has to do with risk or 
creative destruction, which was supposed to fuel the dynamism 
of post-industrial capitalism. It’s now more about opportunism, 
preying on living revenue streams – you and me – that have little 
choice but to participate. This model of plunder is now a basic 
facet of big business, with scandals like the one involving Sir Philip 
Green in 2016 and the British Home Store (BHS) retail chain 
debacle appearing in the media with increasing frequency. Here 
is another example. Remember the days of bereavement flights, 
discounts for passengers who have no alternative but to travel given 
the loss of a loved one? It was once considered common decency 
to provide a generous discount since no business ought to profit 
from such misfortune. Not anymore, however. Welcome to the 
dark lands of extractive capitalism that will capitalise on absolutely 
any type of hardship in order to enhance the bottom line. When 
Michael O’Leary, the CEO of budget airline Ryanair, was asked 
about funeral flights, he publicly stated:

The best yields (fares) are VFRs (visiting friends and relatives) 
going to funerals … They book late because they don’t tend to 
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have much notice, and they tend to be price insensitive because 
they have to travel … We don’t care whether you’re (travelling 
for) business, leisure, or visiting friends and relatives. All we 
want to know about our customer base is that they’ve booked 
and we have their credit card number.34

If you tried to leverage this type of ‘yield’ among friends or in your 
neighbourhood, they would probably call you a psychopath. But 
it’s now perfectly fine for businesses to behave in this manner. 
Economic reason demands it. 

O’Leary’s statement surfaces the parasitical tendencies that many 
large businesses follow today. Personal debt is another good case in 
point. Retail banks used to serve a fairly traditional social function. 
When I tell my undergraduate students that bankers in the 1970s 
were conservative, rather gentile Justice of the Peace-like characters, 
they are shocked and often don’t believe me. Their version of the 
banker is wild, greedy and devoid of any sense of responsibility, like 
something out of The Wolf of Wall Street. And the caricature is fairly 
accurate. Even retailing banking has reinvented its identity and 
seeks to opportunistically exploit the desperation of people and the 
deep pockets of the state that often picks up the tab. Take the recent 
case of Virginia firm Kaleo, which sells a delivery system (called 
Evzio) for an opiate overdose antidote. Heroin and painkiller use 
has reached epidemic levels in the USA following the recession. In 
2015 alone around 33,000 people died from overdosing on opiates. 
In light of this growing demand, Kaleo simply increased the price 
of its product from $690 to $4500. Overnight. Health officials were 
at a loss: ‘There’s absolutely nothing that warrants them charging 
what they’re charging.’35 But they’re missing the point. In the 
lucrative age of funeral flights, it apparently makes perfect business 
sense to raise the price. 

A similar callous capitalisation on desperation – the raw material 
capitalism now feeds off – is evident in higher education (which 
Margret Thatcher, Tony Blair and Theresa May all received free 
of charge, by the way) and the upward social mobility that many 
believe it secures. There is little doubt that individual debt is perhaps 
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the defining facet of how capitalism functions today. A recent study 
found that it alone costs the UK taxpayer £8.3 billion every year 
to assist problem debtors with mental health, employment and 
housing needs.36 This is not only an economic issue but a social 
and existential one. The problem of debt needs to be resolved 
soon before it’s too late. But that looks unlikely in a country such 
as the USA, where a person like Betsy DeVos was nominated as 
Secretary of Education in January 2017. Her husband is heir 
to the billion-dollar Amway Empire. And her brother founded 
Blackwater, the notorious security firm accused of violating civilian 
human rights during the Iraqi war. DeVos is known to be a staunch 
opponent of public education. When she was grilled by Senator 
Elizabeth Warren concerning her credentials for the role, this was 
the exchange:

Warren: The Secretary of Education is responsible for managing 
a trillion-dollar student loan bank … the financial future of an 
entire generation of young people depend on your department 
getting it right. Now Ms. DeVos, do you have any direct 
experience running a bank?
DeVos: Senator, I do not.
Warren: Have you ever managed or overseen a trillion-dollar 
loan program?
DeVos: I have not.
Warren: How about a billion-dollar loan program.
DeVos: No, I have not.
Warren: Ms. DeVos have you ever taken out a student loan to 
help pay for college?
DeVos: I have not. 
Warren: Have any of your children …?
DeVos: They have been fortunate not to.37 

In the end, Betsy DeVos was confirmed as Secretary of Education 
in February 2017. 
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BANG … you’re homeless

The impact of these draconian (post-) neoliberal tendencies is the 
reason why so many feel the future has been brazenly hijacked in 
front of them. For the 15- to 30-year-olds I have spoken with, the 
idea of a fulfilling job, home ownership and even societal progress 
feels like a distant memory, part of an era they’ve heard about but 
never experienced. This is not to romanticise the past, of course. 
But in relative terms, we have seen a major deterioration on almost 
every socio-economic indicator in this respect. These trends 
of intergenerational inequality (which simply reflect the wider 
economic inequality sweeping across Britain, the USA and many 
other countries) has had a devastating impact on class mobility. 
It has halted so suddenly that a new class classification had to be 
invented to describe some people … NEETs (Not in Employment, 
Education or Training). Society has basically given up on them and 
they’ve understandably given up on society. A psychologist recently 
set up a Reddit site called ‘What led to your becoming a NEET?’ and 
invited people to anonymously share their thoughts. There were 
some very sad responses, but all were intelligent and self-conscious 
about their predicament. This reply really stood out for me:

I’m 22 years old and I’m a NEET. Why? I guess [it] is a lack of 
emotional intelligence melt with financial crisis and the rising of 
exponential disruptive new technologies. The world is changing 
very fast and it seems there’s no security: you can’t trust no path, 
no option. You could spend a lot of energy doing something with 
a future reward and BANG you are homeless, underemployed, 
poor, sad, depressed ... There isn’t mental feedback, or at least, 
enough of it. The other problem is education. Why education 
hasn’t changed [since] Bismarck times? It’s just pure bullshit 
unable to engage creativity and far away from new technologies 
and capabilities. I hate the educational system and I will destroy it 
if I can. It’s just about have an A and not about knowing yourself 
neither your talent. And that’s the point: I’m a NEET because I 
don’t find my element or maybe be I’m too much afraid to know 
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it. Till that moment I will stay at home waiting for Basic Income 
and financial apocalypse: it’s hard, but I’m trapped by fear.38

Apologists for neoliberal capitalism like to refer to young people 
as ‘aspirants’, go-getters who are enthusiastically entrepreneurial 
in their worldview. What bullshit. More like desperants, a blend of 
desperation and depression.39 However, their sense of entrapment, 
fear and pointlessness is no pathology (one NEET in the survey 
above mentioned how his or her parents concluded he must 
have autism). It’s merely a rational response to the new, concrete 
realities currently being encouraged by the present political and 
financial plutocrats, steering our age into a new darkness. That’s 
why it’s probably best to simply stay home. For instance, it is 
common knowledge that the best jobs now go to those born into 
the right families. Skill and ability increasingly play less of a role. 
I worked for three years at Cambridge University as a lecturer and 
was constantly amazed by an immovable, ironclad expectation of 
entitlement among the student body. For sure, as Thomas Piketty 
found in his excellent study of inequality, inheritance is today 
becoming the predictor of a person’s wealth during their lifetime.40 
Just as it was once in the Gilded Age and Belle Époque. Of course, 
we’re not seeing the return of the traditional aristocracy, a point 
well made by Mike Savage and his team concerning class stratifica-
tion in Britain.41 No, the new plutocracy that rules today represents 
‘dark money’, remote and pitiless wealth-hoarders who’d be more 
at home in Blade Runner than Downton Abbey.42 Their offspring 
get the best of everything, of course. For everyone else, education 
is now eye-wateringly expensive and personal debt has mired 
millions in repayment schemes that will erode their income for 
years to come. 

Numerous other travesties have become the norm in this dying 
period of late capitalism. The shift wasn’t sudden, which might 
have inspired people to take to the streets in protest more than they 
have. No, first a moral boundary was tested (e.g., cutting care for the 
elderly). Then another (e.g., radically increase train ticket prices). 
And another. Over time people get used to it. Here’s another good 
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instance. Along with the big banks, the housing/accommodation 
industry (i.e., construction firms and the private rentier class) have 
systematically exploited poor town planning policies in Western 
cities. This coalition of corporates and investors intentionally 
underinvest in new housing to keep demand at ultra-high levels, 
often buying land to simply sit on it and watch its value increase 
(i.e., land banking), lobby the government to privatise state-owned 
housing and so forth. As you can imagine, with such a mismatch 
between supply and demand, the profit margins are extraordinary. 
Accommodation costs in London, Sydney, New York and many 
other large cities could easily be classified as a social catastrophe, 
especially for the young, working poor who have been completely 
frozen out of home ownership.43 Things are not much better for 
those who got in before the ‘big freeze’ and put down a deposit on 
the mortgage, as we see in the USA, which is experiencing a largely 
unreported ‘eviction epidemic’ on a scale not seen since the Great 
Depression.44 As a result, Third World-style slums are popping up 
everywhere in the land of the free.45 

This overriding sense of the future being cancelled or closed 
down among young people – and even those in their 30s and 40s 
– inevitably shapes their politics, what is thought possible and 
impossible. For them the world has taken a great leap backwards. 
Millennials have been conspicuously left behind, earning 20 per 
cent less than the rest of us, stuck in a morass of debt, playthings 
of unscrupulous landlords and facing a radically dire job market.46 
In the UK, workers born between 1981 and 2000 are less well off 
than pensioners, and are the first generation to be poorer than 
their parents.47 Being trapped and going nowhere in a feudal-like 
class structure closes down any image of the future, rendering the 
present eternal, static and deadening. Perhaps this is how the estab-
lishment have got away with the travesty of post-2007 capitalism, a 
period in which elites have dramatically increased their wealth and 
position in the global power hierarchy.48 Without a vision of the 
future it is difficult to resist the present effectively. When I look at 
my three-year-old son today, it’s not with a sense of hope as it ought 
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to be but anxiety about what he might have to endure. There is very 
good reason to believe that his will be no ordinary future. 

On being Uber-screwed

This ongoing degradation of everyday life is no more evident than 
in the world of work, which will be explored in some depth in the 
pages that follow. Employment is today one of the leading causes of 
distress for a simple reason; it has become connected to everything 
else in life and one’s fortunes are entirely dependent upon it. For 
those of us who are not part of the global elite or transnational 
criminal class, paid work is the only way to obtain money. And, of 
course, everything today is linked to the curse of cash. Even phoning 
a governmental tax office to ask how much you owe incurs a charge. 
This hyper-commercialisation creates a vicious cycle that is difficult 
to escape. It is no surprise that after the global financial crisis and 
the austerity economics that followed, job satisfaction levels around 
the world dropped to historic lows, perhaps marginally better than 
those in the Victorian age, of which we can only speculate.49 It’s 
important to distinguish this unhappiness with its past manifesta-
tion in the workforce, say in the 1990s. What employees dislike the 
most today are not those ‘subjective gripes’ so frequently mentioned 
in the mainstream business press and self-help industry as they 
prescribe more mindfulness, work/life balance, wellness, exercise, 
etc. On the contrary, the source of discontent is generally material 
and basic. Pay levels have stagnated for most over the last 20 years.50 
Job security, conditions and benefits have been significantly pared 
back.51 Managerial authoritarianism, even in relatively well-paid 
white-collar jobs, has returned to the office with a vengeance. It 
is almost as if capitalist culture has taken a giant step towards a 
Marxian version of itself, becoming the reality that critics once only 
imagined it to be. 

The malaise affecting working people today is different compared 
to previous generations in other ways. Many have discovered that 
having a job has increasingly become a path into hardship rather 
than out of it. Because almost all of the costs of living are now firmly 
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placed onto the individual (rather than equally distributed through 
progressive taxation policies) it suddenly becomes extremely 
expensive to be a full, normal participant of the workforce. The 
high price of commuting, rent, childcare and all the other things 
we need to get by in an over-privatised social universe means that 
in-work poverty is rife in the UK, USA and elsewhere.52 

Take the recent case of Angela, who cares for her unwell husband 
in Devon.53 Because of a new policy initiative, she was forced to 
find work by the Department for Work and Pensions. But when 
Angela finally found a 25-hour-a-week cleaning job, she lost 
her carers allowance, income support, free school meals for her 
children and discounted school bus fares. She still looked after 
her husband, of course. Angela rightly observed, ‘going through 
the online calculators, I’ll probably be worse off … You do wonder 
why you bother. But I don’t feel as if I’ve been left with any option.’ 
No wonder millions are now wondering what exactly the point 
of work is. Governments in the USA and UK spend billions on 
in-work benefits in order to top-up low pay, which is a direct result 
of corporations (and their army of subcontractors) unwilling to 
fairly remunerate employees. In effect, the taxpayer is subsiding big 
business as they openly rip-off anyone they can. 

This is one method for keeping wages low and profits high in 
the present era, which has nothing to do with the free markets 
espoused by the Chicago School of Economics. For example, a 
National Housing Federation study in Britain found that housing 
benefits – paid to people who cannot afford their rent – resulted 
in private landlords pocketing around £9.3 billion in 2015.54 This 
amount had doubled since 2005. Back at the ranch, workers who 
can be classified as ‘precarious’ had grown to 7 million by the end 
of 2016.55 Meanwhile, Google got away with paying just €47 million 
tax in Ireland on €22 billion sales revenue. That’s a 0.21 per cent tax 
rate.56 Generous corporate welfare like this means you and I have 
to pick up the slack to fund society either directly (e.g., outrageous 
train ticket prices) or indirectly (e.g., income taxes, etc.). Here we 
can note how the extractive logic of a moribund economic paradigm 
aims to suck the wealth out of society more generally, leaving a dry 
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and depressing husk for everyone else. As an aside, when justifying 
low corporate tax, dim-witted politicians and business lobbyists 
often mention the threat of ‘capital flight’. That amounts to little 
more than an idle threat, however. Research suggests that the rich 
seldom divest when taxed at more civilised levels.57 

Clearly employers and the governmental apparatus have formed 
a united front in their management of the labouring economic 
subject in this respect. Hence, the emergence of firms currently 
defining the future of work – Uber, Deliveroo, Taskrabbit, Lyft and 
the like.58 The business model succeeds by placing almost all the 
burden of employment onto the individual worker and, if possible, 
the consumer. Some herald these platform businesses as the 
cutting-edge of technological innovation with all the apps involved. 
But they’re mainly a form of social regression, especially in terms 
of economic exploitation and the widespread disempowerment of 
the workforce. Emerging ‘blockchain’ technology, wrongly praised 
too as a more transparent and democratic approach to platform 
capitalism, doesn’t change this fact.59 It will probably make it worse. 
Rather than reap the rewards of a sharing economy, participants 
time and again find themselves being short-changed and having 
trouble making ends meet. The website Indeed.co.uk is a forum that 
allows people to review their employers. This one was posted by 
‘Slave Labour’, a user who worked for the delivery service Hermes: 

At first, everything was great with 4 hour shifts and a decent 
amount of money after removing costs such as fuel. About two 
months in and I found myself doing over 100 deliveries for 50 
pound and working from 8–6. They allow no time for holidays, 
do not pay for extra rounds without constant hounding and 
offer no incentive or help on ‘double volume’ bank holidays. The 
management of the company is abysmal and I would strongly 
recommend that anyone does not work here …60

Why is individualisation – the Uber attitude exemplified – such 
a problem when it comes to jobs and employment? Doesn’t it 
increase flexibility and allow people to craft their jobs more around 
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their own particular lifestyle? No, that’s California Dreamin … 
which is actually where this awful business model was invented. 
The sober reality is very different in most cases. Collectivisation 
is crucial for building and protecting workers’ rights since we 
have nothing else to sell but our labour power. Getting together 
is therefore essential. The so-called sharing economy ironically 
kills that ethos. That’s what is was designed for. The resulting 
desperation sees individuals (and their families) not only on their 
own, but permanently preoccupied with the present. This is how 
history inevitably dies and along with it the future, which is why 
even the most modest challenge to the status quo today is automat-
ically dismissed as hopelessly utopian. In light of these depressing 
facts, one commentator recently summed up the conclusion that 
best fits our predicament: fuck work.61 

Sugar Daddy economics

In fact, that specific sentiment is perhaps more apt than we think. 
Take a case that is seldom mentioned in the media. Sex work. 
Prostitution has always been part of the informal economy. As a 
result, workers have found it difficult to gain the rights enjoyed by 
the rest of the employment sector. Protection. Fair treatment. Equal 
pay. But as the ‘oldest profession’ became increasingly legitimate, 
following important struggles spearheaded by activists, workers 
started to unionise and certain benefits were secured. However, a 
new business model has recently changed all of this, revolution-
ising the industry. A businessman (armed with an MBA from 
Sloan Business School) has developed extremely popular apps like 
WhatsYourPrice.com, MissTravel.com and SeekingArrangement.
com. It allows rich men (or ‘Sugar Daddies’) to contact girls (or 
‘Sugar Babies’) directly, under the veneer of dating. A contribution 
is haggled over and the rest is history. Needless to say our MIT 
graduate – Brandon Wade – is now a multimillionaire. 

Once again we hear platitudes about the wonders of technologi-
cal innovation and the sharing economy in relation to this business. 
But clearly there is a dark reality driving it and no wonder some 
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describe Wade as an ‘e-pimp’.62 I think this is probably how it operates. 
With the rise of indebtedness among young women, including 
university students, sex work becomes a last resort for those seeking 
a middle-class standard of living.63 But the WhatsYourPrice.com 
business model understands that the label ‘sex worker’ is distasteful 
and off-putting to the would-be escort and client alike. So now 
they’re just people like you or me who agree to receive payment 
(or even rent in cities with a housing crisis like London) in return 
for a certain experience.64 Of course, all of the employment rights 
of the regular sex worker no longer apply. This is dating, not work. 
We’re talking about a potential friend or companion, so there’s little 
recourse to employment law if something goes wrong. Nor does the 
government have any ability to regulate this activity, especially with 
respect to the health and safety issues. The consumer is completely 
in charge, just as neoclassical economics asserts they should be. It’s 
easy to see the cold economic rationale at play here. The ‘Sugar 
Daddy’ contribution (i.e., payment for sex) slowly undercuts the 
formal wages and conditions of those who have collectivised and 
are employed by an agency. As a result, the hard-earned wins of the 
normal, protected sex worker now begin to look like questionable 
‘fringe benefits’ compared to what ‘Sugar Babies’ receive. For the 
WhatsYourPrice.com escort, everything is casual, flexible and 
totally negotiable. And this has another significant consequence. 
The boundary between work and non-work swiftly disappears, 
along with your free time. Employment becomes a perpetual state 
of being. Does any of this sound familiar? It should. It’s the future 
of work as we know it if current trends continue. Perhaps coming 
to a job near you soon?65

What’s certain is that none of this means the ‘end of employment’ 
as some have predicted, given how a job and personal life blend 
into one.66 Perhaps the opposite has occurred, the extension of 
work into the very web of life. WhatsYourPrice.com along with 
Uber and so forth is characteristic of how economic relationships 
more generally have been greatly deformalised over the last 20 years. 
There has always been an ‘informal economy’, of course.67 But its 
principles are rapidly becoming mainstream in Western capitalism. 
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Following the deregulation of the workforce and immense growth 
of the casual economy, personal relationships inevitably come to the 
fore in commerce. It’s interesting that this kind of informality has 
long been championed by right-wing business advocates, claiming 
it makes work more human and efficient as opposed to rigid organ-
isations that use rules and regulations.68 More recently, ex-Tory 
advisor Steve Hilton and author of More Human suggests that big 
bureaucracy is a recipe for disengagement and alienation, killing 
creativity and morale.69 Employers need to embrace the ethos of 
decentralised humanism. Workers and supervisors can be good 
friends. Everyone can behave much like they would outside of 
work. Some London offices have gone the extra mile to blur the 
line between work and play by providing staff with booze trolleys 
and cocktail bars.

The being ‘more human’ philosophy is something of a ruse. 
The push to deformalise capitalism is connected to the massive 
disempowerment of the workforce that has transpired in Western 
economies over the last 15 years. From the workers’ perspective, 
it’s obvious. We know that bureaucracy squeezes the life out of a 
job, rendering organisations grey and dull. But when humanity is 
unleashed in the office, it’s not just the nice, caring and fair stuff 
that we get as a consequence. Humans obviously have a dark 
side, which is what many of those rules and regulations were 
designed to keep a lid on. There’s a danger of favouritism creeping 
into career progression decisions. Not in the boss’s good books? 
Unwilling to down copious amounts of alcohol or run for hours at 
the company gym with your line-manager? Then you’re likely to 
feel disadvantaged. Moreover, who wants to be totally dependent 
on a capricious boss who suddenly decides he or she doesn’t like 
you today? No wonder workers at Zappos (an online sales firm 
boasting no hierarchies or job titles) recently resigned in droves 
when given the chance.70 Petty favouritism probably thrives under 
such circumstances. And the likelihood of a little-Hitler emerging 
as your self-appointed team leader is fairly high. For everyone else 
an attitude of silent obedience sets in, keeping on the boss’s good 
side when one can. No doubt this is why ‘soft skills’ are considered 
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so important in the world of work today.71 The term might mean 
‘smiling’ and being an effective communicator. But it could also 
mean sucking cock to get ahead. Literally. There is an ironic twist in 
the move to personalise the employer/employee relationship. If you 
are not willing to go along with it, then your days in the company 
are probably numbered. It looks friendly and personable on the 
surface, but this environment can end up being more authoritarian 
than old-fashioned bureaucracy, not less. Perhaps this is what the 
philosopher Gilles Deleuze meant when he joked, ‘we are taught 
that corporations have a soul, which is the most terrifying news in 
the world’.72 Deep deformalisation blended with authoritarianism? 
This is the main reason why even the most ordinary employment 
relationship today feels like a weird throwback to the patrimonial 
climate that defined the medieval era. 

Toddler world

This is a special kind of the dark age, however, since it has also 
started to utilise the latest developments in ‘big data’ and various 
technological platforms in an attempt to elicit more hours on 
the job than ought to be humanly possible. Such developments 
represent a kind of ‘cyber-feudalism’ at the heart of the twenty-first 
century economy, darkness that sparkles. Uber is once again at the 
forefront of this rather disturbing trend. It has enlisted the insights 
of behavioural economics to design driver-response systems that 
override the natural predilection to curb the hours spent at the 
wheel so that workers drive until they drop, amassing more profits 
for the firm.73 

Behavioural economics likes to portray itself as an alternative, 
more human approach to economic activity. Rather than positing 
the quintessential rational decision-maker at the centre of social 
life, it instead sees someone with limited information, deciding 
on an intuitive basis and responding to their environment in an 
emotional manner, often confounding rational expectations in 
neoclassical economic theory. However, as I will demonstrate in 
the next chapter, behavioural economics doesn’t really displace 
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homo economicus so much as manipulate his or her limitations 
and blind-spots to gain a socio-economic advantage over them. A 
cheap shot, if you like. That is why I think behavioural economics 
is more wedded to the pseudo-psychological tradition of mass 
advertising/deception, as described in Vance Packard’s classic The 
Hidden Persuaders, than the discipline of economics per se.74 

Regardless, Uber has apparently deployed techniques inspired 
by the authors of Nudge and other books in the area to squeeze 
more labour time out of its workers.75 It specifically wants to have 
enough drivers on the road when demand is high and be willing 
to move towards ‘surges’ in customer demand when they occur, 
say on the other side of town. Complex algorithms organise the 
demand/supply data. Then come the psychological tricks derived 
from videogame interfaces and behavioural economists to do the 
rest. For example, local managers will often masquerade as females 
when texting drivers to stay on the road because it is proven to 
be more effective. ‘Sure, no problem Laura’, one might imagine 
a driver replying to a request to undertake one more job. Or the 
company might use ‘loss aversion’ tactics. When a driver is about to 
logoff the on-board app doesn’t tell them how much extra money 
they can make if they stay on the road. It’s the projected loss that 
is highlighted. As an Uber consultant schooled in the dark arts of 
behaviour science puts it, drivers ‘dislike losing more than they 
like gaining’.76 

The author of this New York Times report decries the manipu-
lation and brainwashing involved. Uber is not only economically 
exploitative but devious as well. However, what really ought to spark 
outrage in the reader is the sheer childishness of these management 
tactics. They’re inspired by kid’s video games after all. So obvious 
and clunky are they that a driver would have to be sub-intelligent 
to fall for them, which is why they don’t of course. What Uber is 
in fact perfecting here is the infantilisation of the workforce, an 
old ruse in the realm of employee relations. Perhaps this explains a 
recent incident involving Uber CEO Travis Kalanick. The executive 
was filmed arguing with one of the taxi app’s drivers after they 
challenged him about low wages. Like an irate parent, it’s almost 
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as if Kalanick is scolding his man/child driver for daring to bite the 
hand that feeds him. Perhaps it’s not surprising then that toddlers 
are all the rage in the business world at the moment, with CEOs like 
Paul Lindley stating with no irony, ‘I would encourage everyone to 
“grow down” and see life through the eyes of a toddler.’77

What is left of darkness?

Workers in the so-called ‘gig economy’ have been putting up 
with a lot. For example, it was recently revealed that couriers at 
Parcel Force – a British delivery firm – could be penalised £250 
a day if they call in sick.78 This was to cover the cost of finding 
a replacement driver. One UK Mail courier was even charged 
£800 after being incapacitated by a car accident.79 In August 2016 
Deliveroo workers finally fought back. The company wanted to 
pay its riders on a per-delivery basis rather than an hourly one. 
We can easily imagine SeekingArrangement.com doing the same 
too – the Sugar Daddy only pays for the actual fuck or just the 
orgasm, not the foreplay or anything else around the ‘delivery’ of 
the desired service. After much bad press, the CEO of Deliveroo 
eventually backed down. In October 2016 London Uber workers 
successfully fought a court case regarding their status of being 
independent business owners and/or contractors. For all intents 
and purposes they were permanent employees, and deserved the 
same rights. The judge agreed. The company appealed the ruling, 
but similar struggles have occurred elsewhere around the world, 
including India.80 

Many have called these small victories a blow against the gross 
deterioration of jobs in the present age. It is, but does it really signal 
a reversal of the underlying expectation of having workers pay for 
the privilege of being employed? I don’t think so. As a politician 
fighting the cause of these independent contractors pointed out, 
Uber’s workers are difficult to organise because ‘they are not in the 
same workplace and there is not the same unity of cause. There 
is always somebody who will do it if you don’t want to.’81 What’s 
more, the individualisation of employment over the last ten years 
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has made the task of reversing these inexorable trends exceedingly 
difficult, since rent (paying to work) is now a basic feature of the 
employment system more generally. That means the very structure 
of employment, ownership and control has to change. And that 
implies so much more, of course, than fighting to be recognised by 
Uber as an employee. 

Given how things have moved so far to the right, there is no room 
for half measures or tweaking around the edges. Not just in relation 
to work but the entire economic system that now stands before us 
as a mounting wreckage that we’re told is normal. The Left is often 
chastised for not coming up with an alternative in these dark times 
that are illuminated only by an anti-sun. The accusation is not true. 
There is an alternative and it’s obvious to everyone. One that is 
simpler, fairer, more innovative and efficient than the convoluted 
behemoth drowning us, the 99%-ers, in a swamp of manmade 
misery. The democratic and collective ownership of the means of life. 
Genuine self-determination and the radical de-privatisation of the 
public sphere. For even though the oppressive totality of economic 
regulation today feels complete, with us vacuumed-packed inside 
it, we must recognise one important fact. This system cannot 
reproduce itself without parasitically drawing on what it isn’t, 
namely, us. The best way to sum up the present predicament is 
to restate the old dialectical observation by T.W. Adorno when 
he noted, ‘the power of the relations of production … is greater 
than ever, and yet at the same time they are, as objectively anach-
ronistic, everywhere diseased, damaged, riddled with holes. They 
do not function by themselves.’82 The continuing endorsement of 
homo economicus as an ideal human being is capitalism’s last ditch 
attempt to have us carry the system, personally cover for it and fill 
in the holes as they appear. But now he and she too is being eaten 
up by the insurmountable contradictions that the myth of endless 
accumulation involves.



40

2
Wreckage Economics

By the time Aaron Swartz hanged himself in 2013, federal prosecu-
tors had prepared a punishing case against him.1 The 26-year-old 
had been arrested by Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT) 
police and US secret service agents in January 2011. He managed to 
gain access to the MIT library via its ‘Open Campus’ programme, 
which invited students from other colleges to use its facilities. 
Swartz had found an electrical closet which allowed him to attach 
his laptop to the network. JSTOR is a very large digital repository 
that universities subscribe to in order to access research papers. 
This was Swartz’s target. Having hacked the system, he downloaded 
around 4 million articles over a period of days.2 

MIT staff suspected something was amiss and planted a 
secret video camera in the closet. Swartz was filmed checking 
his handiwork and swiftly arrested. Middlesex County Superior 
Court charged him with breaking and entering with intent, grand 
larceny and unauthorised access to a computer network. Then they 
dropped the charges so that federal prosecutors could step in. They 
added nine more felony charges to the indictment.3 With Carman 
Ortiz acting as lead prosecutor, Swartz now faced a possible 35-year 
prison sentence and a $1 million fine.4 He was offered a plea bargain 
of six months in a federal corrections facility, which he declined.5 
Swartz was rapidly running out of money and his friends were now 
being subpoenaed by the prosecutors.6 But by then it was too late. 
On 11 January 2013 he took his own life in a Brooklyn apartment.

Maths for militants

Aaron Swartz was a child prodigy. His breath-taking intelligence 
was noticed from an early age. According to his father, when Swartz 
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was three years old ‘he taught himself to read and we were flabber-
gasted’.7 For a school assignment he designed an ATM machine and 
wrote a program that solved a popular maths puzzle.8 At the age 
of 13 Swartz won the ArsDigita Foundation Prize. He enrolled at 
Stanford University but soon dropped out to find investors for his 
own projects. 

Swartz was involved in a number of businesses that created web 
application frameworks and content management systems. He was 
pivotal to the success of Reddit and his own firm (Not a Bug) was 
acquired by Condé Nast Publications, which owns Wired. From 
2008 onwards, however, Swartz became interested in activism, 
especially around open access issues. He penned the ‘Guerrilla 
open access manifesto’, which paints a gloomy picture of the way 
freedom has been extinguished on the web:

Information is power. But like all power, there are those who 
want to keep it for themselves. The world’s entire scientific and 
cultural heritage, published over centuries in books and journals, 
is increasingly being digitalised and locked up by a handful 
of private corporations. Want to read the papers featuring 
the mostly famous results of the sciences? You’ll need to send 
enormous amounts to publishers like Reed Elsevier.9

Swartz calls for ‘sneaking through holes and climbing over fences’ 
to liberate information so that it can be shared publicly.10 To help 
achieve these aims he set up the DemandProgress collective. He 
was also involved in the Progressive Change Campaign Committee, 
an organisation that intervenes in mainstream political debates. 
Sharing information was key to Swartz’ political activism.11 In 
2006 he managed to access the Library of Congress’ bibliographic 
database. It was swiftly uploaded to OpenLibrary. Luckily the data 
was not copyrighted.12 In 2008 he hacked 2.7 million federal court 
documents from an organisation called Public Access to Court 
Electronic Records. Until then the site was charging 8 cents per 
page to access these public records. They were swiftly uploaded to 
Public.resource.org. Spooks from the FBI investigated and found 
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there were no grounds for prosecution. Swartz wryly noted how the 
investigation displayed ‘the usual mess of confusions that shows 
the FBI’s lack of sense of humor’.13 In 2011 Swartz helped design 
DeadDrop.14 This allowed sensitive documents to be downloaded 
by journalists while keeping the sender’s identity anonymous. 
Versions of the software are now used by the New York Times and 
Guardian newspapers, and have been central for enabling major 
whistle-blowing cases to reach a public audience.15 

Great firewall of America

In 2012 Republican senator Lamar Smith introduced the Stop 
Online Piracy bill. The official purpose of the bill was to enact 
legislation that would ‘promote prosperity, creativity, entrepreneur-
ship, and innovation by combating the theft of U.S. property, and 
for other purposes’.16 The bill was immediately attacked by open 
access campaigners, including Aaron Swartz. He said the proposed 
laws would allow government and big business to ‘shut down 
whole websites. Essentially, it stopped Americans from communi-
cating entirely with certain groups.’17 As far as he was concerned, 
the bill represented ‘a great firewall of America’, an ‘Internet black 
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list’ that enabled online censorship on a massive scale.18 Moreover, 
he averred, the Stop Online Piracy Act would constitute a basic 
violation of the First Amendment. According to Swartz, this was a 
turning point in history as far as the net was concerned. Would the 
wonders of interconnectivity be used for sharing information or 
locking it up behind paywalls? 

There’s a battle going on right now, a battle to define everything 
that happens on the Internet in terms of traditional things that the 
law understands. Is sharing a video on BitTorrent like shoplifting 
from a movie store? Or is it like loaning a videotape to a friend? 
Is reloading a webpage over and over again like a peaceful virtual 
sit-in or a violent smashing of shop windows? Is the freedom to 
connect like freedom of speech or like the freedom to murder?19

Following a fierce campaign by Swartz and many others, including 
Google, Wikipedia and 7000 other websites closing their webpages 
on 18 January 2012 in protest, the bill was postponed.20 Lamar Smith 
stated this what not the end of the matter: ‘The committee remains 
committed to finding a solution to the problem of online piracy 
that protects American intellectual property and innovation ...’21

As we read in the quote from the ‘Guerrilla open access 
manifesto’, academic publishing and the paywalls that exclude the 
ordinary public was a major concern for Swartz. And he had good 
reason to lament the situation. Academic publishers have captured 
the perfect market – for big business at least. In many universities, 
faculty are paid by the public (via taxes) to research important 
issues. This publicly funded research is then submitted to journals 
that are owned by large multinational corporations. These firms 
then sell the journals back to the university at increasingly 
extortionate rates, with little access to anyone outside the university 
system. Elsevier and Wiley-Blackwell use a classic ‘middle-man’ 
business technique. It’s not about creating value but capturing it, 
generating anything between 30 per cent and 40 per cent profit 
margins through monopolistic practices.22 In 2012, Harvard, one of 
the richest universities in the world, said it was being forced to scale 
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down its journal subscriptions because of these costs. Its Faculty 
Advisory Council noted that the university spends $3.75 million 
per year on subscriptions, with some journals charging $40,000 a 
year for subscription.23

It’s in this context that Aaron Swartz illegally downloaded journal 
articles from the JSTOR repository. About 8000 institutions around 
the world subscribe to JSTOR. It is interesting to note that when 
JSTOR discovered the breach, they swiftly arrived at an agreement 
with Swartz. He would return the stolen data and that would be the 
end of it. When the prosecution process escalated, JSTOR sought 
to distance itself from the investigation and released a statement:

The criminal investigation and today’s indictment of Mr. Swartz 
has been directed by the United States Attorney’s Office. It was 
the government’s decision whether to prosecute, not JSTOR’s … 
Our interest was in securing the content. Once this was achieved, 
we had no interest in it becoming an ongoing legal matter.24 

MIT on the other hand prevaricated. After Swartz’ death, the family 
complained that prosecutors had been totally over the top. They 
directly linked the aggressive and bullying tactics of the United 
States Attorney Office and Aaron’s awful death: ‘Aaron’s death is 
not simply a personal tragedy. It is the product of a criminal justice 
system rife with intimation and prosecutorial overreach. Decisions 
made by officials in the Massachusetts U.S Attorney’s office and at 
MIT contributed to his death.’25 

What is wreckage economics?

The sad case of Aaron Swartz is symptomatic of a new type of 
economic environment that has swept the world during the last 
few years. What I call wreckage economics pertains to policies 
enacted by business and governments that have proliferated in the 
aftermath of the 2007–08 economic crisis. When it comes to the 
(mis)management of social value, the practitioners of wreckage 
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economics have a very different mentality concerning how wealth 
is to be accumulated compared to earlier models. 

First, the emphasis is on capture or enclosure of community-based 
resources and economic activities, since the public sphere is now 
the last pool of value that hasn’t been sapped dry by the corporate 
takeover of society over the last 20 years. The examples are seemingly 
endless. Taxable wealth is hoarded in shell companies in Panama. 
Copyright and intellectual property law is deployed to hijack public 
inventions and creativity. Just think of Apple in this respect. The 
company that most think epitomises the dynamism of capitalist 
enterprise poached many of its ideas directly or indirectly from 
governmental funding, including the iOS platform, click-wheel 
navigation, voice-user programs’ (or SIRI), multi-touch screens 
and so forth.26 In the heyday of the dotcom boom and subsequent 
decline in the early 2000s, Michael Perelman noted in his excellent 
book Steal This Idea that ‘creative capitalism’ is largely a myth. The 
IT revolution relied on sources beyond the profit-making centres 
that commercialised them, a finding that no doubt resonated 
with Aaron Swartz: ‘73 percent of the main science papers cited 
by American industrial patents in two recent years were based 
on domestic and foreign research funded by government and 
non-profit agencies. Even IBM – famous for its research prowess 
and numerous patents was found to cite its own work 21 percent 
of the time.’27 

This parasitical logic of big business has only intensified after 
the economic crash, especially given corporate investment in 
infrastructure and R&D halted almost overnight.28 The increasing 
reliance on unearned income – either from simple rent on assets 
or riding on the back of the public sphere – now typifies this 
present smash-and-grab era of capitalism. In a 1995 interview, 
Steve Jobs hits the nail on the head when reflecting on his early 
forays into computers, which he called ‘blue boxing’.29 Jobs and a 
friend discovered how to manipulate 1970s telephone dial-tones. 
This enabled them to make free international calls with a gadget 
called ‘blue boxes’: ‘We were young. But we learnt you could build a 
little thing that could control a billion dollars’ worth of infrastruc-
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ture around the world … there would have never been an Apple 
computer without blue boxing.’30 

Second, these rituals of capture are violently policed and defended 
by big business and the state, using tactics like those targeted at 
Aaron Swartz. Activities that would have once been dismissed 
as bohemian transgressiveness (hacking, protests, etc.) are today 
met with a disproportionate level of force. This spectacle of power 
(especially with the help of well-publicised individuals being 
made an example of) soon becomes an expectation that seeps into 
everyday norms, repressing the basic currents of human sharing 
that took millennia to evolve. In only a short number of years, the 
notion of the public good has been totally erased from collective 
consciousness. It is difficult to imagine an environment in which 
a scientist like Jonas Salk could ever be taken seriously. When he 
announced the discovery of the polio vaccine a journalist inquired 
about the patent. Who would own it? Salk famously replied, ‘There 
is no patent. Could you patent the sun?’31 Business commentators 
have calculated that Salk turned his back on $7 billion as a result 
of this decision.32 When common sunlight is finally privatised by 
some faceless corporation, we will have aggressive technocrats like 
Carman Ortiz ready to jail anyone stupid enough to be inspired by 
Salk’s civic spirit. 

Third, and related to the above socio-economic shifts, there is 
now a strong disdain for anything remotely democratic in this era of 
economic pillaging. Never has the state and business displayed such 
open hatred for democracy. Governments avoid it like the plague, 
reducing it to a shallow spectacle, as in 2016 with the European 
Union (EU) referendum in the UK and the US presidential 
campaign. No one is more disempowered than an audience forced 
to enjoy a fiction not of its own making. In 2013 the right-wing New 
Zealand government received a petition signed by enough people 
to trigger a referendum concerning the sale of state assets. Public 
discontent about privatization had become a fully-fledged social 
movement. The voice of the people, however, was irrelevant. The 
Prime Minister openly declared that he planned to ignore the result 
if the referendum ever took place.33 People soon forgot it was even 
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an issue as the energy companies were partially privatised. A few 
years later the same government actively promoted an absolutely 
pointless referendum on the New Zealand flag. And what about 
the corporate sector? They’re now pulling the strings behind the 
scenes on an unprecedented level, using events like Devos and 
APEC to undermine the will of ordinary people.34 Indeed, leaked 
documents from the proposed Transatlantic Trade and Investment 
Partnership (TTIP) reveal the level of hatred that the ruling elite 
has for basic democratic rights.35 

And fourth, wreckage economics entails practices that seek to 
both perpetuate a socio-economic paradigm that is already on 
life-support (e.g., quantitative easing, zero-deposit mortgages, 
easy credit) and generate revenue from the very same crisis by 
capitalising on its negative effects. Social disequilibrium is an 
opportunity to exploit for profit, seen most evidently with currency 
trading, management buyouts, but which has now been extended 
into a general economic principle. Whereas the global ruling class 
was nearly wiped out in the 1930s depression, this time around 
they have actually made massive gains to their wealth through 
various modes of capture, enclosure and monopolisation or oli-
gopolisation.36 According to Credit Suisse’s 2014 Global Wealth 
Report, the richest 1 per cent presently own 50.1 per cent of all 
household wealth, an upward trend that has increased since the 
2008 financial meltdown.37 Crisis conditions call for new forms of 
profiteering, including byzantine levels of secrecy (it took a leak for 
us to find out about the anti-democratic small print of the TTIP), 
governmental collusion, asset sweating on a societal level and, 
above all, an ultra-strong repressive state apparatus that inspires 
fear in anyone silly enough to mess with the programme. 

In sum, wreckage economics is the position of an elite that has 
become detached from democratic accountability, protected by a 
phalanx of amoral technocrats and thugs, systematically intent on 
sucking the life out of the public sphere while prattling on about 
jobs and growth. In this depressing age of synthetic austerity, 
business and governments no longer appropriate wealth in the 
same manner they once did. Just as criminals in an impoverished 
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neighbourhood can’t use armed robbery because the wealth pots 
are dry, thus resorting to extortion to create a steady income stream, 
present-day capitalism has restructured everyday life around the 
prolonged sweating of the social body. And of course the threat 
of force is always near, especially for those who embrace the most 
advanced facet of modernity – knowledge sharing – and take it 
too far, challenging corporate entitled and the regime of money. 
With the horrible death of Aaron Swartz we see an exemplar of 
crisis capitalism more generally, in all its terrifying tactics and 
dismal outcomes. While Swartz won an important battle (defeating 
regressive legislation) he clearly lost the war. To speak of wreckage 
economics, then, is to observe how the dominant institutions of our 
time consolidate their power in a society that is literally wrecked … 
and carefully document the causalities that follow. 

Utopia’s dark whisper

Aaron Swartz enacted a grim dialectical closure of the rich pos-
sibilities that the information age once presaged. This closure is 
indicative of the deep disappointment and political frustration that 
accompanies the emergent matrix of wealth accumulation today. 
Swartz’ ideals regarding the liberating powers of technology and 
its intrinsic propensity for sharing represents one side of what 
some have called the Californian Ideology.38 In many ways, Swartz’ 
problem was that he failed to synthesise the various contradictory 
components that define this ideology. That is, to be both politically 
radical and an ardent capitalist. In their classic 1995 essay on the 
topic, Barbrook and Cameron explain how high-tech capitalism, 
associated with Silicon Valley and the Bay Area, was the product 
of a strange amalgamation of late 1960s anti-authoritarianism and 
the economic individualism of the post-Reagan years. In 1969 the 
students who were attacked by state troops at the People’s Park 
were hostile to the culture of capitalism. By the 1990s, however, 
some had been able to combine the ethos of flower power with the 
market individualism that Reagan so adored. In a revised version 
of the thesis, the authors argue that 
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a loose alliance of writers, hackers, capitalists and artists from 
the West Coast of the USA have succeeded in defining a het-
erogeneous orthodoxy for the coming information age: the 
Californian Ideology. This new faith has emerged from a bizarre 
fusion of the cultural bohemianism of San Francisco with the 
hi-tech industries of Silicon Valley.39 

Steve Jobs and Bill Gates are perfect examples of this ideology. In 
one interview we see how Jobs is able to approvingly quote Marx 
and the importance of market libertarianism in the same breath.40 
More recent examples include PayPal’s Peter Thiel (who once said 
he aimed to form ‘a new world currency, free from all government 
control and dilution – the end of monetary sovereignty’ and 
subsequently made a fortune in the process, supporting Donald 
Trump’s presidency bid to boot).41 And then there is Steve Hilton, 
the creator of the UK Conservative government’s disastrous ‘Big 
Society’ policy, who wears tie-died t-shirts and manages a start-up 
in California. As an aside, Hilton’s easy-going air seemed to rapidly 
evaporate in a BBC radio debate I had with him in 2015 about 
why bureaucracy is sometimes a good thing (how could a large 
organisation like the BBC run without it, for example?). He became 
visibly incensed, which was fairly amusing given his peacenik 
credentials. 

Swartz clearly struggled in this regard. His last years were a failed 
synthesis, unable or unwilling to embody the Californian Ideology 
fully. Sure, on the one hand he was entrepreneurial. Swartz became 
rich when Not a Bug was acquired by Condé Nast Publications. 
And on the other hand he had strong social justice convictions 
regarding resource sharing and open access. Unlike other flower 
power capitalists, however, he took the liberating potential of the 
internet too seriously. His views ended up defying the basic tenets 
of corporate private property, especially in the copyright saturated 
industries of high-tech capitalism. It appears that Swartz decided to 
pursue the romantic, hippy side of this disingenuous, yet powerful 
dualism and forget about the punitive realism of money and finance. 
A clash with the neoliberal power structure was inevitable as the 
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dialectical dance between commercial selfishness and democratic 
openness became a showdown that Swartz could never win. 

Technology to the rescue? Not quite

This is where Paul Mason’s otherwise fascinating book Postcapital-
ism becomes a little confused.42 The emphasis on the emancipating 
powers of technology is too exaggerated, as is often the case with 
many techno-optimists. He suggests that we are on the cusp of an 
open access revolution that will overcome capitalism, heralding a 
new mode of production based on the principles championed by the 
likes of Swartz (whom he does not mention). According to Mason, 
there is now a massive and irreconcilable contradiction between the 
forces of production (new technologies that promote sharing, peer 
production and counter-capitalist practices of open access) and the 
relations of production (based on private property, paywalls and the 
enforcement of laws that Swartz aimed to challenge). Mason places 
great emphasis on endogenous technological change (first posited 
by Paul Romer), claiming that because information is infinitely 
replicable, with a margin or reproduction cost of zero, the price 
mechanism is eroded since it can no longer be based on scarcity, 
supply and demand and so forth. Songs on an iPod don’t degrade 
with use and those same zero-marginal cost processes will soon 
infiltrate physical goods too as they acquire digital components. In 
this environment, firms must (a) simply invent a commodity’s price 
and (b) create a monopoly to shore up its value. As far as Mason is 
concerned, such structures are swimming against the tide, swiftly 
becoming obsolete as a new economic dawn arrives. 

The assumption that this dialectic between the forces and 
relations of high-tech capitalism will be resolved by the sheer 
momentum of peer innovation and online sharing is refreshingly 
optimistic, but perhaps a little misguided. For example, take the 
following prediction: 

alongside the corporate response, we are seeing the rise of 
non-market production: horizontally distributed peer production 
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networks that are not centrally managed, producing goods that 
are completely free, or which – being Open Source – have very 
limited commercial value … Non-market forms of production 
and exchange exploit the basic human tendency to collaborate – 
to exchange gifts of intangible value – which has always existed 
but at the margins of economic life. This is more than simply a 
rebalancing between public goods and private goods: It’s a whole 
new and revolutionary thing. The proliferation of these 
non-market economic activities is making it possible for a 
cooperative, social just society to emerge.43 

No doubt Swartz authentically symbolised this potential. But the 
operative word here really is potential, which is very different to a 
dialectical synthesis or even tendency. One must remain extremely 
cautious about seeing in Linux Open Source or the bohemian 
cooperatives dotted around Shoreditch the beginnings of a new 
transition to a better society. Why so? First, we should not place 
so much faith on technology or at least its digital variant without 
appreciating the wider cultural influence of the Californian 
Ideology and the Gates Empire. On a global level, banks, oil and 
guns still rule the roost, with iPads and FaceTime fairly far behind. 
Let’s not forget that US nuclear weapon systems still use 1970s-era 
floppy disks. Second, the friction between the potential of free 
social relations and the actualised brutality of private property 
today forms the animus of wreckage economies. In other words, 
these tensions drive many of the revenue streams in a hollowed-out 
post-industrial society, from micro-finance, co-production and 
other moments of enclosure that allow the social commons to be 
systematically stripped by various business models associated with 
the so-called ‘new economy’. 

It’s crucial to remember that wreckage economics is about 
capture, not innovation, production or even growth. Homo 
economicus is stretched on a rack between the ideals of freedom 
and the draconian realities of late capitalism, still naively believing 
those ideals are realisable via the gadgets and networks that have 
been thrown up by Silicon Valley. Perhaps the most important 



the death of homo economicus

52

reason to doubt the possibility of such a transition (as described by 
Mason at least) takes us back to Aaron Swartz. In many ways the 
zero-marginal cost tendency of the techno-liberation movement 
is not really that damaging to private enterprise. In fact, since the 
price of production is reduced to zero we could see why capitalists 
of all creeds would love the prospect. Apart from the initial capital 
investment costs – many of which can often be crowdsourced for 
nothing or shifted to other organisations like the state in the case of 
academic publishing – all other revenue is pure profit. The profits 
are literally endless. 

We should not believe for one minute that multinational firms are 
embarrassed by this outrageous income, as Mason implies, perhaps 
even backing down in shame. No, these institutions instead tend 
to react like an outraged monarch, displaying egregious aggression 
to preserve their right to extract wealth unhindered, since the 
profit margins are so lucrative yet based on such flimsy grounds. 
Just like in the medieval period, social violence becomes a kind of 
visual metanarrative as firms enlist the law and its punitive agents 
to maintain the universal right to loot the commons for nothing. 
Aaron Swartz learnt the hard way what big money means in this 
brave new world of wreckage economics. The networked and 
connected civic order that was created out of the tools of the IT 
revolution are but a hypostatised, sad memento of a democratic 
future that never was. 

Money … behind enemy lines

Societies that have adopted and committed to policies I call 
‘wreckage economics’ have done so in the wake of the global 
meltdown of 2007–08. But it’s not as if things were rosy before 
this major recession. Even if we judge neoliberal reason by its 
own standards – growth per capita – the deregulation of entire 
economies in the USA and UK from the late 1970s onwards 
was a failure. For example, Cambridge University scholars Ken 
Coutts and Graham Gudgin studied growth patterns before and 



wreckage economics

53

after the rise of Thatcherism in the UK: ‘Those who believe in 
the free market economy must be able to show that economic 
performance after 1979 was better than it would have been under 
the “corporatist” economic policies of earlier decades.’44 Rather 
than improved growth, they found the exact opposite. Between 
1949 and 1979 growth rates stood at around 2.6 per cent. From the 
rise of Thatcherism in the late 1970s to the 2007–08 global credit 
crunch, that figure fell to 1.7 per cent. From then on the UK has 
been sitting on 0.2 per cent. Economic liberalisation simply did not 
deliver the goods. With wreckage economics, we see an escalation 
of commitment (in an attempt to recover sunk costs that only get 
worse) to a dead-end economic ideology. 

The expansive development of shareholder capitalism is a good 
case in point. Even the Bank of England has blamed this corporate 
model on low growth and productivity rates, since the pressure 
to pay dividends to shareholders means little is invested in the 
economic sustainability of the business itself.45 In 1970 about £10 
per £100 of profit was paid to shareholders. Today it is closer to £70 
per £100 of profit, allowing the rot to set, eroding both physical and 
human capital. In this manner, according to the Bank of England’s 
chief economist, firms are literally ‘eating themselves’, leaving us 
to clean up after the extraction process has done the damage.46 
But the feeding frenzy never pauses, even when things go terribly 
wrong. Indeed, the logic has spread. The principle of short-term 
shareholder capitalism has become the basic operational template 
for large swathes of economy and society. Governments swear by 
it given that politicians generally only have a few years to plunder 
the common good before departing to their well-paid corporate 
board position. 

Wreckage economic policies are both a response to and 
deepening of the very different vision of economic propriety that 
has encompassed Organisation for Economic Co-operation and 
Development (OECD) countries (and beyond) for the last ten years. 
Perhaps the watchword of ‘austerity’ and ‘living within our means’ 
is the most pronounced manifestation of wreckage economics, 
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with a touch of xenophobia and anti-immigrant sentiment thrown 
in for good measure. It is bizarrely ironic that the academic justi-
fication for austerity was Reinhart and Rogoff ’s paper ‘Growth in 
the time of debt’.47 Their calculations suggested that any economy 
with a GDP-to-debt ratio of 90 per cent or more will contract 
drastically and this ought to be managed by debt reduction to 
kick-start growth. A PhD student later found an error in the Excel 
spreadsheet. The growth formula was wrong. Such economies just 
grow at a slower rate than economies with lower debt ratios.48 A 
miscalculation had set the ball rolling on an erroneous economic 
experiment in many OECD countries.

It is astounding how the idea of austerity ever gained mainstream 
traction given that it was imposed on the 99%-ers so shortly after 
the big bank bailouts. That the public ought to pay twice – first for 
the initial recklessness of the financial sector and then again in the 
long withdrawal of public spending following the ‘belt tightening’ 
process – is plaintively peculiar. 

In particular, the family budget/state budget analogy has 
profoundly influenced how many people think about the economy. 
The comparison is bogus, of course. My personal debt, be it a 
mortgage or credit card bill, is nothing like fiscal debt, which 
operates on very different principles.49 That’s not to say sovereign 
debt, for example, isn’t a problem. However, the way central banks 
create and administer money, bonds and so forth is nothing 
like the real debt I must pay each month to avoid having my car 
repossessed. Unlike a consumer with a credit card, the Federal 
Reserve in the USA, for example, can purchase public debt and 
use it to influence economic growth. Debt is sometimes good for 
stimulating economic activity. Central banks might issue currency, 
whereas you and I can’t. Government bonds often have low interest 
rates, something a normal family can’t orchestrate, and government 
uses taxes to strengthen its capacity to spend and invest. In a 
number of ways, debt can actually generate spending income for 
governments. Whereas for us it lowers our ability to spend because 
real wages drop.50 
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Austerity sucks 

If state officials do treat a country’s accounts as if it was a family 
budget that requires tightening, then they rapidly run into major 
difficulties. For sure, a number of austerity-led governments have 
pursued policies that defy basic economic reason, making many 
wonder whether some secret desire to prolong dropping living 
standards was the real agenda. Even deeply conservative and 
pro-capitalist technocrats have raised red flags about the viability 
of austerity wisdom. For example, in 2013 the IMF argued that 
governments rethink the idea of fiscal restraint given the low 
growth it was perpetuating.51 Similarly, in a 2016 report studying 
the global effects of austerity, IMF economists Johnathan Ostry, 
Prakash Loungani and Davide Furceri argued that: 

•	 The benefits in terms of increased growth seem fairly difficult 
to establish when looking at a broad group of countries.

•	 The costs in terms of increased inequality are prominent. 
Such costs epitomise the trade-off between the growth and 
equity effects of some aspects of the neoliberal agenda.

•	 Increased inequality in turn hurts the level and sustainability 
of growth. Even if growth is the sole or main purpose of the 
neoliberal agenda, advocates of that agenda still need to pay 
attention to the distributional effects.52

The report continues to demonstrate that the focus on debt reduction 
through taxation/spending cuts has been a lethal combination: 
‘episodes of fiscal consolidation have been followed, on average, by 
drops rather than by expansions in output. On average, a consoli-
dation of 1 per cent of GDP increases the long-term unemployment 
rate by 0.6 percentage points.’53 The same message was issued by the 
OECD in 2016, singling out governments that had seemingly shot 
themselves in the foot by strangling demand and productivity. As 
its chief economist stated, 
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Given the significant downside risks posed by financial sector 
volatility and emerging market debt, a stronger collective policy 
approach is urgently needed, focusing on a greater use of fiscal 
and pro-growth structural policies, to strengthen growth and 
reduce financial risk.54 

In other words, more than anything else austerity sucks the life out 
of the economy and its inhabitants. Quantitative easing (gilt-edged 
securities, bonds, etc.) is a good example, which risks fuelling yet 
another debt bubble. Indeed, current economic wisdom practised 
by most of the OECD represents a kind of slow and painful 
suicide. And this is the considered opinion of some of the most 
conservative, pro-market institutions in the world, organisations 
that still consider Milton Friedman, Margret Thatcher and Ronald 
Reagan heroes of the modern age. 

Corporate warscapes

Privatisation is yet another feature of wreckage economics. Of 
course, the sale of state assets is not particularly new in the UK, 
Australia, New Zealand and many other countries around the 
world. The twin attack of neoliberalism and globalisation in the 
1980s saw a spike in the rate of state asset sell-offs. The programme 
had a clear ideology. Competitive firms operating in a free market 
are better organised than public ones, avoiding waste and delivering 
superior customer services. The idea helped justify a huge amount 
of public goods being transferred into private hands. 

George Osborne, the UK Chancellor of the Exchequer until June 
2016, sold more state assets than any minister since the Thatcher 
era. During five and half years in office he sold assets worth £3.37 
billion and was lining up another £20 billion in 2016 before being 
ousted.55 Is this push to privatise society a mandate championed by 
everyday people? No, of course not. A 2015 UK poll found that a 
large majority were against this new wave of sell-offs, even among 
Tory voters.56 For example, with regards to the Land Registry, 16 
per cent supported privatisation while 70 per cent disapproved, 
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including many Conservative voters.57 In the end, this is not about 
expressing the will of the people but the corporate capture (typically 
large offshore institutional investors) of organisations that have 
benefited from years of taxpayer investment. Now they are given 
away at bargain bin prices. 

What makes this policy a kindred spirit of wreckage economics 
more generally is not that the services being privatised often consist 
of natural monopolies that ought to be treated as basic public good.58 
Placing these assets in private hands, including water, transport, 
energy and so forth has been a hallmark of the privatising process for 
some time now. And there was always something rather parasitical 
about the trend, as for example the UK government’s pledge to 
underwrite pensions liabilities (with a ‘crown guarantee’) to make 
assets more attractive to buyers. British Telecom was privatised 
in 1984 on these grounds. But then wreckage economics rears its 
ugly head. Years after being sold BT successfully argued in court 
that if it goes bust then the ‘crown guarantee’ also applies to the 
300,000 plus employees who joined after the date of privatisation.59 
The initial blow to the taxpayer becomes an ongoing relationship 
of extortion. Profits are privatised whereas liabilities are socialised 
for as long as possible. As of May 2016 British Telecom’s pension 
deficit was about £10 billion, a 50 per cent increase in 18 months.60 
What gives this latest round of privatisation a worrying air of 
self-destructiveness is the way in which public wealth has been 
so blatantly transferred into private hands while defying the very 
principles of neoliberal economics that were initially used to justify 
the sale. It reveals both the anti-democratic corporatisation of the 
public sphere and, just as importantly, the sheer arrogance of the 
ruling elite, openly brazen in its unjust self-enrichment.

Miserable miracles

Take the privatisation of Royal Mail, the 500-year-old British 
institution, for example. The application to buy shares opened on 27 
September 2013 and the company was listed on the stock exchange 
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in October 2013. The government retained 30 per cent ownership, 
employees received 10 per cent and the remaining shares were sold, 
raising £1.98 billion. The minster in charge of the sale claimed, 
‘the aim is to place the shares with long-term investors, we are 
absolutely confident that will happen’.61 And Royal Mail should 
‘start its new life with a core of high-quality investors who would 
be there in good times and bad’.62 On the day of the sale the value 
of each share immediately jumped 38 per cent and six months later 
was worth 87 per cent more than the original asking price.63 Clearly 
the initial governmental asking price was grossly undervalued, 
meaning that a number of large institutional investors and pension 
funds (who had been granted priority purchasing rights) had made 
a miraculous profit.64 

So what on earth had happened? The government told a 2014 
parliamentary committee that the threat of strike action had 
lowered the initial asking price since it introduced risk into the 
mix.65 But something else was amiss. The committee wanted 
to know why stocks that were now trading at 530 pence (p) per 
share were so grossly undervalued (they were sold at 330p). It was 
revealed that one of the investors prioritised by the government to 
have automatic purchasing rights was Lazard Asset Management. 
The state officials responsible for the privatisation were receiving 
advice from Lazard’s corporate advisory arm, Lazard & Co, 
which received a fee of £1.5 million for its services. It strongly 
advised against raising the floating price over 330p since it might 
frighten off buyers during an uncertain period. Lazard & Co even 
recommended a floatation price of 212p, while other banks were 
suggesting 510p.66 

So the Initial Public Offering (IPO) went ahead at 330p. Lazard 
Asset Management swooped in, purchasing 6 million shares at 
330p and sold them 48 hours later for 470p. They made a £8.74 
million profit.67 The so-called long-term investors didn’t end up 
staying around for very long. Out of the 16 firms given priority 
purchasing rights, 6 sold their shares immediately and another 6 
sold within a few weeks. Taxpayers lost £750 million in one day. 
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According to the head of Lazard Asset Management, nothing was 
untoward about its dealings because the two arms of the firm didn’t 
talk to each other.68 The governmental minsters involved had no 
regrets either. The minister of finance even stated that the sale 
was ‘very successful’.69 In 2015 the remaining 30 per cent public 
share of Royal Mail was sold. What has transpired since the sale 
is now almost a textbook case of what privatisation really means 
in the dark shadows of corporate control. Pension benefits of 
workers are now in the process of being cut.70 In 2015, around 5500 
redundancies were announced and its CEO Moya Greene received 
a £1.5 million pay packet, a 13 per cent increase compared to the 
previous year.71 And, of course, the price of postage stamps has 
risen above inflation.72 

Royal Mail is a sad but vivid example of how privatisation operates 
when conducted using the principles of wreckage economics. The 
idea is to undermine and then bleed the public sphere, with little 
long-term interest in the actual asset being purchased, nor its 
workforce or the community that relies upon it. Slash and burn 
is the basic business mentality here. Another example might 
reinforce the point. The British 40 per cent ownership in Eurostar, 
a train service that travels from London to Paris under the English 
Channel, was sold in 2015 for £757 million. The then Chancellor 
of the Exchequer stated that this represented a ‘fantastic deal for 
UK taxpayers that exceeds expectations’.73 However, a report by the 
National Audit Office found that the British public had previously 
invested £3 billion in Eurostar, and the sale price represented a 
significant loss.74 In fact, the government had been advised that 
the share value of Eurostar would increase significantly from 
2016 onwards because infrastructure investments were coming to 
fruition. Dividend payments over the next ten years would be in 
the region of £700 million. But given the 2015 election was coming 
up, the government rushed to sell the asset quickly. The National 
Audit Office stated that selling Eurostar despite the potential 
undervaluation was ‘primarily driven by the desire to sell prior to 
the 2015 general election’.75 The healthy revenue stream that ought 
to have been the public’s given their investment is now enjoyed by 
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London-based Hermes Infrastructure and Canadian pension fund 
Caisse de dépôt et placement du Québec.

Ten easy steps to oblivion

The NHS represents a special example of how wreckage economics 
has gripped the UK. Mention the infamous Lorenzo patient record 
computer system to any health official and you will see them 
wince. It was described by one observer as ‘one of the worst and 
most expensive contracting fiascos in the history of the public 
sector’, in which the projected £6.4 billion budget swelled to around 
£12 billion and is still struggling to get underway to this day.76 
When Accenture pulled out of a £2 billion contract, the National 
Programme for IT (NPfIT) could have fined them 50 per cent of 
that figure or £1 billion. Instead it only charged them £63 million. 
As London GP Youssef El-Gingihy notes in How to Dismantle the 
NHS in 10 Easy Steps, Director-General of NPfIT Richard Granger 
previously worked for Andersen Consulting, which later became 
Accenture.77 

Apart from the increased costs, outsourcing has raised wider 
concerns about patient safety. Now that a particular social service 
is being run on a profit-making basis, any overhead reductions 
automatically enhance the bottom line. The financial temptation to 
sacrifice safety to boost profits in this manner has been difficult to 
resist for some. For example, a whistle-blower leaked an email to a 
newspaper in 2012 revealing how the contracting giant Serco was 
putting patients at risk.78 The local health authorities in Cornwall 
had contracted the multinational to manage a call centre whose 
role was to answer out-of-hours calls to GPs. Tele-operators assess 
whether the caller warranted an emergency 999 service (i.e., an 
ambulance). However, Serco had replaced medically trained staff 
with call centre operators who had little medical training. Given 
their lack of expertise, caller referrals to the 999 emergency service 
rose fourfold. Staff didn’t want to have blood on their hands if they 
got it wrong. Serco then sent an email to operators in an effort to 
reduce emergency referrals:
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Please be aware that once the disposition screen for a 999 
response is reached, we have three minutes in which to close the 
call and phone South Western ambulance service trust … If the 
call remains ‘open’ for longer than this three-minute window 
we fail on our KPIs (key performance indicators). If you do not 
want/cannot close the call immediately … please click back to 
the previous screen and ‘change answer’ as this in essence stops 
the clock.79

Resetting the clock was widely used to provide the impression that 
contract conditions were being met. For example, on 25 February 
2012 a call was logged at 9.34 am. It was then ‘triaged’ at 3.37 pm. 
But the home visit by the GP then planned was not achievable in the 
expected time frame. Instead of missing the target (3.37 pm) the case 
was ‘retriaged with a call at 3.12 pm, completed at 3.16 pm. A new 
target time of 9.16 pm was then allocated to the visit, it is alleged.’80 

A similar incident occurred in 2015 at G4S Public Services which 
deals with police 999 calls. The firm took over the £200 million 
contract to manage the police’s back-of-office services.81 Certain 
targets were promised. Workers were required to answer 92 per 
cent of calls within ten seconds. When call handlers in Lincolnshire 
fell behind this target they made false calls to manipulate the 
figures, with 724 in total carried out over a three-month period. 
Jack Dromey, a politician dealing with policing issues, offers an 
unambiguous conclusion: ‘Time and time again G4S have let down 
the public. This case raises serious questions about the ability of G4S 
to play a role in vital and sensitive areas of policing. At a time when 
police forces are under growing pressure, this is a reminder of the 
importance of crucial emergency services being in public hands.’82 

Herein lies a key problem. Outsourcing one service can have a 
domino effect, creating further need for private sector involvement. 
As Tom Crewe notes in relation to councils in the UK,

every time a service is outsourced, experience and understand-
ing are lost, weakening supervision and creating gaps that in 
the future will need to be filled by more private-sector support. 
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The inability of government departments to manage or even 
understand these contracts has created a thriving secondary 
industry in public sector consultancy, parasitic on the growth of 
the outsourcing market.83

Crewe goes on to point out that around £600 million of public 
money has been transferred to KPMG, Deloitte, PwC and Ernst 
and Young in this manner over the last three years, a 17 per cent 
increase compared to previous years. Does outsourcing really create 
better quality services and save the taxpayer money? Probably not.84 
Conducting a major study on this subject, Christopher Hood and 
Ruth Dixon compared running costs of public sector contractors 
to ‘customer’ satisfaction over a 35-year period of reforms.85 Using 
a variety of metrics and measures, they found that the cost of 
managing central government rose significantly in real terms, from 
£15 billion to £30 billion between 1980 and 2012. While customer 
satisfaction dropped significantly. Outsourcing led to ‘a striking 
increase in running or administration costs in real terms, while 
levels of complaint and legal challenge also soared’.86

Hell earnt

Despite all of the right-wing fanfare about competition in open and 
free markets that we hear on an almost daily basis, capitalist reality 
has seldom conformed to the principles of competitive enterprise. 
The anarcho-capitalist myth is still going strong (especially among 
some variants of the alt-right) but has little basis in the real world of 
wreckage economics. For one of the defining features of this mode 
of the production is the centralisation or concentration of capital. 
Not its dispersal. That is why competition is the last thing a proper 
capitalist wants. A firm would rather capture a customer base – 
especially if demand is inelastic, meaning the customer requires 
the product/service no matter what the price is – and monopolise 
the sector. 

This is why the multinational corporation loves the state. 
It simply sees large wads of cash that can easily be sucked away 
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with few of the investment and management costs typical of other 
business ventures. In the UK and USA, this has been particularly 
nasty because it is tantamount to taxpayers funding their own asset 
stripping. When the British railway system was privatised between 
1994 and 1997 it was supposedly in the name of competition. Of 
course, as James Meek points out in his book Private Island, the 
outcome was the opposite, a disaster and perhaps even deadly 
(given accidents like Hatfield) for the average citizen.87 Railtrack, 
the pre-privatised version of British Rail, was estimated to be 
worth £6.5 billion. In the end it was sold for £1.95 billion, with over 
a £1 billion in debts written off to help the transfer along.88 The 
government assured the public that services would be improved 
in private hands, as John MacGregor, then Secretary of State for 
Transport argued, due to the ‘harnessing of the management skills, 
the financial disciplines, the entrepreneurial spirit and the 25 
efficiencies of the private sector, and the removal of the constraints 
of public sector ownership and its monolithic structures’.89 

That statement was made in 1992 to soften up the public who 
largely remained unconvinced. Now let’s fast forward to the present, 
the era of wreckage economics. Railtrack – the then privatised 
owner of infrastructure and maintenance – doesn’t exist. It had 
to be reacquired by the government following the 2000 Hatfield 
disaster. Network Rail, its replacement, now dishes out taxpayer 
subsidies to a handful of private companies to run the lines. Private 
investment has stagnated.90 To rub salt into the wound, some ticket 
prices have increased between 151 per cent and 245 per cent since 
British Rail was privatised.91 The average age of regional trains is 24 
years old (and 19 years old in London).92 

Privatisation of the railways was turning out to be a bad joke. 
Take this example. In 2009 East Coast Mainline was in deep 
trouble. National Express, the private owner of the franchise, 
dropped the contract because of falling revenue. The government 
had no choice but to renationalise the organisation. It was then 
managed by the state-owned Directly Operated Railways. It did 
very well over a five-year period, making healthy surplus payments 
back to Treasury and providing a much improved service.93 Despite 
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this, the government re-privatised it in 2015, selling it to Stage 
Coach and Virgin. One observer correctly warned that this was a 
‘costly mistake … By taking the East Coast out of public ownership 
the government is passing the profits to Stagecoach and Virgin 
shareholders, instead of using the cash to reduce rail fares and 
improve services for passengers.’94 

An efficient allocation of scarce resources neoliberal capitalism 
certainly is not, especially when it comes to transport and almost 
every other public good it has pirated. Just look at the London worker 
who gained notoriety in early 2016 for sitting in the cupboard with 
buckets and mops because the train was overcrowded.95 He paid 
£6000 a year to commute between Ipswich and London five days 
a week. Not being able to find a seat he decided to innovate, ‘in 
the evening the train I catch, the 18.30, is usually so full there’s no 
space. I found this little spot some time ago and I use it quite often. 
No one seems to mind but it isn’t great.’96 With first class carriages 
often empty, plus an overall lack of investment in infrastructure, we 
can see why homo economicus, worn out by a long day at the office, 
might take his chances with toxic cleaning fluids rather than stand 
the whole commute home. In July 2016 Southern Rail passengers 
finally snapped and staged a protest, chanting ‘Southern fail’ and 
handing out leaflets reading ‘Commuter Hell’. Not long after, the 
Go-Ahead Group, the railway’s parent company, recorded a £100 
million profit in 2016, up by 26.8 per cent compared to previous 
years.97 

Modelling worthlessness 

The ideology of competition and its benefits is no more popular 
than in neoliberal arguments about the labour market, especially 
executive pay and bonuses. Amazingly enough, this is so even after 
the scandals that have incited shareholder revolts concerning the 
massive pay packets. According to the High Pay Centre, the average 
CEO-to-worker pay ratio in the UK in 1980 was between 13:1 and 
44:1. In 1998 the average FTSE CEO pay packet was 47 times greater 
than the average British worker. In 2013 the ratio was 174:1.98 In the 
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USA the figures are even more disturbing. Between 1936 and 1976 
executive pay didn’t change a great deal. But from the late 1970s 
onwards the ratio between CEOs and workers rapidly increased. 
In 2015 top CEOs earned 300 times workers’ pay, according to 
the Economic Policy Institute.99 They also note that the real pay of 
CEOs increased by 937 per cent between 1978 and 2014. Workers 
only received a 10.9 per cent increase over the same period. 

An economist at the Adam Smith Institute – a right-wing 
think-tank based in London – was recently pressed on the issue and 
asked whether executives like Bob Dudley at BP really deserved a 
£14 million per year salary: ‘Do CEOs in general create the sort of 
value that justifies giant pay packets that they get and in practice 
they do.’100 This rationale is based on the idea of supply and demand, 
and market competitiveness. According to management writers 
Ray Fisman and Tim Sullivan, the argument goes like this.101 It’s not 
that some CEOs are amazingly better than you and I, or even their 
peers in other industries. But if they can add even a few percentage 
points of advantage to a firm vis-à-vis others in the job market, 
they will end up getting paid a great deal more because those 
small percentage points translate into multibillion dollar amounts 
for the company over time. Well, that’s the argument mainstream 
economists would like us to believe at least.

There has always been some controversy around the issue of 
executive pay. But the ethos of wreckage economics enters the fray 
when pay is conspicuously detached from performance and utility. 
What any particular individual contributes in precise terms to the 
value of an organisation (i.e., marginal product) is notoriously 
difficult to measure. However, in some ways it doesn’t really matter 
because ‘use value’ is no longer the point. The old days in which 
your pay was linked to the number of hours you clocked up, the skill 
required and the societal worth of the job are gone. Other factors 
play a bigger role in determining how much you are rewarded 
today. For example, the revelation that London dog walkers are 
paid considerably higher (£32,356) than the national wage average 
(£22,044) tells us much about how employment operates within the 
wreckage economics paradigm.102 Not only are dog walkers paid 
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more, but they work only half the hours of the average employee. 
Indeed, the task of walking a millionaire’s dog through Hyde Park 
is considered more valuable than an NHS nurse (starting salary 
£20,700). It is clear that the relationship between jobs and pay is 
now governed by a new principle. 

This disconnect between work and remuneration is obvious 
when we hear about the gargantuan salaries awarded to business 
executives and senior public servants. Does job market competition 
determine these eye-watering figures? Such obscene salary 
packages cannot reflect increased effort because no one can raise 
their productivity levels by that much. Neither can these salaries be 
put down to market scarcity of skilled individuals. It’s not as if the 
pool of able executives suddenly dried up in the last ten years. As 
the Economic Policy Institute stated in relation to the 937 per cent 
increase CEOs received since 1978: ‘growth does not simply reflect 
the increased value of highly paid professionals in a competitive 
race for skills (the ‘market for talent’), but rather reflects the 
presence of substantial “rents” embedded in executive pay’.103 
Neither can these pay packets be linked to company performance 
given the 2008 financial crisis. Executive remuneration has 
trebled over the last few years despite the double-dip recession 
and the banking crisis. For example, BP made a $6.4 billion loss 
in 2015, suffered 7000 job cuts and saw its shareholder value (and 
dividend) decrease by 23 per cent.104 However, CEO Bob Dudley’s 
salary increased 20 per cent in 2015 to £14 million. In the era of 
wreckage economics, occupational worth appears to have very little 
to do with performance, social importance or market competition. 
It doesn’t help that leading business schools such as the one at 
Harvard University appear to encourage this ‘winner take all’ ethos 
(even when you’re failing) among its graduates.105 

So something else must be going on, more about the privilege 
and power around the job than the actual job itself. Pay rates are 
probably determined most by your location on a rather steep 
employment hierarchy. And that in turn reflects the wealth you 
already have. At the apex of this hierarchy are senior executives and 
public officials, selected from the same group of elite schools and 
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families. These individuals receive so much money that they do 
not really need to work. They easily join the ultra-small group of 
unearned income holders, the rentiers and idle rich that control 
good parts of Britain, the USA and the Global South. Then you 
have the second tier of employees who hold very well-paid jobs 
that service the rich. The third tier consists of the 99%-ers and they 
make up the rest of the jobs pyramid. It has engendered its own 
hierarchy of ‘good jobs’ and ‘bad jobs’. Some of these are crucial to 
society: midwives, street cleaners, postal workers, health inspectors. 
Others are ‘crap jobs’ that have proliferated in the service sector, 
but are still considered infinitely preferable to entering into the 
government-run hell called the unemployment industry.

Abolish restaurants

Labour market competition is not causing the ‘crap jobs’ revolution 
that has characterised wreckage economics in the years following 
the long recession. Deskilled and underpaid work is not an 
inevitable outcome of economic efficiencies, as if it was somehow 
neutral or apolitical. This is all about institutional power and its 
belligerent quest for self-preservation. The extractive tendencies of 
the dominant business model today too easily find their way into 
everyday managerial practices. In the current climate, employers 
no longer even need to hide their sense of entitlement or mission 
to cut pay, training and health/safety expenses that would have 
otherwise been an obligatory employee benefit in a previous era. 

This became evident in a scandal that embroiled London 
restaurants in 2015. The large chain Pizza Express (owned by a 
Chinese multibillion dollar private equity firm) was revealed to 
be charging employees an 8 per cent levy on tips left to them if 
the customer paid by card. One employee said in a letter to their 
trade union, 

I have worked at Pizza Express for 15 years. After all this time 
I’m still only paid the national minimum wage of £6.50 an hour. 
So you see my colleagues and I are heavily reliant on customer 
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tips to top up our low wages. I work hard and am good at my 
job, but when Pizza Express thinks it can get away with taking a 
percentage of our hard-earned tips left on a card, I get upset.106 

But Pizza Express was not alone. It was revealed that restaurants 
like Zizzi and Ask Italian also charged 8 per cent. The Latin 
American chain Las Iguanas forced waiters to pay back 5.5 per 
cent of their sales at the end of the night.107 The worst offender 
was Harrods. It was recently reported that they swiped 75 per cent 
of the waiters’ tips at its restaurant.108 This is basically a ‘right to 
work’ tax. One waiter understood the idea: ‘Over five shifts in a 
week is a substantial loss of my tips. Sometimes it works out as if 
I am paying to work.’109 The policy clearly takes Milton Friedman’s 
famous adage (‘there’s no such thing as a free lunch’) to an entirely 
new level. 

Labour unions strongly reacted to these ‘wage theft’ tactics, but 
wreckage economics makes no secret about despising the very 
existence of unions. In the wake of London Tube driver strikes in 
2015, for example, the UK government proposed the Trade Union 
Act. If passed, it would be illegal to strike unless there was a 50 
per cent turnout on any particular issue. And 40 per cent needed 
to motion a strike for it to proceed. Some Tory watchdogs were 
worried, however.110 Didn’t the proposed law contravene the 
Human Rights Act on labour liberties? What’s more, the irony that 
the very government proposing the bill was elected in 2015 with 
36.1 per cent of the vote was not missed. The bill was passed into 
legislation in May 2016. 

It seems that the only competition occurring in this type of 
labour market is between firms and how far they can extort their 
employees with impunity. One recent study has even suggested 
that employment systems today bear a remarkable resemblance to 
‘villainy’, more associated with the methods used during Feudalism 
to tie a peasant to a lord of the manor.111 Like the peasant, employees 
today on a zero-hour contract must pay rents to gain access to the 
very institution of work. There isn’t any guarantee of income. And a 
good deal of work is done for free, around the formal labour process 
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in order to give a good impression to the employer. This is a sort of 
plantation neoliberalism.112 No wonder people in their 20s in the 
USA, UK and Europe have seen their living standards lag behind 
all other age brackets.113 The average 20-something is now poorer 
than retired people. Matters get worse if people decide to raise a 
family in a city like London. A 2016 study revealed that the cost 
of raising a child to 21 years old is about £270,000, representing 
a 65 per cent increase compared to 2003 figures.114 Childcare will 
cost £70,000, a 78 per cent increase. As a result, it’s easy to see why 
a vast informal economy of unpaid labour inevitably emerges to 
pick up the shortfall. A survey by Age UK discovered that around 
417,000 people in their 80s are now providing unpaid care to family 
and friends, sometimes up to 35 hours a week.115 With an ageing 
population and grossly underfunded state services, the elderly 
are stepping in to rectify a care deficit. But as a spokeswoman for 
Age UK correctly points out, ‘They can’t do it all on their own and 
we shouldn’t take advantage of their determination to do right by 
those they love.’116 

Investor vandalism

Because this way of making money creates such a mess the wealthier 
practitioners of wreckage economics understand the importance 
of having an escape route to the Bahamas or Fiji, leaving others – 
you and me – to deal with the fallout. Billionaire Sir Philip Green 
exemplified this art of escape when the retail chain British Home 
Stores (BHS) when into receivership in April 2016. It was formed 
in 1928 but by the mid-1990s was suffering from poor sales. 
Green bought the company in 2000 for £200 million and took it 
off the stock market, making it a private firm. In March 2015 he 
sold the business to Retail Acquisitions for the sum of £1. Retail 
Acquisitions was led by Dominic Chappell, who had gone bankrupt 
three times in the past.117 By the time it faced receivership, BHS had 
debts running up to £1.3 billion; £571 million of this was pension 
liabilities for its 11,000 workers who risked departing with nothing. 
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So far, the story sounds fairly standard for a firm hit hard by 
the recession. However, it was discovered that after Green bought 
BHS he started to bleed the faltering firm. For the 13 months it 
owned BHS, Retail Acquisitions received more than £25 million 
in payments from the beleaguered company. Over the course of 
Green’s ownership of BHS (15 years) he and his family were paid 
£586 million in loan repayments, interest, dividends and rental 
fees.118 This money was paid to Arcadia, a company held in Green’s 
wife’s name located in low-tax Monaco, thus dodging a £130 
million tax bill on dividends.119 In 2005, the Arcadia Group paid 
its shareholders (technically Green’s wife, thus himself) a massive 
£1.2 billion dividend from pre-tax profits of £253 million. The 
arrangement avoided the £300 million dividend tax that the Greens 
would have otherwise been liable for.120 

As far as BHS’ pensions go, in 2001 the fund was running a £5 
million surplus. By 2016 this had slumped to a £571 million deficit. 
It did not help that when these figures hit the headlines Green 
was about to take ownership of a new £100 million superyacht. 
Angela Eagle, the shadow Business Secretary, summed up the 
nature of wreckage economics very well when discussing the case 
in Parliament: ‘In this situation it appears this owner extracted 
hundreds of millions of pounds from the business and walked away 
to his favourite tax haven, leaving the Pension Protection Scheme to 
pick up the bill.’121 One can only imagine what employee morale was 
like as BHS floundered, the pensions black hole was revealed and 
pictures of Green on his yacht in the Mediterranean appeared in all 
the newspapers. An anonymous online diary by BHS workers gives 
us a clue. There was talk that Sports Direct’s Mike Ashley might 
bail out BHS. Ashley was also in the news (prompting another par-
liamentary commission) concerning the gross maltreatment of his 
workers: 

TUESDAY 21 JUNE: As if that uncertainty wasn’t bad enough, 
an article has appeared online claiming that there’s a chance that 
up to 80 stores might still be ‘saved’ by Mike Ashley of Sports 
Direct fame/infamy. God help us all if that turns out to be true. 



wreckage economics

71

I can’t help but wonder why BHS seems to be so irresistible to 
all these overfed, self-serving clowns. First Green, then Dominic 
Chappell and now, perhaps, this rambling bullyboy? What kind 
of terrible crimes could BHS staff have committed in their 
previous lives to deserve that?122

Welcome to the dark economy in which profits are made without 
producing anything. Although Sir Philip finally agreed to cough 
up £363 million in March 2017 following a long pursuit by the 
pensions regulator (88 per cent of what employees are owed), the 
debacle more generally revealed how bad capitalism had become. 
The asset sweating logic behind wreckage economics is the new 
normal, defining almost every aspect of power in society. And its 
machinations are often slow and prolonged, easily slipping beneath 
the radar if there isn’t a major scandal to reveal it. Such a corporate 
exercise in extraction (think of a quack dentist pulling out a good 
tooth) means the elite must cushion themselves at a safe distance 
as the economy is wrung dry. Hence the present importance of 
mega-yachts among the rich capitalist class, equipped to silently 
sail away in the night.  

Orphan bonds

We see precisely this new mode of accumulation in Aditya 
Chakrabortty’s excellent investigation of the iconic UK chemist 
chain Boots.123 John Boot established the store in 1849 in 
Nottingham. His son Jesse Boot took over the store and expanded 
its presence nationwide. Jesse Boot was a keen philanthropist and 
gave generously to found University College at Highfields, which 
later became Nottingham University. He sold the company to a 
US firm in 1920 and during the recession it was taken back into 
British ownership in 1933, with Jack Boot (John’s grandson) at the 
helm. By the 1970s and 1980s Boots was a prominent presence in 
much of the UK and an essential part of the NHS since the public 
relied on it for prescriptions (totalling £2 billion a year and a third 
of Boot’s annual income) and out-of-hours advice. 
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In 2006 the company was bought by Alliance UniChem and 
renamed Alliance Boots. It was then acquired by the private equity 
firm KKR, a deal forged by the tycoon Stefano Pessina in 2007. 
The company’s gold-plated final salary pension scheme – one of 
the first to move into bonds back in 2000 – was terminated in 
2010, even though it was running a healthy surplus.124 According to 
Pessina, this was done to ‘help protect the business from the effect 
of pension funding volatility’.125 In 2012 KKR sold a 45 per cent 
stake to the American company Walgreens, and the rest in 2014, 
creating Walgreen Boots Alliance, with Pessina acting as CEO. By 
October 2015 Walgreen Boots Alliance’s net sales had markedly 
increased to $103.4 billion with earnings of $4.2 billion. However, 
it was with the private equity takeover in 2007 that the business 
becomes driven by wreckage economics. First was the instrumental 
use of debt, a typical move by private equity firms:

To buy Alliance Boots, Pessina and KKR had invested £2.5bn 
of their own money – but they borrowed almost £9bn from 
Barclays, the Royal Bank of Scotland, Citigroup, JP Morgan, and 
Merrill Lynch among other banks. The borrowed billions were 
then shoved onto the balance sheet of Boots UK Ltd – and those 
banks jumped to the front of the queue for repayment out of the 
profits made by the company.126 

KKR received its income in the Cayman Islands and Stefano 
Pessina is based in Luxembourg. Alliance Boots moved out of 
Nottingham to Zug, Switzerland, a low-tax zone popular among 
global capitalists. By now the climate in the store was very 
different to the old Boots we used to know. The budget cuts, 
use of performance targets and the insistence that chemists act 
as salespeople had taken its toll. Because of staff layoffs (which 
looks good on the quarterly reports), pharmacists were now 
‘self-checking’ the dispensary because there was no one else to help 
out. Moreover, staff experienced new pressures to make money, 
including the prevalence of the Medicine Use Reviews (MUR). 
The NHS had set up a programme whereby pharmacists at stores 
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like Boots would give medical advice. It was aimed to alleviate 
the burden faced by GPs. The NHS pays Boots £28 for each MUR 
consultation. This is when management told pharmacists they now 
had a ‘non-negotiable’ target of 400 MURs per year. An email from 
an area manager drove home the point: 

 
I personally don’t want colleagues to feel ‘brow-beaten’, but we do 
need to deliver our targets of 400 MURs per store this financial 
year for two reasons:
1. Delivering 400 MCUs is a measure of Excellent Patient Care
2. The company can make £28 profit for each MCU, so each one 
we don’t deliver is a lost £28.127

One pharmacist who received the email had worked at Boots 
for 30 years. He describes his employer as ‘Big Brother, a giant 
profit-seeking monster. There’s such a culture of fear.’128 It appears 
that Boots had basically been economically captured and bled 
dry. In particular, the use of debt and years of short-term investor 
extraction had left the firm financially hollowed out and with 
very low staff morale. When asked how he felt about Boots, one 
staff member said, ‘All the company cares about is profit, figures, 
services. They are not interested in patient safety, appropriate 
staffing levels, training time for staff, appropriate breaks etc. Each 
day I am worried about making a mistake due to the enormous 
amount of pressure I am constantly under.’129

(Anti-) Sun in Panama 

How is it possible to make large amounts of money when your 
company is saturated with debt? It seems the global business 
network has discovered a big advantage of debt, which doesn’t apply 
to you or me of course. The reason is tax or rather its avoidance. 
Wreckage economics really shines here. For us, without people 
and institutions making a fair contribution to funding society (i.e., 
taxes) we would have no public sphere, life-saving discoveries, 
democratic institutions, museums, justice courts, libraries and 
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the list goes on. Unfortunately, multinational corporations don’t 
care about any of this, although they’re happy to opportunistically 
feed off that public sphere whenever they can. But in the end, the 
multinational firm simply aims to reduce its costs and maximise 
profits. A key cost to be neutralised is tax liability. Today there 
are some easy, legal ways for a household name company to enjoy 
huge revenues in the UK, for example, yet pay zero tax. This is 
not because the UK is a tax haven like Panama, but it does little to 
discourage what is now a feeding frenzy in tax avoidance. 

Let’s use some fictional examples to describe how this is so. 
Imagine a very successful US coffee company called XYZ who aims 
to gain global domination of the market. It is very popular in the 
UK, generating billion pound revenues over a number of years. 
Corporation tax in the UK is 20 per cent. But that is paid on profits. 
Using transfer pricing methods, the US HQ decides to set up a 
subsidiary in Holland because of their favourable tax regulations. 
It’s this subsidiary that now deals with XYZ in the UK, charging a 
significant fee to use the iconic XYZ brand. These fees along with 
other expenses including salaries and rent exceed XYZ UK’s annual 
revenues. The Dutch-based firm shifts these revenues back to the 
USA. The UK branch ends up paying no tax because technically 
it’s making a loss. In the meantime, its global shareholders are 
very happy with their dividend and the CEO is a multimillionaire. 
Another way to artificially depress profit figures is to mire the local 
subsidiary in debt, perhaps as operating and investments costs for 
setting up in a new country. The interest payed on the debt by the 
subsidiary is transferred to a tax-sheltered HQ. This nullifies the 
profit margin of the local firm, and the taxman is powerless.

Transfer pricing – where a company literally trades with itself via 
subsidiaries or shell companies – is used for tax avoidance because 
most governmental tax agencies focus on declared profits within 
its jurisdiction rather than direct sales or revenue. Economics 
textbooks tell us that trade involves an open market in which a 
‘fair price’ is reached between competitors. In reality, however, 
this arrangement is typically a fairly closed system that seeks to 
externalise costs onto you and me. It’s been estimated that up to 
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80 per cent of global trade is conducted between business entities 
owned by the same parent company.130 This is how the infamous 
‘Double Irish’ arrangement operates allowing Google, for example, 
to pay €47 million tax in Ireland on sales of €22.6 billion in 2015.131 
The trend is not a minor one. A major international investigation 
by Tax for Justice analysed data from the Bank of International 
Settlements and the International Monetary Fund (IMF), finding 
that between $21 trillion and $31 trillion moves around the global 
economy in this manner.132 In 2016 the EU’s competition watchdog 
went after Apple for doing a ‘sweetheart deal’ with Ireland. The 
firm’s tax rate was 0.005 per cent in 2014. Apple appealed and 
adopted a truculent stance against the EU authorities.133

In terms of public confidence that the taxation system is on 
our side – which has perhaps reached an all-time low – there is a 
growing suspicion that the rich can almost systematically get away 
with paying little or no tax. For example, the UK governmental tax 
authority, HM Revenue and Customs (HMRC), said it was now 
closely scrutinising wealthy tax avoiders, especially those who had 
outstanding income tax bills but simply didn’t pay up. After a few 
years a parliamentary commission found it was a joke. The rich 
were getting rather cosy treatment. The tax taken from the average 
wage earner rose by £23 billion since the government set up a 
special unit to ‘crack down’ on the wealthy in 2009.134 Amazingly, 
the tax take from top-percentile earners actually dropped by £1 
billion over the same period. The deepening scepticism among the 
general public isn’t helped by the way the HMRC itself has been 
financially squeezed by austerity policies. For example, since 2010 
the 26,000 staff who deal with personal income tax has been cut 
to 15,000. The lack of resources becomes evident for those who 
call the tax helpline. Call waiting times have tripled since 2014. 
And remember, you have to pay to use this service. A report by the 
National Audit office found that the average wait time to receive 
tax advice was 47 minutes. They estimate that phone charges and 
wasted time cost callers a total of £97 million during 2015–16.135 
For these frustrated people, sitting on the phone racking up an 
expensive bill while reading newspaper reports about the Panama 
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Papers and the latest corporate tax avoidance scheme, a sense 
of impotent betrayal becomes a basic everyday emotion. Now 
wreckage economics is in full swing. 

Pony meat

Let’s extend our analysis of this kind of profit-by-pillage model 
of corporatisation. In the commercial relations between firms 
and suppliers, and firms and customers, two forces govern in the 
run-down economies of neoliberal capitalism. Extreme deregulation 
on the one hand and strict normalisation on the other. We might 
think these two forces are contradictory. But it’s the way they work 
together that has unleashed the madness of twenty-first century 
commerce. Let’s take extreme deregulation first. Governments are 
lobbied to simply let firms monitor themselves apropos ethical 
codes and risk management. This was one of the key arguments 
behind TTIP, which would see massive deregulation around public 
assets, environmental law, health and safety and worker protection. 
One key clause even allowed corporations to sue governments if 
they decide to change regulations in the future, which tends to 
happen a lot in democracies. 

However, the business world’s track record concerning self-
regulation is pathetic according to a major 2015 study.136 It states 
that ‘the impacts of most voluntary schemes are limited, and that 
the efforts of responsible businesses are often undermined by the 
failure of such schemes to attract widespread industry participation 
and compliance’.137 For example, when the UK horsemeat scandal 
made the headlines in January 2013, many blamed the ruthless 
profiteering of seedy suppliers. Tests revealed that beef products 
being sold in supermarkets, such as burgers and microwave 
ready-meals, sometimes contained as much as 100 per cent horse 
meat. Investigators traced the meat to a Romanian slaughter 
house. It had been labelled as horse meat, but on its way to the 
Netherlands and then the UK, was repacked as beef. However, 
what the scandalous reports didn’t highlight as much were the 
agencies responsible for testing the products we eat every day in 
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the UK, the Food Standards Agency (FSA) and Department for 
Environment, Food and Rural Affairs (Defra). Between 2013 and 
2015 the FSA’s budget was cut by £22 million. Staff levels have also 
been reduced.138 Some claim the agency simply cannot do what is 
required to monitor foodstuffs, and it’s easy to assume that more 
unscrupulous supply chain networks will take advantage of these 
gaps in monitoring. Who knows what we are eating now? This 
everyday uncertainty and paranoia is one of the major cultural 
outcomes of wreckage economics. 

So how does the other force, strict normalisation, fit into this 
deregulated world? This force relates to how commodities have 
become ‘superficialised’ in an unregulated supply chain, with 
deviating goods simply discarded. That would be great if it applied 
to supermarket ready-meals. But the situation is more sinister. Take 
vegetables, for example. Everyone knows that appearance has sadly 
become the only thing that matters, not the taste (‘Hello? Where 
are you?’), horticultural processes or labour conditions under 
which they came out of the ground. This means that in the UK, 
for example, tonnes of food is simply binned because it doesn’t 
look correct. A 2015 report witnessed ‘20 tonnes of freshly dug 
parsnips consigned to the rubbish heap in a Norfolk farmyard – 
purely because they didn’t look pretty enough’.139 This is enough 
food to feed 100,000 people. Supermarkets reject these unsightly 
vegetables because they fail the ‘cosmetic standard’. Around one 
third of all produce grown in the UK is left to rot for this reason. 

But isn’t the fussy consumer to blame? According to farmers 
interviewed in the report, that’s not the case. We don’t care if a carrot 
or potatoes looks a little funny, but supermarkets do. One farmer 
noted, ‘when it suits them, the supermarkets start selling it [funny 
looking produce]. In years of poor harvest, the cosmetic standards 
are relaxed, and the farmers are asked to bag up the ever-so-slightly 
bendy or blemished produce that would normally be rejected. 
Of course nobody even notices.’140 This normalisation occurs in 
parallel with deregulation because both processes resist depth when 
it comes to the products and services that are consumed. A rich 
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red beef burger made from pony meat and a perfect looking, yet 
tasteless tomato exist on the same economic register.

Zoo city

Innovation is perhaps the centrepiece of neoliberal ideology. 
Capitalism unleashes creative destruction in technology, organi-
sational forms and commodities that simply cannot be compared 
with other modes of production. Even Karl Marx spoke of the 
relentless revolution of the forces of production, and we saw 
earlier how commentators like Paul Mason and many others place 
great hope in the emancipatory potential of new inventions in 
info-technology. According to Milton Friedman too, innovation 
was one of the key reasons why capitalism ought to be defended 
against centralised systems of governance: 

the great achievements of civilisation have not come from 
government bureaus. Einstein didn’t construct his theory under 
order from a bureaucrat. Henry Ford didn’t revolutionise the 
automobile industry that way … there is no alternative way so 
far discovered of improving the lot of the ordinary people that 
can hold a candle to the productive activities that are unleashed 
by the free-enterprise system.141 

For sure, 3D printing, artificial intelligence, breakthroughs in 
neuroscience, driverless cars and ecommerce can sometimes make 
our age seem like the most dynamic ever. But I want to suggest 
that innovation is anathema to the everyday practices of wreckage 
economics. Sometimes by design, but mainly because the social 
formation that crisis capitalism erects is counter-conducive to 
innovative thinking. Even the IMF understands this. Austerity 
economics, in particular, depresses growth and investment, 
undermines labour freedoms and thus tends to kill new ideas 
rather than encourage them. The IMF’s Vitor Gaspar and Ruud De 
Mooij point out that fiscal spending on R&D is vital if a culture of 
inventive creativity is to thrive.142 Since the private sector tends not 
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to invest in R&D (because it’s too risky or expensive) innovation 
is now ‘highly dependent on government policies. We find that a 
little government support can go a long way in boosting innovation 
and growth.’143  Unfortunately the austerity-led state has placed 
such spending at the very bottom of its priority list. That then 
encourages commercial cartels to block new entrants who might 
actually come up with something exciting and new. Suddenly the 
twenty-first century sparkle of cutting-edge capitalism doesn’t look 
so bright after all. 

One of the most damning analyses of corporate capitalism’s 
tendency to stagnate rather than innovate is by Robert Gordon.144 
Growth spurts usually coincide with major innovations, especially 
when industrial activity intersects with high modernism. In his 
analysis of US data from the 1890s to the present, Gordon discovers 
that economic growth (or growth of total factor productivity) has 
probably already peaked and may never return. Between 1891 and 
2007 there was an average growth rate of 2 per cent per capita of 
income. This hits a high in the 1960s and 1970s and then steadily 
declines, with a predicted growth rate of only 0.2 per cent to 2100. 
He paints a fairly gloomy picture of the future in this respect: 

Doubling the standard of living took five centuries between 1300 
and 1800. Doubling accelerated to one century between 1800 
and 1900. Doubling peaked at a mere 28 years between 1929 and 
1957 and 31 years between 1957 and 1988. But then doubling 
is predicted to slow back to a century again between 2007 and 
2100.145

After the first industrial revolution – based on the steam engine 
and railroads – came the second in the 1880s. The combustible 
engine meant no more horse-led carts, which clogged the cities 
with huge amounts of manure. As a result, the land could be used 
for producing crops rather than horse fodder. Electricity, running 
water and sewers then catapulted standards of living. But growth 
and innovation today has drastically slowed down, even according 
to some basic measures: 
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Until 1830 the speed of passenger and freight traffic was limited 
by that of ‘the hoof and the sail’ and increased steadily until the 
introduction of the Boeing 707 in 1958. Since then there has 
been no change in speed at all and in fact airplanes fly slower 
now than in 1958 because of the need to conserve fuel.146 

The info-tech revolution looks like a massive breakthrough. But is 
it? The mainframe was invented in 1942, the personal computer 
(and microprocessor) in the 1970s and honed in the 1980s, and 
barcodes in the 1990s. However, the innovative impact has not 
been as influential as we would like to think:

Inventions since 2000 has centered on entertainment and com-
munication devices that are smaller, smarter, and more capable, 
but do not fundamentally change labor productivity or the 
standard of living in the way that electric light, motor cars, or 
indoor plumbing changed it.147 

To make his point, Gordon plays a thought experiment to 
challenge the idea that the last 15 years have been characterised 
by amazing, innovative zest. Imagine you are in 2001, the year 
the dotcom bubble burst. You have two options. First, you can get 
everything up to that year, including clunky versions of Google 
and Amazon, but also running water and toilets. Or you can get 
everything after 2001, including iPhone and Facebook, but you 
have to forego all pre-2001 inventions. It’s not hard to predict 
the option most of us would choose. The death of innovation is 
intertwined with the way growth has flatlined, driven by social 
inequality and changing demographics. Many seriously believed 
that artificial intelligence would have relived us of life’s worries by 
2017. Instead we might be entering into a new kind of post-modern 
dark age. 

Candy Crush capitalism 

It is telling that since the 2000s most innovations have focused 
on entertainment and communication devices that have very 
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little collective social impact compared to the modern sewer, for 
example, which led to a life expectancy rate three times higher than 
it was in the nineteenth century. Perhaps one reason for this focus 
on cheap gadgets designed to bemuse (and only bemuse) is due to 
the types of frameworks being used to understand innovation in 
the corporate era. 

Take the massively popular concept of ‘disruptive innovation’ 
first broached by Harvard Business School professor, Clayton M. 
Christensen.148 The phrase sounds like a form of innovation that 
will overturn the status quo, but in an interview on the subject, 
Christensen admits he might have been mistaken when using the 
word ‘disruptive’. The concept actually has less grandiose meanings. 
Most firms create inventions that are too far ahead of their customers 
and way too expensive. They’re often developed off the back of 
governmental funds, as with Silicon Valley, and thus still carry a 
heavy price tag. A disruptive innovation replicates that technology 
from the bottom of the market, creating a less expensive variant and 
then slowly cornering the industry. According to Christensen, it’s 
all about the individual consumer owning and using the product.149 
Think here of the young Bill Gates’ ambition to transform the 
mainframe computer into a personal gadget used in all homes. 

Since the mid-1990s, Christensen’s theory has become extremely 
popular and endorsed in many industries. Perhaps this explains 
Gordon’s pessimistic reading of capitalism since 2000. What 
could have been a major civic innovation in the realm of energy, 
for example, which is expensive, collectively used and vital for 
improved standards of living was instead channelled into a mindless 
Candy Crush Saga videogame, Pokémon Go, the OKcupid dating 
app and Snapchat. Christensen happily dubs this the democrati-
sation of technology. It might also be a form of proletarianisation. 
Who knows what wonderful alternative futures we might now all 
be enjoying today if Facebook hadn’t arrived on the scene.

Factories of fear

Major changes in the sphere of employment might also account 
for stalled innovation in the shadow of wreckage economics. There 
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has been much debate about whether the capitalist labour process 
fans the flames of creativity – typically using monetary incentives 
– or smothers it. Pop psychologists like Daniel Pink and Malcom 
Gladwell argue that financial incentives are generally detrimental 
to problem solving and imaginative thought. That’s because 
workers begin to focus on the metrics (money and time) rather 
than the task itself. But that space of relaxed, unpressured creativity 
that Pink and others recommend modern managers foster has 
never existed in the capitalist workplace. And probably never will. 
This is why Andre Gorz is correct when he contended that the very 
social relations of production (labour versus capital) are what really 
stunt creative new ideas from emerging. Based on his research of 
flexible labour markets he pointed out that ‘where it is relatively 
easy to take on and lay off temporary workers and to employ a very 
low-cost work force, as in Britain and France, technical innovation 
is less rapid’.150 Such flexible labour relations has now subsumed 
a good part of the workforce in wreckage economies. Knowledge 
accumulation and organisational learning never get a chance to 
flourish under these conditions, since employment today merely 
means sacrifice (for the individual worker) and ‘stretch and extract’ 
(for the employer, institutional shareholder or private equity firm).

One of the most likely workplaces that we might expect to be the 
glowing hub of innovation are universities. And true to the wreckage 
economics credo, they too have been systematically restructured 
in a manner that makes fear (of unemployment, students, bullying 
administrators) the leading emotional experience. According to 
Stefan Collini, higher education establishments in the UK have 
been colonised by a ‘business analogy’ in which research and 
teaching careers are increasingly indexed to the functional needs 
of business (often couched in vague terms such as ‘impact’).151 In 
the US context, Randy Martin observes the ‘technocratic takeover’ 
of universities, systematically restricting academic freedoms and 
generating a massive retinue of part-time, hourly-paid instructors, 
prompting some to relabel the university a kind of Taylorised 
assembly line or ‘Edu-Factory’.152 It’s not simply that universities 
have been forced to act like businesses, embracing an environment 
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defined by satisfaction surveys, key performance indicators and 
budgetary restraint. The problem with universities in the UK, USA 
and elsewhere is worse than this. They are simulating an image 
of business which is so exaggerated that, ironically, not even the 
private sector would recognise it. 

Recently at one British university, for example, the Vice 
Chancellor initiated a policy ominously called ‘Raising the Bar’ or 
RTB. It aimed to yield precise metrics for an equally scary policy 
entitled ‘Expectations for Research Performance’. All of this was 
implemented with little staff consultation. The university union 
listed some of the words that frustrated faculty used to describe 
the system: 

Heavy-handed. Appalling. Vulgar. Absurd. Unacceptable. Wrong. 
Inappropriate. Ridiculous. Divisive. Reductive. Abominable. 
Bullshit. Neoliberal. Aggressive. Disgraceful. Erosive. Punitive. 
Scary. Perverse. Disastrous. Crass. Unjust. Outrageous. 
Concerning. Dreadful. Facile. Simplistic. Stupid. Irrational. 
Egregious. Shameful. Ignorant. Useless. Ill-thought. Harmful. 
Idiotic. Brutal. Contemptuous. Reductionist. Unhealthy. 
Demeaning. Discriminatory. Detrimental. Unworkable. Irrespon-
sible. Corrosive. Unproductive. Anti-academic. Anti-human. 
Insane. Crushing. Draconian. Foolish. Quasi-Stalinist. Negative. 
Toxic. Unilateral. Offensive. Inequitable. Noxious. Witless. Man-
agerialist. Distressing. Obscene. Uncollegial.153 

Staff at another university were ordered to ‘love students’ and toil 
to keep them satisfied. The directive was backed up with punitive 
performance measures. This is on a backdrop of vice chancellor pay 
packets rising by almost 14 per cent over the last five years, while 
staff have seen their incomes decay.154 I spoke with a member of 
faculty employed at this university. He told me that at the end of a 
speech, a senior manager showed a PowerPoint slide with a smiley 
face and the caption, ‘not just happy students but fans’. I’d heard 
that phrase somewhere before. But where? I gazed out the window 
of the central London pub. By chance was a Metrobank branch 
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across the road and then the penny dropped. Fans Not Customers is 
the title of a book penned by the bank’s primary investor. 

Universities were once leaders of innovation, not simply because 
of the large funding streams they received. It was also the time and 
space to study, experiment and be curious that allowed wonderful 
new ideas to emerge. That inspiring environment also represented 
an important ethos, a kind of brave amateurism that has always 
been at the heart of great inventions. Universities of yesterday 
were lucky to have somehow blended that ethos into their insti-
tutional DNA. Now it is being systematically purged in the 
hyper-corporate, PR-saturated but ultimately forlorn hallways and 
lecture theatres of the Edu-Factory. Indeed, where the ethos of the 
customer ultimately leads was perhaps exemplified in 2016 by Faiz 
Siddiqui, an Oxford graduate.155 He didn’t receive the top grade, 
which he claimed was due to the poor teaching quality. So he sued 
the university for £1 million. 

Hate the internet

It’s suffocating conditions like these (today found everywhere in 
the neoliberal enterprise and the political establishment that helped 
spawned it) that Aaron Swartz was rebelling against when he 
entered an MIT basement to make a stand for open access. Perhaps 
he could foresee what the wreckage economy meant in relation 
to the potential of the ‘internet revolution’, including knowledge 
sharing, creativity and public enrichment. But I think he was also 
looking further than just info-capitalism and the high-tech sector. 
Democratic society as a whole and its shared future was in danger. 
The forces that Swartz aimed to resist might very well result in our 
entire lifeworld being punitively commercialised and destructively 
privatised. The beautiful movement of the human imagination 
closed down forever by corporations and governments fastidiously 
wedded to anti-social, capitalist values. In the figure of Aaron 
Swartz, therefore, we see homo economicus reach its fateful 
conclusion in the high-tech era, accelerating its own ideals to the 
point of no return. 
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Swartz was undeniably a victim of bullying. However, his life and 
death also reveals a coming epoch in which the limits of capitalism 
are turning upon themselves and morphing into something terrible. 
It is happening on many levels, but it is especially evident when the 
ideological missives issued by power (e.g., the importance of entre-
preneurship, the knowledge society, etc.) are murdered by its own 
will to perpetuate private property as an army of zombie accountants 
claw over the next state asset to be sold. Free market zealots have 
no answers. They merely call for a ‘return’ to the pure ideals of 
competitive enterprise to correct the situation, chanting that if we 
only had more Milton Friedman then the system would stabilise. 
For them the present setup is not capitalist enough. Of course, 
in the last instance it never is and that systemic deficit becomes 
a perverse excuse among the technocratic elite for squeezing the 
working poor and middle class even more. In the meantime, leaders 
of industry enjoy a state-funded socialism because they understand 
that pure capitalism is an impossible abstraction that is meant for 
the masses to toil with, out there beyond the perimeter. A similar 
problem dogs liberal critics who call for a return to Keynesianism. 
It isn’t that capitalism has become corrupt and deviated from its 
underlying principles.156 No, the corruption has simply risen to the 
surface, especially given how the countervailing force of the labour 
movement has been obliterated.

On this score, the Left also runs into problems. Some suggest 
identifying tendencies or ideals in the growing wreckage and 
accelerate them in the hope of creating a clean break and a 
more democratic, free society. Holland’s concept of ‘free-market 
communism’, a blending of Friedrich Hayek and Karl Marx, is 
a case in point.157 As with Paul Mason, discussed earlier, the 
argument misses how these internal potentials operate as a kind of 
functional limit, a deceptive lure that binds us closer to the carnage. 
These limits do not represent capitalism’s ‘breaking point’ but play 
a proactive role in generating the endless social ‘noise’ that keeps 
a moribund economic paradigm alive … for now. Jarrett Kobek 
puts it best in his 2016 novel I Hate the Internet: ‘the illusion of the 
internet was the idea that the opinions of powerless people, freely 
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offered, had some impact on the world. This was, of course, total 
bullshit …’.158 

Paul Mason passionately argues that the end of capitalism is nigh 
and the high-tech forces of liberation cultivated over the last 15 
years might work as a platform for post-capitalism.159 But after the 
rise and fall of Aaron Swartz it is difficult to see this. The trends 
that both Mason and Swartz found hopeful have been captured and 
punished by large institutions that have consolidated their extraor-
dinary power since the global financial crisis. The self-destructive 
shockwave caused by this restoration process has now become a 
driver of a different kind of economic vision. It represents a system 
that no longer produces but only extracts. And as we enter a new 
dark age that spurns true innovation, favours a dreadful economic 
polarisation among the classes and widens what Naomi Klein 
calls environmental sacrificial zones, it might be true that we’re 
witnessing the birth of post-capitalism.160 Not the one Mason 
envisages, but a lonely winter of mankind that will require more 
than the internet to save us. 
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3
Why Homo Economicus had to Die 

… Over and Over Again

Dawn Amos was a 67-year-old woman from Essex in the UK. She 
had been suffering from a chronic lung disease for some time and 
found it difficult to breathe. Dawn received a weekly allowance 
of  £55.10 or £82.30 as a sickness beneficiary, depending on her 
care needs. Her husband – a self-employed window cleaner – 
said his wife couldn’t even walk to the end of the garden on bad 
days.1 But this was not the only worry Dawn and her family faced. 
The Department of Work and Pensions (DWP) had decided to 
take a proactive stance on getting people like Dawn back into the 
workforce. The minster in charge of the scheme even suggested 
work might cure the illnesses afflicting the unemployed: 

There is one area on which I believe we haven’t focused enough 
– how work is good for your health. Work can help keep people 
healthy as well as help promote recovery if someone falls ill. So, 
it is right that we look at how the system supports people who are 
sick and helps them into work.2 

On 17 November 2015 the office responsible for Dawn Amos’ 
allowance reversed an earlier decision concerning her benefits and 
fitness for employment. Based on current treatment, test results 
and current symptoms, the letter informed Dawn, she was now able 
to rejoin the workforce. She was now fit for work. This meant she 
was no longer eligible for an Attendance Allowance that funded her 
care.3 The subtext of the letter was fairly clear. Dawn Amos better 
dust off her CV and hit the streets to find some way to cover the 
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financial shortfall. However, when the DWP letter arrived at the 
Amos household, Dawn was not there to receive it because there 
was a problem. She was dead. Dawn’s husband explained, ‘She had 
stopped breathing and I was doing CPR while I was on the phone 
to the ambulance.’4 At the hospital her condition deteriorated. 
On the day the letter arrived, Ms Amos’ husband said, ‘we had to 
turn her [life-support] machine off ’.5 Regarding the government’s 
suggestion that Dawn was healthy enough to hold a full-time job, 
he continued, ‘how ill do you have to be? Our garden is 40 or 
50ft and she couldn’t walk down it without having to sit down at 
the bottom.’6

It was reported by government sources that between December 
2011 and February 2014 around 2380 people died after being found 
fit for work and losing benefits.7 In May 2016 the Scotland police 
announced they were considering a criminal investigation into the 
health and safety of the ‘Fit for Work’ scheme after claims it could 
be linked to a spate of suicides.8 This would be tantamount to the 
wilful neglect of public duty by an official. At the time of writing, 
the scheme remains an integral part of the pervasive ‘ideology of 
work’ being propounded by the government in the UK. But in true 
parasitical form, some companies have spotted an opportunity to 
make money even here. Private subcontracting firms Atos and 
Capita received £507 million between 2013 and 2016 for adminis-
tering ‘fit-to-work’ tests.9

Got a letter from the bank the other day

Toby Thorn’s mother was very proud of him. Only a few years ago 
he had unexpectedly dropped out of high school. But she convinced 
him education was the only way to get ahead in life – he had to 
persist. So he returned to school and worked hard, graduating with 
good grades. He then found a job as an IT apprentice for Barclays 
Bank, earning £21,000 a year.10 Unfortunately his office was closed 
down and outsourced to India. So Toby and his mother looked at 
the possibility of a university degree in computer science. Toby 
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gained admission to Anglia Ruskin University in Cambridge. His 
mother said, 

I used to tell people that he didn’t go to school, but look at him 
now: he’s at uni, he’s sorted his life out. He even had his first 
girlfriend, who was one of his housemates. He shyly told me 
about that. I said, ‘Do you still play on the computer?’ and he 
said, ‘No, no, just a little bit.’ I naively thought this was it – I didn’t 
have to worry about him anymore.11

But sadly it transpired that Toby’s mother did have to worry 
about him. On one occasion she received a letter saying that he 
hadn’t paid the rent. She was the guarantor and promptly settled the 
bill. By then he had slowly drifted away from his studies and would 
have to re-sit his second year. This time Toby’s mother would pay 
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the rent directly to avoid any nasty letters. On 10 July 2011 a police 
officer knocked on Anne Thorn’s door. Toby had killed himself. 
A suicide note was written on the letter from the bank – Barclay’s 
ironically – regarding his debt and that no more funds would be 
available. He was £3000 overdrawn and had a £5000 student loan. 
The suicide letter read, ‘Thank you to all my friends. I appreciate 
your support. Later, ANON.’12

The coroner said that Toby had certainly suffered from 
depression. However, his indebtedness was obviously a contributing 
factor given the evidence. In England and Wales there has been 
a 50 per cent rise in the number of students committing suicide, 
with debt being cited a significant factor.13 A spokeswoman for the 
Nation Union of Students stated that today ‘being a student is a 
stressful time … finance and debt problems are adding increasing 
pressures. When you’re paying that much for your education, 
coming out with a good mark matters even more.’14 High-profile 
deaths attributed to student loans have also been reported in the 
USA. For example, Jason Yoder incurred a $100,000 debt studying 
at Illinois State University. He committed suicide after he failed 
to find a job. His mother said that even when preparing for her 
son’s funeral the debt collector agency constantly called about the 
outstanding sum.15 According to the US Department of Education, 
36 million Americans have outstanding federal loans and 11.3 
per cent of those registered in 2009 have already defaulted.16 The 
student loan bill currently stands at a breathtaking $1.26 trillion.17 

The neoliberal state has tried to tackle the issue in two ways: pri-
vatisation and coercion. In the UK, successive governments have 
warned students that their debt will soon be handed over to private 
financial institutions. It did so again in February 2017, despite a 
public outcry.18 And in addition to this, because 44p in each £1 
lent remains unpaid, the state has resorted to more punishing 
repayment conditions.19 In New Zealand, student loan defaulters 
living overseas are being arrested on the border after visiting the 
country. When the then Prime Minster John Key (an ex-banker) 
was asked whether it was fair that he received his education for free 
and a graduate in a similar position now has a NZ$60,000 debt, he 
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replied, ‘if you’ve got a chance, go to university don’t worry about 
the student loan, that is the least of your problems’.20 Of course, there 
is no way the New Zealand government can arrest the thousands of 
defaulters who are living abroad. The point is to scare people into 
contacting the Inland Revenue Department to set up repayments. 
Nobody wants to miss their mother’s 50th birthday because they 
have an old unpaid student loan. Nevertheless, a recent report 
found that many defaulters are simply avoiding the country of 
their birth for this very reason. For example, a woman living in 
Australia borrowed NZ$6500 over 20 years ago and phoned the tax 
office after reading about the arrests. She learnt that the initial loan 
had ballooned to NZ$30,000 and was ordered to immediately pay 
$20,000. She simply hung up: 

I went into complete shock, I was petrified and shocked that over 
the period of 21 years my loan had increased 4 times the amount 
I borrowed … to tell my family I cannot come home for a tangi 
[celebratory meal] is shameful. Will I be arrested at the airport? 
How will I pay my mortgage if I’m detained in New Zealand, 
what will happen to my children?21 

Game over

Forty-nine-year-old Rodney Jackson worked at Val-Fit, a steel 
fitting firm based in Houston, Texas. The company suffered a 
major downturn in business following the recession and Jackson 
was sadly laid off after one year with the firm. Described by 
neighbours as a quiet man who kept to himself, reports said that 
Jackson was severely disappointed when he was fired, especially 
given the difficulty job seekers faced in Texas. But Jackson was not 
going to leave quietly. Instead he walked to his car in the parking 
lot and reached for a handgun. Jason S. Yanko, his supervisor, 
attempted to stop him entering the building but it was too late. 
Jackson shot his manager several times and killed him. He then 
went on the run, sparking a manhunt before eventually turning 



the death of homo economicus

92

himself in.22 A co-worker explained his surprise on hearing the 
news. The incident was 

disheartening because whatever it was it wasn’t worth that. It’s 
not worth it. Let it go. If you get laid off, you get fired, move on 
and get you another job. It may be hard but nothing is fair these 
days so you go out and do what you have to do to make a living.23

According to the US Bureau of National Statistics, 10 per 
cent of management deaths in the USA are due to homicide. 
The probability of a boss being murdered on the job is only 
slightly behind being accidently struck by a foreign object.24 This 
deep-seated vitriol towards management has permeated popular 
culture with films like Horrible Bosses and online games such as 
Whackyourboss.com.25 Business advisors typically tell managers 
that layoffs are best conducted in a humane and sensitive manner 
(for example, be friendly and respectful, provide information, offer 
extended severance pay, etc.). However, matters do not always go 
so smoothly. That’s why a vibrant industry has arisen that provides 
‘employee termination security’ to prevent violent retaliation 
by ex-workers. One anonymous employee fired from Chevron 
describes his experience on a blog: 

Ex-Employee. I’m not a troll but a former employee who was 
let go after 27 years of unblemished service. The layoff process 
was humiliating and embarrassing to all who endured. Armed 
security guarding the ‘layoff communication rooms’ was 
particularly embarrassing. Personally – I am ashamed of the 
treatment during the process for the company who is admired for 
its people, partnership and performance. Clearly – the Chevron 
Way concept is purely lip service for the benefit of the investor 
community.26

A spokesman for PRMG Security (whose corporate motto is 
‘Confident in Crisis’) describes the protocols they follow: ‘As they 
[the terminated employee] are being escorted to clean out their 
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desk or locker, and then out to their car, they usually ask what 
we are there for. I always reply professionally and tell them that 
management wanted to have employee termination security as 
a precaution.’27

Built to burn

Dying while deemed fit for work. Suicide in the shadow of debt. 
Redundancy and murderous revenge. Each of these three rather 
disturbing cases tell us what the dominant economic model for the 
last 20 years really stands for today. What has come to be known 
as homo economicus – or economic man – is in serious trouble, 
even in terminal decline. Illness, debt and violence are not just 
exceptions to the rule. They are symptomatic of how the ideology 
of homo economicus now operates in the current economic 
atmosphere of precarity and crisis. Dawn Amos, Toby Thorn and 
Rodney Jackson are extreme cases no doubt. But they also signal 
an underlying essence of what all economic actors today must 
approximate and endure in order to survive. This is why even 
the healthy ones somehow look sick too, especially in countries 
that have been directly or indirectly inspired by Chicago School 
economists like Gary Becker, Milton Friedman and others. As the 
dismal science articulates its final iteration before certain oblivion 
(the discipline of economics is undoubtedly dying), its practical 
outcome is now about returning human life to dust, a social dust 
that is paradoxically lived over and over again in the form of a 
crippled mode of existence. 

This is not simply a story about an economic paradigm misfiring 
or short-circuiting. What was once conveniently considered a 
miscarriage of economic man – illness, self-harm and unpredict-
able violence – is now clearly its fullest embodiment, what we 
risk becoming if we take the ideals of homo economicus seriously 
and follow its prescriptions to their conclusion. These unalloyed 
principles of ‘economic man’ represent a new set of truths inside 
crisis capitalism. Dawn Amos’ ordeal typifies the new truth of 
work. Be ready to submit to it 24/7, regardless of your health and 
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wellbeing. Toby Thorn expresses the new truth of debt. It consumes 
everything and transforms a simple economic contract into a 
deeply disturbing way of life that can last forever. And Rodney 
Jackson expresses the new truth of power. Capitalist force doesn’t 
cloak itself in niceties anymore but arrives raw and ready to eject 
you when your exploitation is no longer needed. Revenge is at the 
forefront of workers’ and ex-workers’ minds. This twisted tripartite 
– work, debt, violence – might seem like personal failures for those 
who suffer them. But I argue that they represent the unadulterated 
expression of what homo economicus today has become, especially 
since it needs to undermine its own ability to act in order to be 
valid. When she crashes and burns, it is merely fulfilling a mission, 
the dark underside of the economy that is seldom mentioned by 
politicians, business leaders or university professors. 

Too ill

We can observe these ‘designed to fail’ tendencies being played out 
as the authorities attempted to push Dawn Amos out of her sick bed 
and into work. For them, the assumption that one must be well in 
order to be gainfully employed no longer applies. It is tempting to 
probe the logic. From this point of view, perhaps illness might even 
make an individual more eligible for work than those fit and well. 
This demented normative stance towards the infirmed is epitomised 
by that special, bullying letter from a faceless technocrat, arriving 
to be read by someone already deceased. A ghost at the scene of 
their own final humiliation. This sums up what the so-called work 
ethic currently means for everyone entangled in ‘total economics’, 
whereby every fibre of the social body is subjected to fiscal and 
monetary scrutiny … just as the Chicago School said things ought 
to be. 

Too sad

Toby Thorn was an ordinary middle-class kid who believed he 
could live what I call the British Fantasy: do well at school, go to 
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university in a picturesque town, find a romantic partner with 
whom he could enjoy long Sunday brunches in the summer, land a 
well-paid job and perhaps start a family, with doting grandparents 
babysitting every second Saturday. This narrative is endlessly 
proliferated by BBC television shows and smug baby-boomers 
writing for the Telegraph. One wonders whether it really existed. 
Regardless, the ‘good life’ narrative truly became a lie in the 1990s, 
when higher education in the UK was ruthlessly commercialised 
and personal indebtedness became a basic fact of life. Of course, 
the poor never entertained such aspirations. Ironically, they were 
perhaps lucky in this small respect. But the middle classes were 
hit hard since their misinformed, idyllic expectations clashed with 
the brutal new reality of economic power that has obliterated the 
old ways. The blow was particularly felt by their children in the 
post-2008 horror show. These 20-somethings have realised it was 
all pretty much a confidence trick. University and work are not a 
path to economic security. Perhaps they are the opposite. 

What Howker and Malik call the ‘jilted generation’ have borne 
the brunt of the neoliberal assault on the democratic distribution 
of economic resources. The ladder has been pulled up and millions 
have been left behind.28 For those lucky enough to have parents 
who accumulated capital before the ‘big squeeze’ occurred, they’re 
able to get interest-free loans from the ‘Bank of Mum and Dad’.29 
For the less fortunate a personal debt trap awaits because now the 
future itself has a price on its head. And someone has to pay. Rather 
than being classified a ghastly act of irresponsibility following 
the global meltdown, cheap credit virtually became the leading 
business model for banks seeking to profit from the aftermath 
of the subprime debacle. Personal indebtedness is a widespread 
norm because average public expenditure has been shifted onto the 
individual, regulated by our own yearning to have a decent standard 
of living, one that is increasingly unattainable without a credit 
card. Of course, ‘fiscal restraint’ policies rub salt into this wound 
by simultaneously hiking taxes (unless you’re a large corporation 
based in Luxembourg), redoubling the financial burden that the 
average working person or student must bear. 
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In 2014 the Financial Control Authority (FCA) released a report 
in the UK accusing banks of not only opportunistically exploiting 
economic desperation, but actually encouraging debt servitude: 
‘Why are card issuers providing the means, in some cases, for 
the most indebted consumers, to escalate their way into further 
debt?’, the chief executive of the FCA asked.30 The answer is profit 
seeking, of course. A large swath of the British population are 
now considered survival-borrowers. Banks and parasitical payday 
lenders circle like scarcoptic vultures, making a killing out of the 
sheer volume of fees and fines that inevitably accumulate. Yes, easy 
credit might still be the norm. But the halcyon days of friendly credit 
are long over. Banks are getting nasty as they too feel the pinch with 
diminishing profit margins and government fines. That’s why the 
bigger ones now engage in predatory and even deceptive lending 
practices. For example, when I recently purchased a jacket at a 
London department store a retail assistant asked if I would like a 
loyalty card, which would entitle me to a discount. I said, sure. They 
obtained my details and returned five minutes later with a card. I 
inspected it and quickly recognised an activated credit card instead 
from a well-known bank. The cost of the suit had been charged to 
it. I was already in debt! The next hour was spent angrily lecturing 
a manager about the legalities of lending practices. He looked 
bored. A group of non-English-speaking tourists slowly gathered 
around us, trying to figure out if something was amiss with their 
new loyalty cards too. 

Too angry

Nothing justifies the actions of Rodney Jackson and the murder he 
committed at Val-Fit. However, his violent response to being laid 
off is indicative of the profound frustration and desperation that 
currently infuses the workforce in many countries today. Jackson’s 
experience of work was clearly very pessimistic, especially when he 
was tossed away like an orange peel as the economy dipped. But his 
actions were not only in response to the ghastly future of insecurity 
that awaited him, being churned through the dehumanising 



why homo economicus had to die

97

unemployment industry and imploring employers for any work 
they can offer. No, his actions were also a kind of reprisal or revenge. 
He was getting his own back, albeit in an extremely criminal and 
destructive manner. 

But there is more to this. Jackson’s disproportionate reaction is 
somehow connected to the more brutal turn in management over 
the last few years. The typical employer today no longer seeks 
to generate happy workers, which was fashionable during the 
excesses of the 1990s when businesses could afford to worry about 
employee wellbeing. In the era of wreckage economics, things are 
different. It’s almost a badge of honour to enforce low wages and 
economic anxiety, just so workers fully understand their rightful 
place in the economic order of things. One writer for Forbes even 
argues that fear is now a legitimate management technique.31 This 
deflates those false promises of industrial democracy propagated 
by super-tanned Californian gurus like Tom Peters. Management 
in the era of austerity will never pander to workers, but it might 
frighten them: ‘contemporary management and leadership theory 
focuses on consensus, collaboration – the democratic “flat” style – 
rather than the top-down, “do as I say” style. Be comfortable with, 
not afraid of the person in charge. The problem is: fear as a tactic to 
get others to do your bidding … works’. Upping the ante in this way 
will inevitably attract like-minded responses from the workforce. 

A 2016 job satisfaction survey by the Chartered Institute of 
Personal Development (CIPD) in the UK tells us how bad things 
have got.32 Job satisfaction has reached a two-year low. Most of us 
do a rough job satisfaction calculation every day. We ask ourselves, 
typically on that long and dreary commute to the office, is this 
job giving us more than it takes? If the answer is yes, then we’re 
generally satisfied. The CIPD survey found that more are saying no. 
In fact, one in four UK employees want to leave their jobs as soon 
as possible.33 What might be causing this malaise? One basic driver 
is money. Capitalism tends to react to crises by supressing wages, 
keeping people under the thumb in case things get violent. The 
average US worker, for example, was paid less in 2014 than they 
were in 1973.34 Combine this with the legitimation of aggressive 
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management tactics and the never-ending reminder that you are 
expendable, it’s easy to see why some workers resort to extreme 
measures to get even. Bosses and co-workers are usually the target. 
It appears to have become an epidemic in the USA, inspiring 
a controversial videogame series called Postal (after the phrase 
‘going postal’). Gamers play ‘Postal Dude’ who snaps and goes on 
a murderous rampage that is not too dissimilar to those that have 
swept the USA in real life. At the time of writing, there have been 
14 mass shootings in 2016 alone, with over 100 deaths. 

 
Born to lose

How did economic causalities like Dawn Amos, Toby Thorn and 
Rodney Jackson and many others ever emerge? While it took some 
seismic shifts to accomplish with no modest amount of violence, 
our society is now built around the ideological abstraction of the 
‘economic human’ or homo economicus like no other: self-reliant, 
self-interested, singly focused on economic gain, the organic seat of 
bearer of ‘human capital’ and ultra-rational in its conduct. Homo 
economicus represents a model of social being invented mainly by 
economists. This template is then used to understand and manage 
the state, marketplace, employment sector and even (according to 
Chicago School economist Gary Becker) the family and crime. It 
enforces a very specific way of being together and apart. 

While this prescription for human behaviour has origins in John 
Stuart Mills, Adam Smith and Pareto, the ‘dollar-hunting animal’ 
truly comes into his own with the rise of neoliberal capitalism and 
its focus on individualism and enterprise. Following the works of 
Hayek and Becker among others, people no longer approximate 
homo reciprocans (reciprocal man) or homo politicus (political 
man), nor rely upon the baseline of homo biologicus (biological 
man). Instead they obey the monetised principle of pure utility, 
articulated through the moral matrix of rational choice, endless 
accumulation and egocentric competitiveness. Money and work 
therefore become central institutional forms in societies that are 
organised around homo economicus. They are the key drivers for 
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maintaining and spreading the message of utility maximisation, 
especially its individualistic variant. None of this sounds very 
remarkable. However, we often forget how overcoded our world 
has become by money. It has crept into almost every facet of social 
being and taken on a mysterious life of its own, calling the shots as 
if it were some ghost in the machine of modern life. Perhaps that 
is the paradox of late capitalism. The cold cash nexus was meant 
to radically demystify mankind and purge it of providence. But in 
doing so it has become a magical deity in its own right, one that you 
don’t want to anger or offend. 

But all is not what it seems when it comes to understanding 
precisely how homo economicus (mis)functions in our society 
today. When one thinks of economic man in his or her purist form, 
Wall Street bankers and money-obsessed property developers 
tend to spring to mind. And needless to say, this image probably 
has strong gender connotations. In the popular imagination, 
such be-suited individuals exemplify a life dedicated to constant 
accumulation. However, today the stereotype is misleading. In many 
ways the rich don’t need to worry about embodying the ethics of 
homo economicus because the institutional environment is always 
conspicuously weighted in their favour. Norms of reciprocity and 
collective entitlement (even at the expense of economic rationality) 
are more important to 1%-ers than the cool, individualistic instru-
mentalism preached by the Chicago School of Economics. The 
template of homo economicus is primarily designed for those 
outside the inner circle of the ruling class, perhaps even intended 
for those who will benefit least from a money-obsessed cultural 
agenda. In this sense, extreme capitalism is primarily for those 
without capital, while the political and financial elite enjoy a softer 
socialistic existence in which homo economicus would seem out 
of place and unwelcome. Economic man is a prescription for those 
who are least able to live up to its ideas. 

What interests me is the ‘living gap’ (diastema or purposeful 
disajustment) between the pure abstraction of homo economicus 
and its systematic failure as a bearer of economic interests. Two 
facets are noteworthy. First, the miscarriage of homo economicus 
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creates an example for others to try harder to avoid the same fate, 
resulting in the ‘life or death’ climate that neoliberal societies use 
to govern the work ethic and social order more generally. This 
process might play out within an individual too. Rather than the 
incapability to embody economic man properly lead people to 
reject it, the opposite can happen. An even stronger attachment 
to the impossible ideal, an example of what Lauren Berlant calls 
‘cruel optimism’, whereby the more we’re hurt the more we desire 
to stay in case things get better.35 And second, another economy 
has stepped out of the shadows to capitalise on homo economicus 
in turmoil. The debt industry is the most obvious example. So 
is the self-help movement and mass incarceration, which are 
billion dollar businesses in the USA in particular. Vast security/
policing complexes are built upon the probabilly that another 
Rodney Jackson is out there somewhere. It turns out that worry, 
desperation and an abiding sense of disappointment among the 
wider population is good for business. 

 
The unhappiness industry

Hence, the prevailing mood in the large metropolises of the West. No 
longer cynical (for who can be bothered), but morbidly melancholic, 
shot through with other-directed nihilism. These feelings are not 
just a by-product of crisis capitalism. In many ways unhappiness 
and unwellness is a sort of informal industry in the prolonged 
era of austerity. We are constantly reminded about our potential 
abandonment by society (the threat of not being exploited), spend 
massive amounts of money on ineffectual and self-defeating forms 
of escape that only take us closer to the void (look at England’s 
obsession with over-drinking, for example) and build community 
cohesion, whatever is left of it, out of fear and self-reproach (e.g., 
Brexit, Trump, etc.). The focus is on unhappiness or at least mild 
depression rather than joy, which a resurgent political Right has 
systematically encouraged over the last few years. This is not to 
say that books like The Happiness Industry, Smile or Die and The 
Wellness Syndrome do not make excellent points.36 They suggest 



why homo economicus had to die

101

that happiness and wellness is being sold to us on an unprece-
dented scale, tactically bombarding everyone with diets, self-help 
exercises, mindfulness manuals, fitness gimmicks and so forth. 

Despite the obvious class bias here (I’m not sure if the global 
poor have never heard of the happiness industry) there is also 
a fundamental problem regarding the somatic mood that has 
prevailed in the wake of the global financial crisis. These studies 
suggest that neoliberalism uses the discourse of happiness and 
wellbeing to control us. But is that really the case? One could argue 
the contrary. In many ways sadness dominates the language of the 
world economy. Feelings of unhappiness and unwellness are the 
informal tone of governments who have embraced the ludicrous 
notion of fiscal restraint, especially as they harm the citizenry 
through public and civil neglect. For example, a 2016 report by 
the Centre for Crime and Justice Studies argues that the UK’s 
government’s ‘light touch’ on business regulation has resulted in 
what they term social murder.37 State-funded bodies charged with 
independent inspections have seen their budgets drastically cut. We 
are now supposed to trust the business world to regulate their own 
behaviour. The outcome? – 29,000 deaths a year due to polluted 
air; 50,000 people die every year due to injuries and health-related 
issues sustained in the workplace. And food poisoning causes 
500 deaths a year and a further 20,000 being hospitalised.38 Not 
much happiness here. A whole raft of industries have, of course, 
stepped in to earn plenty of money from this pain and sadness. No 
doubt multinational pharmaceutical firms, for example, are eager 
to sell recuperative opportunities to those physically wounded by 
unregulated corporate capitalism. 

However, even in light of this unhappiness industry, it might 
be argued that at the cultural level happiness is everywhere being 
forced down our throats. But it depends on your perspective and 
what you choose (or not) to see. For me, the explicit narrative of 
belt-tightening economics (which our politicians tell us will last 
generations) trades in shades of permanent wintery greys. Almost 
every policy announcement by the state and its semi-lobotomised 
think-tanks encourage a profoundly pessimistic outlook on life, 
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including monotonous speeches by dim-witted politicians warning 
how ‘the storm clouds are gathering’. Indeed, as homo economicus 
deteriorates in all the major cities of the world, wellness indexes 
(such as warnings about responsible levels of alcohol) are not used to 
curb bad behaviour or spark feelings of guilt. No, if the pre-diabetic 
and overworked banker looks to the wellness/happiness industry at 
all, it is to calculate if she has reached an adequate level of hedonism 
and self-harm. Without the health warnings, there would be no way 
to tell. They reside in the post-rationalisation culture of painful 
truths. The unscrupulous city trader no longer lies to himself. He 
knows what type of person he really is. And that sense of disil-
lusionment becomes addictive. Evermore extreme ‘truth telling’ 
rituals are required to capture what one has authentically become. 

That’s no zombie … it’s worse 

If economic man represents a perpetually failing way of life, following 
economic models that have been proven all but dead, then it is easy 
to see why the metaphor of the semi-dead/semi-living zombie has 
become so popular among critics. Books with frightening titles 
such as Zombie Economics, The Strange Non-death of Neoliberalism, 
Dead Man Working, Monsters of the Market and Zombie Capitalism 
all point to how the ideas of neoliberal orthodoxy have died, been 
disastrous, yet are still being lived by us today.39 John Quiggin’s 
Zombie Economics perhaps stands out because it so persuasively 
deconstructs each tenet of neoclassical economics, including 
assumptions about rational actors, market equilibrium and pricing 
signals. The Chicago School has bequeathed entire generations 
with ideas that are fraudulent at best and socially injurious at worst. 

No doubt neoliberal dogma has been proven wrong but still walks 
among us in a semi-dead fashion. But we have to remember that 
capitalism has always exuded such qualities, noted as early as Marx’s 
description of the exploitation of workers as something resembling 
a vampire. Derrida demonstrated in his reading of Marx that the 
theme of hauntings and ghosts runs throughout much of his analysis 
of the capital accumulation process.40 So in some ways, neoliberal-
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ism is perhaps simply an extension of a more general zombie-like 
mode of production, which actually might be more worrying. 

However, the current use of metaphor runs into other problems. 
It assumes that the economic power structure (such as the wreckage 
before us) has to have recourse to rational and truthful ideas in 
order to govern. But that is not necessarily the case. No government 
in the West adheres to its own proclamations about the virtues of 
free markets, competition and so forth. The USA is the highest 
subsidised economy in the world with import levies that clearly 
contradict free market principles (no one seems to remember that 
Ronald Reagan was the most protectionist US president in the 
country’s post-war period). The UK sells natural monopolies like 
water, rail and mail to multinational investors who can’t believe how 
lucky they are to be able to extract rent without competition. And 
even when once robust ideas around monetary and fiscal policy 
openly fail, as publicly admitted by Alan Greenspan (in relation 
to the US subprime crash) and IMF chief Christine Lagarde (in 
relation to economic austerity in the UK), it doesn’t mean that insti-
tutional power holders will change their course of action.41 For in 
some ways none of this is about ideas, rationality or even economics 
for that matter, but political dominance regardless of whether the 
theorems work or not. Power is hardly ever rational in that classic 
Kantian sense and it would be irrational to expect it to be. And 
finally, the zombie motif implies that we have all been taken over 
by a deadly virus, sleep walking through life, guided by deceased 
ideological forms, like the half-dead/half-alive people in The 
Night of the Living Dead (Romero’s brilliant critique of consumer 
culture). But that cannot be. The built-to burn tendencies of homo 
economicus as it is currently being imposed on the global poor, 
and the hollowed-out middle classes of the West actually need a 
high quantum of life to function. 

Therein lies the contradiction. Without fully breathing people 
there is no oxygen for homo economicus to burn as he flunks 
another Fit for Work assessment, on the job drug test or car 
repayment. No, it is not us who are the zombies. We are more like 
the fully alive and aware characters in the TV series The Walking 
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Dead. In other words, witnesses to a semi-dead and dangerous 
world peopled by hostile ‘walkers’ and relentlessly trying to evade 
the enemy. Whole capitalist industries flourish on this flight 
mechanism that has become a way of life for the multitude. It’s 
euphemistically termed the ‘sharing economy’. Uber, Blabla Car, 
Nubelo, Amazon Mechanical Turk, YoupiJob and many other 
similar firms tap into the 24/7 rhythms of the informal population 
who are struggling to avoid hostile forces. Airbnb, for example, 
exploits otherwise non-commercialised housing and spaces of rest. 
This is not a case of friendly city neighbours openly stating ‘what’s 
mine is yours’ but the reverse.42 Uber-parasites mopping up spaces 
of life that were once beyond the remit of commercial exploitation, 
reshaping you and me into another dead commodity, a logic that 
produces little and simply extracts economic value from others. 
Hershel cautions us in The Walking Dead to this effect: ‘You walk 
outside, you risk your life. You take a drink of water, you risk your 
life. Nowadays you breathe and you risk your life.’ Entering into the 
scrapped back world of ‘life’ poses so many economic threats. So it 
is watched from a safe distance. As a result, we become witnesses 
to a life that isn’t so. What passes for ‘living’ is but a reminder of 
its own absence. Isn’t that an apt definition of a ghost? A living 
audience who is present at the site of its own non-being. 

Why is behavioural economics so creepy? 

It could be objected that the recent popularity and diffusion of 
behavioural economics might challenge or displace the supremacy 
of homo economicus in many spheres of society. Decision-making 
psychologists such as Dan Ariel and Richard Thaler have recently 
shaken up the world of mainstream economics – or at least that’s 
what they say – with books like Nudge, Predictably Irrational 
and Misbehaving.43 These writers build on a classic 1979 paper 
by Daniel Kahneman and Amos Tversky that analyzed how 
people’s perceptions of risk can have a major influence on their 
economic reasoning.44 Economic actors don’t really behave as the 
self-interested maximisers that neoclassical economists imagine us 
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to be, especially in theories such as expected or rank-dependent 
utility theory. We don’t even act like this when presented with 
complete information. Rational choice is only one aspect of the 
emotional and cognitive architecture informing our decisions 
in the sphere of commerce, frequently flying in the face of linear 
econometric models.45 The famous ultimatum game is a useful 
way to explain the counter-intuitive findings of the approach. Two 
people are sitting in a room and I give one of them £100. I instruct 
her to give a portion of this £100 to the second person. They can 
choose any amount. But there is one catch. If the second person 
rejects the offer then the entire £100 is confiscated and they both 
leave with nothing. According to models based on rational utility, 
whatever the second person is offered – be it 10p, £1 or £10 – they 
ought to accept. After all, they started with nothing. However, the 
experiment finds that most will reject any offer below £40, because 
it’s unfair.

Behavioural economics (and behavioural finance) has become 
so acclaimed that in 2010 the UK government set up a Behavioural 
Insights Team (also known as the Nudge Unit, which clearly has 
sinister connotations) to apply the idea to statecraft and population 
management.46 According to its website, the Nudge Unit has a 
mission of ‘1). making public services more cost-effective and easier 
for citizens to use; 2). improving outcomes by introducing a more 
realistic model of human behaviour to policy; and 3). wherever 
possible, enabling people to make ‘better choices for themselves’.47 
But what exactly is meant by better choices and by whose standards? 
In the USA, the government funds the Social and Behavioural 
Sciences Team, which similarly applies behavioural economics 
to a disparate range of conundrums, including college fees, form 
filling, micro-loans to farmers and difficulties experienced by 
low-income families.

Does this focus on the economic irrationalities of individual 
choices displace homo economicus as the dominant template for 
human action today and cast doubt on my arguments thus far? No, 
I don’t think so. Behavioural economics surreptitiously extends 
the idealisation of economic man by assuming that the unpre-
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dictable qualities of human life might still be accounted for within 
the present economic context of crisis capitalism and its warped 
assumptions about justice, fairness and the good life. Even one 
of the founders of the perspective, Daniel Kahneman (along with 
Amos Tversky), admitted that ‘theories in behavioural economics 
have generally retained the basic architecture of the rational model, 
adding assumptions about cognitive limitations designed to account 
for specific anomalies’.48 But I would go further. Behavioural 
economics represents an attempt to recoup or reappropriate the 
in-built failures and anomalies of homo economicus, redirecting 
them into the same set of capitalist coordinates that incited them 
in the first place. It is no coincidence that Richard Thaler titled his 
book Misbehaviour since exactly that is being remodelled into a 
revenue stream. That’s what makes behavioural economics funda-
mentally creepy. Perhaps a little closer to the mark in this respect 
are economists George Akerlof and Robert Shiller when they draw 
on this perspective to demonstrate how we’re systematically duped 
and misled by big business.49 The problem is they see this ‘phishing’ 
as an isolated facet of commerce. What if it went to the heart of 
neoliberalism itself, making it one terrible confidence trick? 

If the juggernaut of neoclassical economics paved the way for 
the predominance of capitalist values by crowding out all others, 
then the clearing that emerged, marked by human disorientation 
and bewilderment, is the playground of behavioural economics. 
Kahnemania enters into this barren social clearing created by an 
immoderate adherence to neoclassical orthodoxy and continues 
to see this as the only reality in town that people must adapt to 
in various ways. To really take on neoclassical economics and 
econometrics we need to question the very ontological certainties 
it is wedded to and speak about capitalist unrealism. A world that 
should not and cannot exist with fidelity outside of the 1 per cent 
in fact. Behavioural economics still favours the language of the 
untouchable rich, still presupposes that the ‘dollar-hunting animal’ 
is what human life is all about. In this way it actually relies upon the 
achievements of right-wing stupidity in order to define itself. Think 
about it another way. Behavioural economics would look positively 
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alien in pre-1976 Britain or the USA. It can only gain traction on 
what is left of society after monetarisation has dominated all social 
spaces, that interminable numbing-by-numbers encouraged by 
Thatcher and her present-day acolytes. 

When Richard Thaler was asked about Thomas Piketty’s 
renowned analysis of economic inequality, he said that he realised 
what the problem really is with neoclassical economists of the 
Chicago School type. They don’t give tips.50 After reading Capital 
in the Twenty-first Century, Thaler said he concluded we should ‘all 
leave a bigger tip’. Doesn’t that perfectly sum up the political vacuity 
of this approach? Or what about this example. One of the first tasks 
that the Nudge Unit were given by the Tory government was to get 
more ordinary working people to pay their tax bill.51 No, not deal 
with tax evasion by Google, Amazon, Starbucks and other multina-
tionals operating in the UK. Nor flush out the users of tax havens in 
Panama and Jersey, where the UK elite hide their megabucks from 
democracy. Instead the Nudge Unit was asked to devise a method 
for getting the overtaxed working poor to pay up. 

The solution was as simple as it was manipulative. Rather than 
send John Doe, a struggling window cleaner from Manchester, 
another menacing letter from HM Revenue and Customs outlining 
the ghastly fines he will accumulate, John receives a different kind 
of message. It states that 95 per cent of his close neighbours had paid 
their taxes on time. So shouldn’t you pay too, John? Peer pressure, 
guilt and shame are persuasive drivers of action. The reverse 
psychology behind these mind games that seek to nudge the poor 
(for some reason, it’s never the rich who are nudged by behavioural 
economists) are designed to extract a surplus (in this case, probably 
from John’s new credit card) while placing the responsibility for the 
ensuing impoverishment onto the same failed economic actor. The 
dark logic is captured in a classic Rodney Dangerfield joke: ‘A guy 
stopped me in the street the other day, you could see he was down 
and out. He asked me for some money to buy a bottle of booze. I 
looked at him: I know your type. You tell me you’ll buy a bottle of 
booze then go and get food instead … no way, I’m not giving you 
a cent.’ 
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Daddy Entrepreneurs

Until now we’ve been highlighting the losers in the economic game 
of life that is neoliberal capitalism in decline. But what about the 
winners? I have claimed that the last place you will find anything 
remotely resembling homo economicus is in the corridors of 
corporate and political power. Is that true? Don’t the distinct 
qualities of the ‘dollar-hunting animal’ demonstrate precisely those 
who can work the system to their advantage, the successful captains 
of industry and dynamic entrepreneurs who stand apart from the 
rest due to their commercial acumen? This ‘great man’ thesis is 
very popular, often involving rags-to-riches fairy tales as billionaire 
businessmen and women try to justify their bizarre levels of wealth. 
According to this story, they’ve built something from nothing, 
taken risks that paid off and inspired faithful followers to work 
hard for them. Homo economicus perfectus, to the point where 
some even suggest these business geniuses must possess a special 
gene that makes them innately great compared to the rest of us.52 

Of course, in reality neoliberal capitalism bears little resemblance 
to this glowing narrative concerning the innovative, creative 
individual who gets rich, like something out of a bad Ayn Rand 
novel. Pre-existing wealth, class privilege, familial connections and 
sheer luck are often more decisive than innate skill. Take business 
leadership, for example. A 2015 study has convincingly debunked 
the myth of the extraordinary corporate leader.53 Markus Fitza 
selected 1500 of the largest US firms and tracked their financial 
performance from 1993 to 2012. His question was simple: how 
much of a corporation’s performance can be attributed to its CEO, 
namely his or her skills and abilities? Fitza expected the ‘CEO effect’ 
to be significant since these individuals have much influence over 
the firm and are rewarded accordingly. Using a complex modelling 
technique called variance decomposition the study produced some 
rather surprising results. The ‘CEO effect’ was so low that a firm’s 
performance could largely be put down to chance, external events 
and trends beyond the control of the leader. 
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It might then be argued that over the long term, say 10 or 20 
years, negative and positive chance events could be cancelled out 
in the study, making the expected ‘CEO effect’ more discernible. 
However, the average tenure of a US CEO is only four years. The 
implications of the study are important. The fetishism of leadership 
that has gripped business schools, political discourse and so 
frequently used to justify wealth in the popular imagination has 
been a hoax. Most importantly, according to Fitza, ‘if we do not 
want CEOs to be rewarded or punished for luck, then understand-
ing their true contribution to company performance should be an 
important part in determining the level of their compensation’.54 
A comparable study in the UK had similar results. Researchers at 
Lancaster University focused on England’s top 350 biggest firms. 
Between 2003 and 2014 these firms increased their value (returns 
on investment/capital) by only 1 per cent. Executive pay over the 
same period increased by 80 per cent, most of which was ironically 
performance related.55 

The same sort of misguided ‘business talent’ mythology that 
justifies perverse executive salaries also surrounds the much 
idolised entrepreneur. However, these so-called self-made men 
and women rarely hark from a humble background. Titans of 
commerce like Donald Trump and Gina Rinehart encourage the 
image of coming from nothing. But they could be more accurately 
called ‘Daddy Entrepreneurs’ in that they have had a good deal 
of help along the way, including family wealth, inheritances and 
trust funds. This is what makes Australian Gina Rinehart, one of 
the richest people in the world, so amusing. She claims ‘there is 
no monopoly on becoming a millionaire. If you’re jealous of those 
with more money, don’t just sit there and complain – do something 
to make more money yourself.’56 Rinehart actually inherited 
her billions from her father, iron-ore magnate, Lang Hancock. 
Hancock in turn was born into one of Western Australia’s oldest 
land-owning families. 

Wealth has perhaps always functioned in this manner. But as 
John Maynard Keynes famously argued, modern capitalism was 
meant to ‘euthanise’ the old, unproductive rentier-class. It didn’t 
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quite turn out this way. That’s why this latest phase of capitalist 
development represents a major step backwards. As Thomas Piketty 
decisively demonstrated, non-earned income is now a cornerstone 
of the contemporary class structure, much as it was before the 
arrival of the welfare state.57 Decrepit neoliberal economies now 
begin to look more Victorian or even feudal than a modern social 
system. For example, in the UK a 2016 study revealed that those 
holding the most influential jobs in the public and private sector 
have been disproportionately educated at Oxford or Cambridge 
University, indicating elite family backgrounds.58 The findings were 
summed up: ‘Just 7% of the UK public attended private schools, 
which compares to 71% of senior judges, 62% of senior armed 
forces officers, 55% of Whitehall permanent secretaries and 50% 
of members of the House of Lords.’59 Social mobility appears to be 
pretty much dead in Britain. The key factor that determines your 
probability of becoming a judge or CEO is not intelligence, skill or 
aptitude. It’s your family wealth, social networks and the private 
members club you belong to.60 

Monkeys in the boardroom

Surely the instrumental and calculative workings of the stock 
market is the true crucible of homo economicus victorious, with 
traders only succeeding if they are smart enough to out-think 
everyone else? Well, that’s the impression we are given by popular 
culture and Finance 101 business school lectures. In the reality TV 
show Million Dollar Traders, people from all sorts of backgrounds 
(a retired soldier, teachers, students, IT experts, pensioners) are 
hired for two months to see if they have what it takes to become 
a profitable trader. Each is given the sterling equivalent of $1 
million and either sink or float in the unforgiving world of finance. 
The hedge fund manager who has put up the cash, Lex van Dam, 
interviewed thousands of applicants before deciding on the final 
eight. To qualify for a place he asked people only two questions. 
‘Would you screw someone to get ahead?’ and ‘what is 32 x 32?’ 
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The first question presents a moral trap. Does Lex want me to say 
yes or no? We never find out. 

But the second question is the decider for Lex. The answer is 
1024 but only a few are smart enough to crack the calculation on 
the spot. The ideology of the show lies in the idea that financial 
capitalism is built on meritocracy. Anyone good at maths can 
become a rich trader. These people will have a natural intuition 
for how the market works, like the Christian Bale character in the 
film The Big Short, who grasps small tell-tale signs that no one else 
notices, bets against the booming US housing market just before 
the subprime crash hits, and makes millions in the process. Once 
again, homo economicus perfectus. 

However, the idea that the stock market is managed by excep-
tionally gifted experts has recently been challenged. To determine 
whether luck or expertise governs profitability, Andrew Clare, Nick 
Motson and Steve Thomas examined US stock data, particularly 
the market capitalisation-weighted index between 1968 and 
2011.61 They were inspired by the infinite monkey theorem first 
popularised by mathematician Emile Borel. If millions of monkeys 
tapped away on typewriters for infinity at some stage they would 
randomly reproduce one of Shakespeare’s great plays. So Clare, 
Motson and Thomas designed a computer program that simulated 
about 10 million monkeys playing the stock market (i.e., totally 
random and incoherent trading) to see how real traders compared 
to their primate counterparts. They found that

many of the ten million monkeys managed to outperform the 
Marketcap index and the other alternatives … which produces 
a terminal wealth value of just under $5,000 … Half of the 
monkeys produced a terminal wealth value greater than $8,700; 
25% produced a terminal wealth value greater than $9,100; while 
10% produced a terminal wealth value greater than $9,500.62 

It appears that monkey economics outclasses trained traders on 
almost every level. Chance and random events that lead to positive 
wealth outcomes are erroneously put down to the shrewdness of 
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investors who in reality are no better than random monkeys. Homo 
economicus as the king of Wall Street? No as it happens. Not even 
the jungle. 

Smash and grab

We are told that economic man – as opposed to all of the other ways 
of being – fits seamlessly into societies based upon free markets, 
individual self-interest, competition and private enterprise. Since 
pure capitalism is the social backdrop, it would be wrongheaded to 
conduct our lives in any other way. Herein lies the problem. This isn’t 
pure capitalism. We live in a society that Milton Friedman would 
not recognise in any of his theories. In fact, almost all of the tenets 
of free market capitalism are missing today, which is one reason 
why homo economicus has become such a ruinousness endeavour. 
The normative prescription for how to conduct one’s life no longer 
matches reality. This is how wreckage economics ends up wrecking 
real life people. And the disjuncture between the ideal and the real 
world has only grown following the 2007–08 crisis. 

For example, we are taught that open markets allow the best 
companies to succeed, weeding out those that are inefficient or 
neglectful of customers. However, corporate revenue streams today 
are mainly generated through rent and capture of public goods. The 
UK economy exemplifies this logic, which has little to do with ‘free 
markets’ or anything remotely resembling neoclassic economic 
models. Look at Thames Water. It holds a monopolistic grip over 
much of London’s water supply. Customers (i.e., all of the captured 
citizens of London who need water) must simply pay whatever 
they charge. Sold off in 1989, generations of public and taxpayer 
investment was appropriated in one swift deal. Water bills slowly and 
surely increased in a big way. The only real winner is the Australian 
investment bank Macquarie, aka the ‘vampire kangaroo’. They 
sold their stake in 2017 for £1.5 billion. During its ten year reign 
Macquarie paid enormous dividends to shareholders, underinvested 
in the business and hiked household water bills. Who needs the mafia 
when you have businesses like this lurking in your neighbourhood? 
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James Meek has perhaps done the most to catalogue the irre-
sponsible irrationalities and hypocrisies of privatisation in the UK 
(and the chapter on water-supply is particularly painful to read).63 
The so-called post-capitalist society that Peter Drucker predicted 
would result from privatisation – we would all be shareholders 
and thus owners of capital – turned out to be only partially true. 
Post-capitalist for sure, but in a negative sense that companies like 
Thames Water are free to behave like premodern landlords: 

the simplest way to understand the way the water set-up works 
in England is to think of it as a form of buy-to-let scheme, with 
us, the customers, as tenants paying water bills, like rent; the 
shareholders as landlords, owning the water companies; and the 
company staff, like a property management agency, collecting 
the rent and maintaining the property … but if we don’t like the 
property, the management agency or the landlords, or we think 
the rent is too high, we don’t have any choice. We can’t move to a 
different property or a better run one, we’re stuck.64 

As I write, outside my London flat an army of emergency service 
personnel are trying to contain a massive flood caused by burst 
mains pipes. Thames Water’s system is so rundown that three such 
incidents have occurred across the city in the last week.65 While 
homo economicus is judged by the quality of the deals he brokers, 
in terms of water supply in London he is no longer a customer (who 
can pick and choose) but a captured prisoner of a distant corporation 
that charges extortionate rents. So in the end what does that make 
homo economicus? A self-contradictory non-entity. That’s the 
point. It’s very clear Thames Water and the many other similar 
corporations presently preying on the UK population have nothing 
to do with the ideals of economic man so glorified in discourses of 
population management. If it wasn’t for all the faulty plumbing that 
make leaking ceilings a perennial feature of London accommoda-
tion (property maintenance is the last thing on a private landlord’s 
mind given the gross undersupply of housing), homo economicus 
would have burnt out long ago. For that is what he built for. 
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Cyber-feudalism

When we think of capitalism, we mainly think of the production of 
things. Commodities, services, experiences all have to be produced 
before they’re consumed. However, this type of capitalist activity 
takes time, investment and a paid workforce. Companies at the 
vanguard of the present, feudal-like world economy are not really 
keen on that. Is there an easier way to make profits? Yes, so it 
happens. Rather than produce goods and services, better to enclose 
them, making use of the means of production that people already 
are. That would keep costs down. This is the business model 
for so-called ‘platform capitalism’, be it the Uber, Deliveroo or 
YouTube.66 These organisations seek to commercialise the informal 
economy and rent it back to the community. 

The worst aspects of the business model were exemplified in 
the recent fracas about one of YouTube’s most popular shows, 
React. It was set up by the Fine brothers Benny and Rafi as a bit 
of fun. Subscribers post videos of friends and family reacting to a 
new experience for the first time. Kids React and Elders React are 
particularly popular. The idea, of course, was on YouTube long 
before the Fine brothers’ came along. They simply collected and 
repackaged it into a show driven purely by user content. This is 
why its 14 million subscribers were so surprised when the Fine 
brothers decided to trademark React content. They also announced 
that React was to be restructured using a license arrangement, 
effectively reinventing the brand into a business. Viewers ‘reacted’ 
with hostility as millions cancelled their subscription.67 That same 
spirit of vehemence ought to be directed at Thames Water and many 
other corporations that are nothing but rentiers of public goods. 

The pattern is the same throughout the post-industrial economy. 
The couplet of capture and rent of de facto common resources 
drives the profit margins for many firms, even ones we believe 
have created their own value from scratch (e.g., Microsoft, Apple, 
etc.).68 But the monopoly status that these larger firms establish has 
another downside. Once a market is cornered there is little incentive 
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for progressive innovation. In terms of natural monopolies such 
as the London water supply, assets are simply rundown. If there is 
investment, it is typically derived from debt guaranteed by the state 
so that shareholders will never lose.69 Where the rentier monopolies 
are orchestrated, as in the IT sector, innovation is killed by shutting 
out competition and predatory patenting activity. Consumers are 
then irreversibly wedded to substandard products and services. 
Perhaps the only area where technology is truly cutting-edge 
pertains to tools of repression and control. For example, many 
of the leading IT breakthroughs used today have derived from 
the sizable investment made by the Israeli Military, including the 
legendary ‘Unit 8200’.70 

But it’s the innovations that aim to capitalise on the failures 
gathering around homo economicus that are truly striking. For 
example, US subprime car loans reached about $145 billion in 
2014.71 Technology is rapidly advancing in this sector. New software 
is installed in the latest model cars that allow it to be remotely 
disabled if a customer is late on their repayment. ‘Starter Interrupt 
Devices’ perhaps exemplify Gilles Deleuze’s dark prediction about 
societies of control. Like the silent killer drone, the process of 
disabling the ignition is remote, dehumanised and automatic. No 
repo-man will be knocking on your door in a threatening manner. 
You simply can’t start the car until you pay. All it takes is one 
click to disable the vehicle. A lender at First Castle Federal Credit 
Union in Louisiana even bragged, ‘I have disabled a car while I was 
shopping at Walmart.’72 Cars have been disabled only moments 
after a loan default. There is an inevitable class bias operating here. 
Lawyer Robert Swearingen points out that ‘no middle-class person 
would ever be hounded for being a day late … But for poor people, 
there is a debt collector right there in the car with them.’73 But it’s 
not unreasonable to assume that the desperate middle classes will 
be next. Indeed, in a society built around the automobile, one can 
imagine this technology being licensed to other institutions such as 
banks, water and electricity companies and the tax office. 

 



the death of homo economicus

116

‘You’re a fat ugly bitch’ 

According to Michel Foucault, homo economicus is a consumer 
economic of life as much as a producer. He or she works in order 
to purchase better life chances and invest in the future. Foucault 
ignores, however, an important motivation behind this redefinition 
of everybody as customers. We often think that the state remoulds 
the public and citizenry into paying customers because it has 
adopted a ‘user pays’ mentality to services provision. Commercial-
isation of health and education, for example, is about individual 
responsibility. If you benefit from it then you ought to pay. But 
there is something else just as significant going on here. The push 
to rescript students, patients, passport applicants, taxable citizens 
and television viewers (to name just a few) into consumers is 
also designed to undermine public sector workers. It’s an indirect 
anti-worker tactic. As civic institutions are slowly starved of 
funds and inevitably become substandard, unsatisfied ‘customers’ 
blame the service providers (university lecturers, train drivers, 
junior doctors, border control personnel, police officers) rather 
than the leaders responsible for these organisations. This gives 
the managerial elite of these institutions plenty of ammunition to 
further repress pay and conditions because the primary agent that 
now matters the most – the end user – is unhappy. 

The extent to which this mythology of the customer has been 
used to weaken public servants in the UK is incredible. When a 
major hospital fails, sometimes scandalously, the Secretary of State 
for Health is first to publicly condemn the institution. Workers 
are singled out as the primary cause. In the pre-customer era, the 
minister and senior managers in charge would have been held 
accountable, not their subordinates who’re doing their best in 
rundown organisations. This is how the discourse of customer 
service can be deployed as a covert weapon against the public 
sphere. As the budget cuts kick in, the fact that workers inevitably 
fail is used to justify further cuts while steep management 
hierarchies absolve leaders of accountability. The beleaguered 
nurse, court assistant and junior lecturer are therefore hamstrung 
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by the template of homo economicus twice. First as workers who 
struggle to pay the bills and second as customer service providers 
who are too stressed and underresourced to meet their customer 
satisfaction targets. This strategic deployment of ‘the customer’ 
happens especially when strike action is threatened. How dare 
train drivers and mail delivery workers voice their discontent when 
there are thousands of consumers relying on these employees to 
silently accept shitty job conditions!

It is surprising how effective this divide and conquer strategy 
has been, perhaps perfected in the higher education sector. The 
coming ‘Teaching Excellence Framework’ (or TEF) in England 
has been proposed by governmental advisors as a way of ensuring 
that fee-paying students receive the quality education they deserve. 
Once again, the voice of the student cum customer is put centre 
stage, since universities ought to be effective teaching institutions. 
Who can argue with that? Moreover, it’s fascinating how so many 
themes from the radical Left (e.g., student-centred learning, 
pedagogical empowerment, student participation, etc.) have been 
symbolically appropriated by the corporatised university and used 
to dominate academic labour with Stalin-like vigour.74 

Of course, it could be argued that this isn’t really about the student. 
It’s more about work intensification by a state apparatus that loathes 
the autonomy academics have accumulated over the last century. 
Along with the draconian Research Excellence Framework and an 
increasingly casualised faculty, the old days of a quiet, contented 
professorial class are long gone.75 The TEF will probably break 
what remains of academic self-determination by subjecting, say, a 
physics professor in her late 50s to the capricious opinions of an 
18-year-old. Precisely because the outcome will be comparable to 
internet trolling, its accuracy will probably be cherished even more 
by university authorities.76 Think here of the disturbing US website 
Rate My Professor (including its option to evaluate physical attrac-
tiveness or ‘Hotness’). The same attitude risks becoming official 
state policy. Regardless, the aim is for teachers to become customer 
service representatives of the university, and we all know that the 
customer is never wrong. Early retirement will begin to look very 
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attractive for many in this coming Edu-factory. Just look at some 
of these student evaluations that lecturers have received from their 
students:

‘You’re a fat ugly bitch.’ 
‘The class was pretty cool, but she needs to get a tan and stop 
wearing all those Amish dresses.’
‘How to improve this course? Teach in a miniskirt.’
‘Even though she’s a feminist, she listens.’77 

Yet another grim and disconcerting logic governs the cult of the 
customer. It kills any democratic input by citizens regarding how 
organisations interact with the public. Free market zealots from 
Friedrich Hayek and Steve Jobs once argued that if students became 
‘service purchasers’ who can pick and choose from a range of schools 
competing in the marketplace, then the good institutions will be 
rewarded by high demand and the bad ones punished. This was 
Milton Friedman’s rationale with vouchers. He thought the system 
would give parents freedom to spend their vouchers on the best 
performing institutions. The idea is also supported by the current 
US Education Secretary Betsy ‘government sucks’ DeVos, who also 
happens to be a billionaire. However, there’s clearly something very 
troubling about the argument. Think about what happens when 
I become a customer in, say, a supermarket. I have the choice to 
go to this or that supermarket if I’m lucky, but the bigger players 
usually price out the smaller stores and geographically diversify in 
relation to the larger rivals so that only one large provider tends to 
dominate a neighbourhood. Even putting that issue aside, there is 
something more sinister happening here. Once cast as a customer I 
have no say whatsoever over how that institution is run. The same 
with schools. Class size? Teaching methods? A parent’s power to 
transform their schools is drastically impeded under the system. 
Commercialised universities provide ample evidence of this too, 
despite the attempt to create the appearance of participation by 
encouraging students to comment on how ‘hot’ a professor is. All 



why homo economicus had to die

119

of a sudden we have university ‘management’ who make most 
decisions and aggressively dissuade involvement from faculty and 
students. Metrics that ought to measure academic activity in a 
university become singular ends or ‘targets’ in themselves, creating 
all sorts of perverse dysfunctions and unintended consequences as 
they’re enforced by distant technocrats.78 Even the physical space is 
designed to curb self-organisation and awareness-raising activities 
among the student body. No, the customer is not ‘king’. They’re the 
pinnacle of anti-democratic disempowerment, which ultimately 
harms the service quality in the long run … not enhance it. 

Paid to hurt

Homo economicus ought to represent the apogee of human 
self-regulation and freedom according to neoclassical dogma. 
But everywhere he is inundated by cumbersome corporate and 
governmental bureaucracy, more now even than in days of the 
welfare state. The proliferation of red tape, of course, contradicts 
the promises of neoliberalism, which apparently only apply to the 
rich, who do seem to enjoy ‘fully automated luxury communism’. 
In The Utopia of Rules, David Graeber notes the amplification 
of state bureaucracy following the global financial crisis given 
the inequalities it leads to.79 An unfair society needs more layers 
of technocrats to keep a lid on civil unrest. Moreover, because 
state power is ultimately based on the threat of violence, its army 
of faceless apparatchiks can safely ignore what Graeber calls 
‘interpretive labour’ when dealing with us. That’s the emotional 
and empathetic work people conduct every day when trying to 
understand what another is thinking. Basic social interaction 
hinges on it. When being processed by a bureaucracy, however, 
interpretative labour is mainly done by the disempowered party 
as they desperately attempt to figure out a functionary’s thoughts 
and intentions. Bureaucrats are only handling a ‘case’ or ‘file’ and 
have violence to back up their judgements. They don’t really care 
what the other person is thinking or feeling. People become mere 
derivative objects. 
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Hence, the pitiless official we’ve all met at some point, devoid 
of any interpretative curiosity concerning the real person before 
them. Graeber rightly labels this a form of stupidity. For example, 
take the following description of complaint to a budget airline. It 
was written by a man who had missed his flight. He arrived at the 
airport on time only to be repeatedly given incorrect information 
by staff he dubbed, ‘The child’, ‘Not So Bright’ and ‘Vacant’. When 
he was finally able to coax a middle manager out of the back office, 
he was simply told ‘Check in opens 3 hours before the flight’. 

[Customer] ‘Why is this our fault, and why should we miss the 
flight because Ryanair staff have admitted they made errors?’
[Official] ‘Check in opens three hours before the flight’
[Customer] ‘Do you acknowledge we have just cause for 
complaint as we tried to do the right thing and the only reason 
we are not on the plane is because of communication failures 
with Ryanair Staff?’
[Official] ‘Check in opens three hours before the flight’
[Customer] ‘What colour are my trousers?’
[Official] ‘Check in opens three hours before the flight’
[Customer] ‘Do you think economic sanctions on Russia will 
diffuse the escalating situation in Ukraine?’
[Official] ‘Check in opens three hours before the flight’80

This is a great example of what Graeber means. Power simply 
issuing empty words with little emotional involvement. However, 
this theory of the administrative personality is accurate only up to 
a point. For it risks missing the important role that sadism can play 
in an otherwise impartial bureaucratic encounter. The neoliberal 
technocrat does sometimes engage in interpretative labour. But 
not the empathetic and compassionate sort. No, they’re instead 
calculating whether the emotional anxiety inflicted on the ‘other’ 
has genuinely met its target. If positive identification (or what 
Graeber calls ‘interpretative labour’) is about trying to see one’s self 
in the eyes of another, negative identification is about refusing to see 
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yourself in the victim as you paradoxically stand in their shoes to 
register their pain. This represents an active moral blindness that 
gains energy from its own self-recognition. Sadism can certainly be 
a characteristic of the individual functionary, something most of 
us have experienced. But institution-level sadism is probably more 
common and easier to achieve since the individual can rationalise 
their own behaviour via the edicts of the organisation and disavow 
personal responsibility as they become expert pain-givers. 

De Sade at the Jobcentre

In the UK, an ex-advisor employed by the Jobcentre – responsible 
for assisting the unemployed in their search for work – admitted 
that she was rewarded for being cruel to her clients.81 Angela 
Neville said that the centre was managed through performance 
targets, and ranked by the government against other offices in 
England. This meant advisors were under great pressure to force 
someone with a disability, for example, to attend job interviews. 
In one incident, a supervisor told her to call a hospitalised client 
and threaten them with sanctions. For this she received ‘brownie 
points’. She goes on, 

The pressure was incredible. Advisers were actively encouraged 
to impose sanctions (along the lines of ‘sanction of the month’) 
to contribute to the points system that ranks jobcentre offices. 
It was often for stupid reasons … And it was happening all the 
time. A customer maybe would be a little bit late or would phone 
in and the message wasn’t passed on. It was very distressing to 
have customers literally without food, without heat, without 
resources and these are unwell [and] disabled customers.82

However, unlike her colleagues it looks as if Angela is a failed 
sadist. This bureaucratic role demands that the advisor engage in 
a certain amount of ‘interpretative labour’ to gauge whether the 
symbolic violence enacted has triggered the necessary levels of 
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distress. Angela clearly could not do this without feeling guilty. 
In Gilles Deleuze’s language pertaining to the unsuccessful sadist, 
she couldn’t disintegrate her ego and allow an all-encompassing 
Meta-Superego to emerge, one that relies on the ego of another 
person (the victim) to function to say no, a sort of self-censorship 
by proxy.83 In other words, Angela couldn’t become a monster. 

Of course, a proper sadist gains sexual pleasure from inflicting 
pain. Hopefully that is not the case here. By the same token, 
however, sex (or ‘climax’) is only the end point in this psychic 
drama. The first step towards sadism is to imagine or occupy the 
pain of a vulnerable/dependent person and attach positive affect 
to that agony. In the Jobcentre case this positivity is garnered from 
institutional rewards or ‘points’. As Jean-Paul Sartre also points 
out concerning the sadist, they are not simply trying to erase the 
subjectivity of the victim, but occupy it in order for the aggressor to 
become both subject and object (both seen from the victim’s point 
of view), which is how pleasure is derived.84 And there must also be 
a system of standards or measures to allow the pain to be calculated. 
Gradations are central here too because ‘light and strong’ responses 
are registered by reference to the number of rewards collected by 
the aggressor. The effective delivery of this type of attack can only 
be calibrated by way of transferring the master’s understanding or 
‘negative interpretative labour’ onto a set of objective coordinates. 

In the case of the Jobcentre, the victim’s pain was gauged through a 
points system and targets, which calculated what rewards an advisor 
and his or her organisation would receive. Airlines, of course, have 
engaged in the strategy of ‘calculated misery’ for some years now. 
One of its key revenue streams is fees from extra-baggage, check-in, 
failing to check-in online, fast lane boarding and so forth. At the 
same time, economy class seats have been progressively crammed 
in, making long haul flights particularly intolerable compared to 
the 1990s. As Tim Wu points out in his excellent essay on the topic, 
this degradation of airline travel is designed to encourage us to pay 
a ‘pain avoidance’ fee.85 The airline bureaucrat thus attributes your 
pain with positive outcomes, much like the sadist who needs to 
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intimately understand the victim’s suffering before they can glean 
any meaningful satisfaction. While ‘economy plus’ (for seats that 
used to be ‘economy’ in the 1980s) sounds inviting, Delta Airways 
are reportedly moving in the opposite direction, proposing to 
introduce ‘economy minus’.86 Seats that are barely useable. 

Politicians too like to use a bit of sadism. How else can we interpret 
the announcement by the then Chancellor of the Exchequer (the 
ultra-austere George Osborne) concerning the government’s 
tax deal with Google. In early 2016, while thousands of working 
people were frantically filing their income tax returns to avoid late 
penalties, Osborne announced that he had brokered a great deal 
with the internet giant. Google were willing to pay £130 million 
in corporation tax. Effectively a 2 per cent rate for a multibillion 
dollar firm.87 The public were not happy at all. Rupert Murdoch 
even complained that the British people were being ripped off. 
Given the timing of the ‘deal’, one has to wonder if it was in part an 
act of State Sadism, designed to incite a flash of desolate anguish 
as homo economicus begrudgingly funds her own disenfranchise-
ment via the taxman. One of the most popular books of 2015 was 
The Joy of Tax, an excellent manifesto on how tax is essential for 
any democratic society.88 Perhaps the Chancellor of the Exchequer 
was confused and mixed it up with a famous 1972 book with a very 
similar title? 

Robots of the world … relax

Under such austere conditions it’s understandable why so many 
turn to technology for answers. While it too has a dark side, its 
progressive potential for liberating us from our all too human 
condition and the misery of politics still lingers in the radical 
imagination. When comedian cum activist Russell Brand was 
recently asked about the liberating possibilities of technology, he 
unwittingly touched a nerve: ‘yeah, when are all these robots going 
to get off their fat arses and start doing our work for us so that 
we can laze around and have more picnics?’.89 It’s a good point. 
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Shouldn’t this dazzling new generation of machines be pulling their 
own weight by now? 

The reason they’re not has something to do with the uneasy 
alliance that automation has formed with employment in the 
twenty-first century. Therein lies the problem. If we seek to 
picture a world that is truly liberated from work then we shouldn’t 
dwell too long on the technology side of the equation. But this is 
precisely what’s happening in current thinking. Techno-optimists 
– proposing ideas such as ‘fully automated luxury communism’ 
mentioned above – are vying with a growing number of 
techno-pessimists who hold a much bleaker view of what lies in 
store. For example, Oxford University researchers recently released 
a report suggesting that half of all jobs could be computerised in 
the near future.90 A 2017 report by consulting firm PwC similarly 
predicted that 30 per cent of current jobs will be automated in just 
the next few years.91 Innovations like Google’s driverless car, for 
example, will render millions of people unemployed with no new 
jobs picking up the slack. Jerry Kaplin’s Humans Need Not Apply, 
Brynjolfsson and McFee’s Second Machine Age and Martin Ford’s 
The Rise of the Robots predict calamity for everyone who depends 
on paid employment.92 We’re not just talking about the automation 
of manual work but skilled occupations that many thought were 
beyond the reach of robots: doctors, journalists, academics, pilots 
and scientists.93

Both techno-optimists and pessimists tend to fetishise mech-
anisation in the era of artificial intelligence (AI) and too hastily 
proclaim the end of work. As machines imminently threaten 
to rule the globe, work has not disappeared. On the contrary.94 
Employment figures in the UK and the USA easily demonstrate 
this. But the jobs that do result tend to be precarious, insecure 
and underpaid. That’s the depressing side of the trend we need to 
appreciate. Automation might even deepen the ideology of work 
currently gripping our society, not release us from it, fuelling a 
‘crap jobs’ revolution in the USA, Europe and elsewhere.95

Take the rise of call centres. They epitomise occupational com-
puterisation. It was even predicted back in the 1990s that call 
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centres would completely replace customer service providers of 
the all-too-human type. But it never happened. There are now 1 
million people employed in call centres in the UK and 2.2 million 
in the USA. The global workforce is huge. The reason why is simple. 
Customers can’t do without a living person on the other end of the 
phone when they need help to decide if their bank account has 
been hacked. Needless to say, the pay and conditions are atrocious 
in this line of work.96 Another example is airline pilots. The arrival 
of fly-by-wire and automated flight systems didn’t do away with 
the need to have pilots in the cockpit. Someone’s got to be there in 
case something goes wrong. But the work itself has seen a steady 
deterioration in pay and conditions, including the introduction of 
‘pay-to-fly’ flexible employment systems where pilots pay for hours 
when training.97 

There is another way of looking at it. Let’s turn the question 
around for a moment. Isn’t it surprising that more jobs haven’t 
been automated given the technological leaps and bounds we have 
witnessed of late? I think there is a good reason for this. It is now 
cheaper to employ people rather than install/maintain machines 
in supermarkets, petrol stations and so forth. That tells us how 
bad the world of work has become. Living, breathing people are 
undercutting robots. This reliance on labour does not result in the 
workforce receiving better treatment since what we might call the 
sub-automation movement is made up of hundreds of thousands of 
workers desperate to earn a wage, however meagre. For example, 
an Oxfam investigation of employees in the US poultry industry 
found a workforce languishing in humiliating conditions: ‘Workers 
urinate and defecate while standing on the line; they wear diapers 
to work; they restrict intake of liquids and fluids to dangerous 
degrees; they endure pain and discomfort while they worry about 
their health and job security. And they are in danger of serious 
health problems.’98 Cheaper-than-machine labour conditions 
demonstrate how automation becomes a perverted standard – in 
terms of cost and maintenance – used to calibrate living labour 
against, compelling management to find even better ways to beat 
the machine. 
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Technological investment in a specific sector can have knock-on 
effects that encourage work dependency/degradation in other parts 
of the economy. This is how fully automated ports function. Ports 
are key relay points in the international logistics network and are 
heavily protected. In the past, however, teamster unions leveraged 
this importance to fight big business.99 Breaking these unions with 
fully automated ports not only crushes resistance on the dockyards, 
but also reverberates its message throughout the supply chain, which 
in the USA consists of many thousands of workers dominated by 
a few large firms.100 The same applies to fully automated aeroplane 
loading systems. The wider effects are part of technology’s capitalist 
character and cannot easily be expunged from it once wedded to 
the ideology of work and inequality. 

It is important to note that the ‘jobless future’ thesis has been 
around since the dawn of capitalism. Sure, many occupations have 
certainly vanished because of mechanisation. But steam power 
didn’t end the reliance on living labour and AI probably won’t either. 
What has changed, however, is the way sophisticated technologies 
are now paving the way for millions of ‘crap jobs’ to flourish. 
Even occupations once deemed prestigious are increasingly seen 
as degrading, stressful and undesirable by those that hold them. 
Moreover, and at a wider level, even rather mainstream economists 
suggest the connection between digitalisation and capitalist 
advancement (using measures like GDP, total factor productivity 
and economic growth) is not clear-cut. For instance, Robert Gordon 
compares the impact of the ‘digital revolution’ to inventions such 
as washing machines and flushing toilets popularised during the 
second industrial revolution – in terms of business growth and 
profitability – and they simply don’t compare to those offered by 
Bill Gates.101 In this respect, technology is probably not the answer 
when it comes to envisaging a future that is genuinely free of work. 
We need to tackle the social relationships behind the deployment 
of automation. Otherwise, any emancipatory stance that favours 
full automation risks inadvertently supporting what capitalists 
have desired all along – escaping their dependency on labour, 
while tapping the riches of a new generation of impoverished and 
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insecure workers. In the unlikely event that robots did develop AI, 
they would probably refuse to do the kind of work that millions of 
humans now must accept to make ends meet. 

死亡 … one last time

Computerized automation is clearly linked to the perpetuation of 
the work ethic in crisis capitalism. And this normative compulsion 
to endlessly toil increasingly involves negative consequences for 
its human carriers. Homo economicus was meant to be the living 
embodiment of neoclassical theory taken to the utmost limit. It 
demarks a universal persona that would complement any society 
regulated entirely by the marketplace. A life calculated on the basis of 
money and nothing else. Our failure to fully internalise the precepts 
of homo economicus has probably characterised capitalism right 
from the start, even back in Adam Smith’s day. That failure, however, 
has become something different under neoliberal capitalism in 
the post-2007 crisis period. When we speak of economic man, we 
should stridently resist picturing Wall Street titans and property 
entrepreneurs in expensive suits. The elite actually enjoy a gentler 
socialist variant of economic life. No, homo economicus is for 
everyone else not wealthy enough to fend off a brutal system. And 
here we get a particularly nasty version of it. Sickness beneficiaries 
like Dawn Amos who are deemed fit for work. Indebted students 
such as Toby Thorn who see no way out. Angry, vengeful workers 
like Rodney Jackson who are fired when the economy tanks. 

Homo economicus is now for the losers of late capitalism, a 
category that has extended deep into the middle classes in only a 
generation. When coerced to play the game of ‘total economics’, we 
must do so against insurmountable odds. The winners have already 
decamped to the British Virgin Islands and Lana’i, Hawaii. The 
losers must remain at the table and play … into oblivion. And you 
can be sure that when failure does arrive – an unmanageable debt, 
anxiety caused by overwork, depression – a new breed of capitalists 
will be ready to jump on your misfortune. They follow a simple 
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business philosophy that is redefining what large-scale commerce 
means today: profit without risk, capture without producing, 
capitalism for all but not us. 

My point is this. The narrative of homo economics is not just 
about people making money. Or chasing cash. It’s also about those 
beaten by the dollar and crushed by its big government/business 
representatives. Or even worse, in the process of being beaten, 
a procedure that can last forever. This sense of universality is 
important. When scholars at the Chicago School of Economics 
were building their abstract models, homo economicus was 
intended to be a general principle for life. Every aspect of modern 
existence could be calculated on a cost/benefit basis. It defined the 
future. Work, leisure, romantic relationships, family politics had a 
precise monetary value, potential gains and liabilities. One must 
choose wisely, even in matters seemingly removed from the realm 
of commerce. And there’s the catch. Once this theorem takes over a 
living host it cannot be turned off. When things are going well then 
unending gain is all he or she can see. When they’re not, which is 
more likely, defeat defines one’s place in the world absolutely. All 
perspective is gone. For this reason it’s not surprising that between 
2007 and 2009 there were 10,000 more suicides than normal 
in Europe and the USA.102 As the German philosopher Dietmar 
Kamper put it, when the horizon disappears what appears is the 
horizon of disappearance.

Thankfully most do not resort to such drastic measures. Having 
said that, it’s not a world away from how many of us live in the 
shadows of deep capitalism as it teeters on the edge of extinction. If 
homo economicus is an impossible ideal applied to the nth degree, 
it’s certainly marked by the quest to endlessly accumulate, just as 
we would expect with a prototypical entrepreneur. They are never 
satisfied. For the 99%-ers who do not own the means of production, 
however, that spirit of gain is inverted into an unconditional, 
black-and-white universe in which potential loss quietly defines 
everything he or she does. They’re never safe. The alternative to 
making the mortgage payments on time? Nothing. The car loan 
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payments? Nothing. A possible eviction? Nothing. The same applies 
to holding down a job and the children’s university education. There 
are no second chances. Failure and demise coincide, which is why 
the threat of coming death doesn’t act as a catalyst for liberation 
(‘you have nothing to lose but your chains’) but the exact opposite. 
Ultimately, this is how an impossible life is lived.
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4
The Theatre of Loss … Work

A few years ago a disturbing story appeared in the media that 
perfectly summarised what work means for many today: ‘Man 
dies at office desk – nobody notices for five days’. The case was 
unnerving for one reason mainly. People die all the time, but 
usually we notice. Are things so bad in the modern workplace 
that we can no longer tell the difference between the living and 
the dead? Of course, the story turned out to be a hoax. An urban 
myth. As it happens, each country has its own variation that still 
fools people when they periodically appear. In Finland the dead 
guy is a tax inspector. In the USA a publisher. In other countries 
a management consultant. We might even embellish the story 
ourselves. Perhaps the dead accountant not only went unnoticed 
for five days but was rewarded with a promotion for all the extra 
hours and loyalty, possibly making vice president. In all variants of 
the myth the said worker is never a woman, which is interesting for 
its own reasons.

Isn’t it strange that so many of us who encounter this apocryphal 
story genuinely shrug and mumble ‘yeah, that’s about right’? Why 
does it resound so well with our experiences of employment in 
late capitalist societies today? The most obvious reason for our 
nonchalance concerning the dead man at his desk pertains to the 
sheer amount of time that jobs are extracting from our lives at the 
moment, so much so that people are flirting with death in order 
to get things done. The dead-man-working narrative reminds us 
that the otherwise bizarre idea of toiling non-stop for hours or 
even days on end has quietly become the new normal. Behaviour 
that our grandparents would have deemed insane is now rather 
pedestrian. For example, the average British worker spends 36 
days a year answering work emails. London workers in particular 
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receive around 9000 emails each year.1 As a result, work spills 
over into private time. One recent survey revealed that 80 per 
cent of employers consider it perfectly acceptable to contact their 
employees outside business hours.2 And then there’s the commute. 
Londoners waste 18 months of their lives commuting, which is 
often expensive and stressful.3 Overall, this labour intensification, 
with the aid of mobile technology and new management systems 
(such as zero-hours contracts), seems to indicate that employers 
are once again attempting to increase absolute surplus labour by 
lengthening the working day. For example, a 2015 survey of over 
9000 full-time employees from around the world found that few 
office workers consider the 40-hour work week realistic when it 
comes to getting their jobs done effectively.4 Indeed, almost 40 
per cent said they had experienced an increase in working hours 
over the last five years. One third of respondents felt their work/life 
balance was in serious jeopardy.

The tragedy of human effort

For this reason, paid employment is reflected or echoed in almost 
everything we do in the present economic paradigm. The obsession 
runs deep like some unshakable addiction. We genuinely live in 
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a workers’ society, and homo economicus has been shaped into 
an all-too-human vessel to carry its message. The compulsion to 
work is no longer only contained to office hours. It has seeped 
into everything else, restructuring our everyday imagination, how 
we perceive our future and past. Even our sex lives increasingly 
revolve around jobs given that so many of find long-term romantic 
partners in the workplace. Along with gender roles and class, 
work is one of the few ideological memes that are ready waiting 
for their occupants before they’re born. As the French Marxist 
Louis Althusser pointed out in his essay on the ideological state 
apparatuses, this is what makes the ‘interpellation’ process (his 
name for a particular kind of capitalist indoctrination) so effective. 
Inside its workings we’re mysteriously ‘always already’ an active 
ideological product.5 Every ‘before’ is but a retroactive reading of 
the present in an endless recursive curve that ultimately weaves 
the individual’s attachment to his or her cultural environment, 
much of which is fairly negative but nevertheless powerful. This 
might sound like tautological reasoning, but it is actually a way of 
avoiding self-referentiality when it comes to explaining how we are 
‘made up’ by a system that has no outside. 

Work probably inhabits this symbolic circle so defiantly because 
we are constantly told that so much relies upon it. Biological 
survival. Happiness. Security for you and your family. Perhaps this 
is why the most fervent agents of preparing the ‘not even born’ for 
a life of writing emails are parents. One recent report revealed the 
emergence of so-called nursery consultants who’re hired by mum 
and dad to train toddlers, imbuing them with social skills that will 
increase their chances of landing a good job.6 The disciplinary 
forces of a cut-throat labour market have entered the crib, it would 
seem … along with its prejudices concerning the meaning of life 
and society.

This cultural fixation with work comes at a cost, of course, 
which is why the dead man slouched over his keypad seems so 
apt for capturing the realities of the high-performance work 
ethic, personified by the individualistic, self-reliant and driven 
office worker who is now quite unwell. Job-related illness is a 
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growing epidemic in the UK and USA, exacerbated by stress and 
an overwhelming ‘to do’ list that never ends. Making matters 
worse, in times of recession we are more willing to put up with 
horrible workplace environments, which only adds to the pent-up 
frustration. According to some research, job burnout is just as bad 
for your health as chain smoking. Even the long hours sitting at a 
desk has been blamed on serious illnesses. Sitting is now considered 
the new smoking.7

Only in this warped context would we ever hear about people 
being ‘worked to death’ in the corporate sector. In China, for 
example, death from overwork or guò láo sĭ (their version of 
Karoshi) has become a serious public policy problem. According to 
the China Youth Daily, around 600,000 Chinese die each year from 
working too much.8 Many of these employees do literally die sitting 
at their desks. It is also interesting to note that much of this deadly 
excess labour is facilitated by the use of mobile technologies. As 
mentioned earlier, this has become a massive problem in Western 
economies as well. It’s tempting to suggest that only neoliberal 
capitalism (in either its faux democratic or communistic variations) 
could subvert the clever labour-saving possibilities of an invention 
like email and use it to extend the working day ad infinitum. Let’s 
face it. The tyranny of office email is now so out of control that 
even the multinational corporation is starting to have second 
thoughts about its utility. Some French companies, for example, 
have discouraged its employees from logging on after office hours.9 
In a similar vein, a number of German firms automatically erase 
incoming emails when an employee is away on holiday.10 And for 
good reason. Those last few days of vacation are often ruined by 
dark thoughts of the overflowing inbox awaiting us on our first day 
back. Capitalism understands its own contradictions here only too 
well. The human body’s inability to fulfil the glorified ideal of homo 
economicus without getting sick or making errors undermines the 
extraction of surplus value. Hence, employers try to temper the 
24-hour work ethic unleashed by neoliberal capitalism, a task it 
struggles with. The 2013 death of Bank of America intern, Moritz 
Erhardt, testifies to this – he died after working 72 straight hours, 
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which caused a major scandal in London. In fact, capitalism is now 
taking the task of managing its own self-destructive tendencies 
seriously. Matsuri Takahashi, a young graduate recruit at the large 
advertising firm Dentsu, committed suicide after clocking up 105 
hours of overtime in a month.11 Dentsu’s president –Tadashi Ishii 
– took full responsibility and resigned, stating that despite the 
attempt to tame the punishing culture of overwork in the company 
the problem was still rife. 

Corpse culture

But the ‘Man died at desk and nobody noticed’ urban legend strikes 
a chord for another and more depressing reason. Yes, the office 
should have noticed the man was dead. Five days is a long time. 
But they also should have noticed that his work wasn’t getting done. 
Nobody did, of course. For that isn’t how the modern workplace 
functions today. Take those 36 days spent on email mentioned 
earlier. It would simply be impossible to fill every minute of that 
time with only productive work. The same goes for the long hours 
put in at the office. Apart from getting the actual task done, which is 
usually completed in short bursts, there is also a good deal of messing 
about, chatting, paying the bills, surfing the net, daydreaming and 
waiting for the day to finish. Most importantly, it is not that we’re 
doing nothing or even doing things unrelated to work (although 
there might be much of that). No, this frenetic behaviour is more 
about busy looking busy. This is why contemporary employment 
has something of a ceremonial feel about it, becoming a sort 
of theatre or spectacle. Not only are we working more now than 
ever (or searching for it if unemployed) but a good deal of it is 
unnecessary. We are obliged to appear like a worker as much as 
actually be one, whether we’re sweating in a business for nothing 
(as part of the UK government’s ‘back to work’ programme) or 
employed in high finance. The research seems to bear out this 
observation. A study of management consultants in the USA 
found that 35 per cent employed in this occupation actually ‘faked’ 
an 80-hour workweek.12 For various reasons these individuals 
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pretended to sacrifice themselves at the altar of work. They still got 
everything done. In this respect, perhaps entire occupations might 
be considered phoney, something David Graeber recently called 
‘bullshit jobs’.13 Pointless security guards, ‘atmosphere coordinators’ 
(people hired to create a party vibe in bars) and chief learning 
officers in the corporate world might be classified as such. 

Weirdly, the ritual of work is no more observable than among 
those who don’t have a job. The irony is indicative of how the template 
of employment affects almost every facet of life today. Studies of 
unemployment reveal the sheer labour expended by those seeking 
a job. In her ethnographic investigation of laid off IT workers in 
Texas, Carrie Lane describes how these ex-employees continue to 
act like a quintessential worker, such as displaying leadership skills 
in their self-help group and replicating all of the trappings of office 
life in and around the home.14 These individuals were condemned 
as ‘dead wood’ by their firms following the economic downturn, 
but still maintain an attitude of easy-going confidence, knowing 
that nobody will hire a disgruntled ex-worker. So they work hard 
to keep up an appropriate appearance. Lane explains this strange 
play acting: 

Tech job seekers often said that looking for a new job was their 
new job. They also said it was the hardest job they ever had … 
unemployed white-collar workers created a system of looking 
for work that shared the form if not the function of professional 
employment. To this end job-seekers tried to recreate in their 
unemployment the rhythms of the office.15 

Here the ceremony of employment is often identical to that of the 
employed with the exception of the salary, something that studies 
of unemployment in the UK have also demonstrated.16 For good 
reason, we tend to believe that most unemployed people are fairly 
critical of what has been befallen them, which is often the case.17 
But Lane noticed a significant shift among the ex-workers she 
spoke with. It appeared that their adherence to the simulacrum of 
work (acting like a worker) had mysteriously generated a particular 
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political stance towards corporate power which was very different 
to the views held by workers laid off in the 1970s and 1980s. 
Unlike previous generations who considered themselves victims 
of uncaring capitalism and its ruthless cost-cutting creed despite 
the loyal service provided by the workforce, the people Lane met 
with were ardent supporters of their own abandonment. In fact, 
she was shocked by the degree to which they’d internalised the 
capitalist ethos. These fired workers saw their uselessness in the 
same manner that the accountants and HR managers who had fired 
them did:

when they discuss their lives, layoffs, and careers. And when 
they articulate their expectations of their employers, families 
and future, these job seekers expressed a decidedly neoliberal set 
of values and beliefs … they believe in the efficacy and justness 
of the free market; they favor individual responsibility over 
collective action and support globalisation even when their own 
jobs head offshore.18 

Lane sadly labels these individuals a ‘company of one’. They 
believe that their fortunes mimic the logic of the marketplace 
completely, an existence that is nothing more than a loyal reflection 
of periodic economic highs and lows. The ceremony of work in the 
absence of actual work inadvertently transformed these abandoned 
ex-employees into ultra-orthodox believers of the power structure 
they were crushed by. This is a significant shift. Not only is the 
culture of unemployment highly politicised in neoliberal societies 
(there is something profoundly wrong with you if you’re classified 
as such) but there is also an ideological component to the empty 
ritual itself. But what exactly? 

High-performance idleness

We need to return to the office and the paid workforce to more 
carefully scrutinise this question concerning work and ideology. 
That is to say, work’s present tendency to signify more than just 
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the economic utility of the job itself. The ritualism of the modern 
labour process is perfectly depicted in David Bolchover’s The 
Living Dead, an account of office life in London.19 The author 
was employed for many years in an insurance firm and forged a 
successful career in this and related industries. He quickly realised, 
however, that in terms of substantive work outputs he was hardly 
doing anything. Sure, walking around the building with papers and 
attending meetings took effort. But didn’t actually achieve much. 
To make matters worse, Bolchover surmised that many of his 
co-workers weren’t doing much either. He then arrived at a scary 
conclusion. If Bolchover didn’t come into the office tomorrow it 
probably wouldn’t make much difference to productivity outputs. 
He wondered how long he could remain absent from the office 
or work email without being noticed. So the next day Bolchover 
simply stayed in bed. And the next day. Cheap wine, football and 
a three-day growth? The pay check still arrived each month. He 
claims it took ten months before anybody noticed and began to 
einquire about his whereabouts. 

The account tells us that jobs and work have somehow drifted 
far away from the principles of utility. It is now a mistake to think 
of employment as strictly related to biological necessity – as if 
sending useless emails all day is akin to hunting and gathering. In 
the wreckage economies of the Western world (and beyond) work 
has assumed the form of a self-referential rite. As long as the visible 
cues and triggers are respected (and for Bolchover this was not 
even necessary given his absence), the organisation runs smoothly. 
Such ‘empty labour’ occurs in both high paid and more menial 
work simply because the optimal point of productivity no longer 
maps onto the job itself.20 Its rule over our lives in capitalist culture 
is thus even more perplexing in this respect. In the meantime, we 
must find ways to fill those long, empty hours. 

According to Bolchover, for example, around 40 per cent of 
casual drug users get their fix during office hours. We often 
think of pornography use as something far removed from work – 
especially given the notable cases of termination that periodically 
appear in the media. However, it turns out that 70 per cent of 
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internet pornography sites are accessed when people are supposed 
to be working. One in five workers in the USA have had sex on 
company time. Sex, drugs, alcohol and simply surfing the internet 
(Bolchover hardly ever mentions productive (non-work) activities 
such as writing a political manifesto, for some reason) are not 
the reasons why the typical working day is increasing (in order 
to get everything done despite the distractions), but the opposite. 
The doctrine of being in the office all day is so embedded, yet 
unnecessary and obsolete, we need to do something in order to 
kill the time until we can finally come home. It is perhaps for this 
reason why Ivor Southwood claims that his experiences of being 
both unemployed and employed weren’t miles apart: 

from the responsibilities of the Jobcentre customer to the 
self-marketing duties of the unpaid intern, from the agency 
worker on permanent standby to the Virtual Assistant in search 
of virtual clients. The distinction between employment and 
unemployment seems increasingly arbitrary. While their form 
differences are maintained by a border-patrolling bureaucracy, 
in terms of (lack of) content they are approaching a point of 
convergence. The new privatised version of unemployment is 
its own job description, person specification and disciplinary 
framework … and under the conditions of precarity and 
short-term insecurity, this work never ends.21 
 

Porn for office workers

The phrase ‘killing time’ is here very apt since Bolchover describes 
the experience of all this needless labour as something like a living 
death: 

you don’t hear about these people because who wants to 
boast they don’t do anything at work? Their working lives are 
mindlessly boring, utterly pointless, and without meaning, their 
abilities are utterly wasted. Their home lives might be happy and 
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fulfilled but at work they are the people that time forgot. They 
contribute nothing. They are the Living Dead.22

But here is my point. Don’t we now have two contradictory 
accounts of employment in neoliberal society? The first one 
highlights the massive intensification of labour and marathon-like 
stints we’re expected to put in at the office. This is characterised 
by stressed out individuals in a constant state of anxiety since the 
‘to do’ list is practically infinite. They drop dead of heart failure in 
their small cubicles. The second narrative tells us that the opposite 
might be true. Most employees don’t actually do a great deal at 
work and might even feign stress to keep the boss happy. As jobs 
become ultra-ritualised it’s the hours people put in at the office (or 
online) that is seen as the ‘output’ rather than the concrete results 
those hours achieve, which are frequently negligible. From this 
perspective, individuals are victims not of unrelenting pressure or 
lack of time. On the contrary. Their hurt derives from too much 
vacant time. They’re bored to death. 

How can we explain the contradiction between these two 
opposing accounts? Perhaps it is a quantitative issue. X number 
of jobs are prone to genuine overwork whereas others naturally 
gravitate towards ritualisation. No, I think something else is 
happening here. The trouble with the empty labour thesis is that 
when it portrays jobs as a type of theatre it assumes they’re easier 
and less troubled than real work. After all, being ‘zoned out’ (to 
use Bolchover’s phrase), watching porn all day does sound rather 
untaxing. I would argue that, although work might entail a lot of 
acting, much of it is deep acting, whereby the script is followed very 
closely, almost too closely. And that can make jobs very onerous 
indeed. Moreover, the conceptual dualism between remunerated 
inactivity in the office (e.g., ‘empty labour’ or ‘bullshit jobs’) and 
properly active work is a false one. It assumes that real work involves 
people using every minute in a productive manner. It’s a view that 
is ironically shared by advocates of zero-hour contracts who insist 
that employees be paid only for the exact work they do (measured 
down to the minute). We know that’s simply a way of transferring 
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the costs of all the background labour that every single job requires 
onto the individual employee themselves. 

So, rather than the theatre of labour being a proxy for ‘zoning out’ 
and relaxing doing nothing, perhaps it’s the other way around. The 
act itself (including the face-work deployed to cover up the gaping 
void at the heart of the modern labour process) is what takes its 
toll on the health and wellbeing of the workforce. Not a holiday at 
the office but some kind of grinding hell. In this sense, then, there 
would be little contradiction between deadly forms of overwork 
and hours, weeks and years spent pretending to work hard in a role 
that is basically useless. If that is true, then it makes the situation 
more lugubrious than we thought. Work is not only ceremonial, 
something to be performed and observed within a power hierarchy, 
but the ritual is one that signifies a stressful waste of potential. 
Beautiful human faculties totally unused but still observable in the 
shadow form they take of acute anxiety, high blood pressure and 
an early death, all caused by doing fuck all rather than something 
meaningful. In this respect, the theatre of labour takes on sadomas-
ochistic or even pornographic elements since the open display of 
that erased potential is routinely celebrated by the power hierarchy 
as people arduously strive towards needless expenditure. Organ-
isations congratulate those who are able to master this melding 
of economic pointlessness and existential sacrifice. It may even 
provide pleasure for both the observer (power) and the observed 
(worker) alike as homo economicus finally expires in a garish 
open-plan office. 

Pretend or else!

A thorough critique of work is an important component of any 
progressive, post-capitalist politics. To refuse work is to reject the 
myth that organised employment simply derives from a seamless, 
one-to-one relationship with biological self-preservation. David 
Graeber (‘bullshit jobs’) and Roland Paulsen (‘empty labour’) are 
right to decry the frenetic dormancy of modern work. It’s a sign 
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that something is very wrong about our society’s sheer obsession 
with an activity that could be radically reduced easily. We could 
all be doing something much more interesting and worthwhile 
with our time, making love, meeting friends, inventing new 
technologies, anything but sitting in an office staring at a screen 
all day. However, it’s worth noting that this decidedly left-wing 
observation has in part been seized upon by neoconservative 
observers too. This is why we must treat the argument with some 
caution. For example, in their discussion of Roland Paulsen’s book 
about empty labour, The Economist quickly overlooks the author’s 
condemnation of neoliberal capitalism and instead triumphantly 
confirms the managerial suspicion that workers are really a lazy lot: 
‘policymakers bemoan the epidemic of overwork. But as [Paulsen] 
explains … innumerable studies suggest that the average worker 
devotes between one-and-a-half and three hours a day loafing’.23 
The reviewer concludes that most employees are skiving off far too 
much and we should quit complaining about labour intensifica-
tion. A similar sentiment can be detected in Bolchover’s account 
of the living dead: 

we are living in an era of workplace stress … the increasing 
competitiveness of the modern economy has rendered people 
slaves to their workplaces … but the truth for many millions is 
different. They go into a large office somewhere in the world 
every week day, they go to their desk at the same time, they leave 
the same time. And in between they do pretty much nothing. 
Zilch. The big Zero.24 

Bolchover was recently asked in a radio interview why this is 
a problem. Sure, the modern office might be a veritable dead sea 
of activity, but at least people have jobs, spend money – so who 
cares? His response effortlessly slipped into an apologia for the 
capitalist work ethic. Yes, he said, it’s very nice for the workers but 
the shareholders who pay their wages wouldn’t be too happy about 
all this slacking off.25 In a similar fashion, it is easy to imagine some 
sadistic technocrat coming across the ‘bullshit jobs’ argument, 
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nodding with approval as she or he sizes up the next round of jobs 
to be axed from the National Health Service. Demythologising 
work clearly requires a degree of circumspection in order to avoid 
these implicit points of sympathy with right-wing nonsense. The 
critique of ceremonial labour – and it certainly deserves a good 
deal of criticism – can silently posit a highly misleading ‘zero-hours 
contract’ vision of what properly productive jobs look like. And 
in doing so the ideology of work strengthens its hold over us 
once again. 

Post-utility society

Why do we work? The obvious answer is ‘to live’. But it’s not our 
actual job – giving a lecture, selling a car, nursing a patient or flying 
a passenger jet – that directly secures our life conditions. For sure, 
as we have already demonstrated, most occupations in the West 
have drifted far away from the baseline of biological survival, which 
is partly down to the massive division of labour that has arisen in 
the post-industrial era. But this disconnect between labour and 
subsistence is also related to the main medium in which inhabitants 
of any capitalist society must communicate. Our specific job grants 
us access to manmade vouchers we call money. We then redeem 
these so we can then purchase life. How many vouchers we obtain 
and what we have to do to get them is the political question par 
excellence in our society and its highly skewed class relations. 
But it’s this fissure and complex mediation between labour (as an 
organic/social necessity) versus work (as a cultural artefact) that 
has been behind employment taking on a life of its own, spiralling 
out of control, absorbing everything else. 

Of course, none of this is to say that there are not real jobs where 
people do real things with concrete outcomes. Cleaners, scientists, 
airline pilots, surgeons, publishers, farmers and factory workers 
around the world clearly attest to this. And let’s face it, things 
need to get done. But when framed within a purely self-referential 
economic paradigm (growth for growth’s sake, profit for profit’s 
sake, etc.) work is decoupled from the original purpose of labour, 
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which ought to be about securing our collective needs so that 
we can do other things, like relaxing, art, inventing, thinking or 
whatever. Instead, jobs have been separated from the life of the 
community and transformed into crude political artefacts, even 
jobs that really matter such as brain surgeons and midwives. They 
remain eminently useful … but sadly that is no longer the point. 
Ironically, it is only in this secondary role (disconnected from the 
universal principle of survival) that work is able to colonise all of 
society, becoming the be-all and end-all of modern existence as 
such. Now anchorless and severed from nature, work assumes the 
role of a weird manmade universal, and painfully so. 

Why has work morphed into this mass ceremonial function 
under neoliberal capitalism? No doubt ‘useless labour’ is probably 
a feature of any social system, capitalist or otherwise. A degree of 
slack or spare capacity is inevitable in most human organisations 
given the lag between structure and need (or what economists call 
‘stickiness’), which hardly ever finds perfect symmetry. But only 
with the advent of neoliberal capitalism does this ritualised excess 
appear to be killing homo economicus off in such a determined 
fashion. When addressing the link between work and excess it is 
tempting to blame grand narrative causes, such as the runaway 
immoderations of modernity (e.g., too much bureaucracy) or 
humanity’s collective insanity (e.g., a work ethic gone mad). But 
the source is much more modest and closer to home. Work today is 
simply an ideology, designed to lock in a particular class relationship 
and naturalise the private ownership of the means of production. 
It does this by falsely evoking the ruse of physiognomic necessity: 
if we work in order to live, then only a fool would argue against the 
need to build society around jobs. 

The unemployment industry

At this juncture, it is essential to consider the role of the state if 
we are to fully understand the strange and immense theatre of 
labour that is preoccupying societies around the world today. 
Take the perspective of someone employed under exploitative and 
precarious conditions in the City of London right now. With the 



the death of homo economicus

144

rising tide of unemployment threatening job security, we can easily 
see how this enormous display function might provide a shelter 
to people especially vulnerable to neoliberal rationalisation. For 
example, I recently had a conversation with a woman who has 
struggled to find employment in the media industry. She told me 
that her current part-time job paradoxically allows her (and many 
others in a similar position) to escape real work, which she defined 
as the gruelling ordeal of justifying oneself before the punitive gaze 
of an unforgiving state apparatus. 

To me the sentiment seemed counter-intuitive since work is 
supposed to be the epicentre of class exploitation and control in 
capitalist societies, not a space of escape. But I started to see her 
point. Many jobs are indefensible under crisis capitalism – often 
pointless, commonly soul destroying and sometimes dangerous to 
the social good. However, for the 99.9 per cent who do not own the 
means of production, jobs provide cover or an alibi to evade the 
egregious harassment of the neoliberal state complex, job centres, 
domestic chaos caused by poverty and the capitalist marketplace 
more generally. According to microeconomists, work organisations 
are a frustrating ‘exception’ to the marketplace because the potential 
to work – and thus its pricing signal – is completely removed from 
the market system once employed. Hence, their mission to crack 
open and expose this so-called organisational ‘black box’ to market 
forces via contracting, zero-hours contracts, self-employment 
and so forth. In this context our job might be superfluous and 
sometimes unpleasant but it provides a useful cover story to keep 
the authorities at bay. 

This weird ‘job as alibi’ attitude is particularly evident among 
young interns, whose free labour within the present economy is 
nothing but a scandal. When I ask them about what they get out of 
working for a magazine company or media firm the answer is fairly 
straightforward. Useful industry experience? No, they mostly do 
photocopying. Networking opportunities? No, they’re told to keep 
away from important clients. A path to a full-time job with the firm? 
No, most expect to be let go after six months to make room for the 
next intern. So what? Protection. Mainly from the state and an ugly 
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labour market. Sure, they are broke, living with their parents or 
worse. But the placement at least buys some time before they enter 
the government-run (and increasingly privatised) misery called 
the unemployment industry, an important faux economy in its own 
right given how it keeps so many technocrats employed in empty 
jobs. In short, interns are left alone, perhaps the trademark desire 
of the twenty-first century workforce. The problem is no one in this 
environment is left alone for very long. 

Marx at KFC

It would be curious if The Economist review mentioned above was 
right all along, that bullshit jobs, pointless bureaucracy and empty 
labour turned out to be a secret kind of work refusal movement 
designed to undermine capitalist rationality. This would resonate 
with a dodgy idea that G.W.F. Hegel developed in The Science of 
Logic when he argued, 

we must get over the distorted idea that the system has to be 
represented as if thoroughly false and as if the true system stood 
to the false as only opposed to it. By contrast, effective refutation 
must infiltrate the opponent’s strong hold and meet him on his 
own ground. There is no point of attacking him outside his own 
territory and claiming jurisdiction where there is not.26 

In other words, one must accept the terms of power in order to 
counteract it. The protestor ought to genuinely enter the territory 
of his or her own domination, perhaps making themselves at home 
for a bit, before fighting the system that keeps them down. What 
a joke this seems today. But even more so when we return to the 
gritty world of work and employment. Using ‘a job’ to escape the 
despotism of the unemployment office and a hostile marketplace is 
not too rebellious given how the neoliberal state is in favour of such 
behaviour. In fact, it actively encourages it. This is why it threatens 
(and sometimes taunts) the working multitude with the prospect 
of joining the reserve army of the jobless, perhaps our very own 
version of the gulag. 
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I remember my final visit to the unemployment office in 
Dunedin, New Zealand. This was in 1991, after I’d left high school 
and was trying to figure out what to do. The dole kicked in auto-
matically back then and being from a working-class background 
my prospects weren’t wonderful. Right-wing governments had 
been in power since 1984 and inequality was growing fast. So a 
steady income was important, no matter how meagre. But I knew 
something bad was about to happen when the unemployment 
office called me in for a ‘client-update’ meeting. It was scheduled 
for 8.30 am Monday. A no-show would immediately end my only 
source of income. That’s why I took a battered copy of Surveys from 
Exile that my mother had given me a year earlier.27 Thomas Kuhn’s 
book on scientific revolutions was in the same wrapped present, 
but that wouldn’t provide the kind of protection I needed for the 
coming encounter. 

While carefully reading for an hour or so in the waiting room 
I was rudely interrupted by an angry, white, middle-aged man 
with bad teeth and a snarling smile. He marched me to a small 
grey cubicle that overlooked a vast floor of bureaucrats. Some 
had tattoos, even looked cool. But all were diligently processing 
unemployment forms. ‘Where do you want to work, boy!!!’, the 
man violently spat at me. ‘Nowhere’, I politely replied. Ah, rebellious 
youth … if only I was still so brave. A large blood vessel appeared 
on the man’s temple and his face turned purple. ‘What??!!!’, he 
barked. ‘KFC’, I quickly responded. The squat bureaucrat suddenly 
backed off and stared at the floor. ‘Good’, he muttered and walked 
away. I remember slowly raising my eyes over his desk and stared 
at all the other technocrats. My mood suddenly lightened when 
I recognised some old high school friends who were buried in 
paperwork at their desks. They didn’t respond when I waved to 
them. Then I decided to leave too. 

Negative surplus value

The incident ought to have been forgotten. But it stuck with me. 
Work. Why on earth did it make people so angry? And why did 
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there have to be so much danger attached to not having it? What 
exactly did I see that day? All employment agencies understand the 
importance of danger. It’s not quite the same as fear but the two psy-
chological states certainly intersect in the imagined communities 
forged during the 1990s as unbridled market liberalism was 
consolidated. That’s why today’s economic social architecture is 
so closely aligned with the near suicidal ‘culture of danger’ that 
Michel Foucault guessed was at the heart of the movement.28 That 
has become the ultimate ethos of employment agencies today and 
their zealous attachment to the performance of work. So why is the 
capitalist state so amenable to this pointless ritualisation of work if 
much of it has little economic worth? 

In addressing this question we really go to the heart of under-
standing the theatre of labour and its complex interrelationships 
with governance, capital and the workforce. One of the key roles of 
the neoliberal governmental apparatus today is to provide support, 
financial incentives and tax breaks to industry in order to keep 
people employed, even when they’re unnecessary or a cost to the 
firm. A deal is made. Capitalist industry will employ people above 
and beyond the requirements of production if the state pays for the 
luxury. Hence, the vast subsidies to businesses via housing benefits, 
food stamps and all of the other forms of indirect corporate welfare 
we see in wreckage economies presently. 

It is clear that capitalism simply no longer requires all these 
jobs. Indeed, following the financial crisis around 7 million people 
were left unemployed as a direct result.29 Joblessness in the global 
economy grew massively too. According to 2011 estimates, the 
global reserve army stood at 2.4 billion people, compared to 1.4 
billion actively employed.30 Macroeconomic management in 
Western economies obviously use unemployment to regulate wages 
and inflation, appeasing the business class without knocking the 
wider confidence of the general public. But in terms of the equally 
prevalent trend of overemployment it is evident that the state is 
bribing industry to create jobs that really don’t matter. 

Hence, the major shift in the way governmental officials 
represent work, seeking to hide the true extent of unemployment by 
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manipulating the figures. For example, reducing the ‘workforce par-
ticipation rate’ or increasing the ‘economically inactive’ percentage 
(literally shifting people from one box to another) can give a very 
misleading picture of the actual number of jobs in an economy. Most 
worryingly, the very meaning of a job changes from a discernible 
input (where we collectively decide how and where our efforts 
are directed) to a characterless output, jobs that are nothing more 
than a forgettable number on a spreadsheet. We see this change 
in perspective when politicians and business leaders celebrate 
a (minor) drop in unemployment or a rise in self-employment. 
The number of jobs is all that matters, not their quality or social 
purpose. This is why so many of them being produced are so lousy, 
as we noted in previous chapters. Conditions are so poor that even 
robots wouldn’t want to do them. Approaching employment as a 
quantifiable figure diverts attention away from the travesty that has 
befallen work today following years of deskilling, eroding pay and 
conditions, unfair part-time contracts, blind managerialism and so 
forth. Numbers intrinsically hide the reality, even when they are 
bad or unfavourable numbers. That’s what they are for. No wonder 
why so many people find their job utterly meaningless.31 

Militarising the soul

Overwork – the material and mechanical repetition of the 
industrious mind and body – is usually associated with the 
infamous work ethic. That is, the moral valorisation of intense 
effort. Max Weber’s insights about capitalism in his essay on the 
subject was wonderfully ironic in how it presented a spiritual basis 
to what we until then believed was purely concrete.32 Is it this, the 
Protestant-based work ethic, that is behind the unusual attachment 
to labour that we see defining ultra-capitalist societies so resolutely 
today? It depends on how we conceptualise it. From the inception 
of industrial capitalism the traditional work ethic was sold to us as 
a quasi-religious chance for salvation, an escape from the iniquities 
of human indolence. In pointless work we find freedom from 
the wayward proclivities of the undisciplined body. The idea was 
important because deeply private commercial activity could finally 
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be allied with the otherwise collective doctrine of redemption. In 
this respect, bios (i.e., being for life as such) and toil (i.e., being 
against the living body) intersect to form a logical equilibrium under 
the auspices of factory production. The two poles of self-expression 
and denial could at last coexist in this strange no-man’s-land of 
human effort, central to any society built around ultra-regimented 
employment practices. The pundits of economic liberalism could 
once and for all proclaim that suffering really does purify our souls. 

In Western economies this novel conjunction discovers its golden 
median in times of war, of course, transforming the work ethic into 
something peculiar. The two world wars were internally oriented 
socio-economic systems as much as external geopolitical ones. 
Amidst large-scale and even apocalyptic conflict, the performative 
surfeit of labour literally shelters the social body and its organic 
faculties. In that milieu, work is seen to preserve life and therefore 
assumes a significant role within the militarised ensemble of insti-
tutional forms that is still evident. I use the word surfeit here for 
an important reason. The old biological validation of the labour 
process (we must work to survive) now implies an excess, seeing 
in work not only ontological survival but existential persistence as 
well (we work to prevail and win). Henceforth, employment takes 
on qualities that reflect how society must be defended as a whole. 
This is why labour comes to prefigure all other spheres such as 
childhood, education, religion and so forth. Industrialised mass 
slaughter in the first part of the twentieth century strangely gave 
the work ethic a turbo boost, and helped manifest the ‘culture of 
danger’ that continues to define neoliberal economic policy today 
and its never-ending war against terror. But an important change 
occurs here. The work ethic mutates into something entirely 
different, much darker, compared to previous eras. It used to 
help fill in or suture over the emptiness of human vulnerability 
(an attack) and help a community imagine itself in positive terms. 
Now, however, salvation and redemption comes to those who 
submit to work not because it makes them whole again but allows 
people to see past themselves, to retroactively perceive the void 
they always were, while simultaneously keeping that nothingness 
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at bay through hard labour. This foregrounding of the disposable 
nothingness we already were is an inadvertent consequence of 
blending the ethos of war with the everyday convention of work. 

The organic excuse for employment (physical survival), in this 
sense, almost becomes a distraction from this other existential 
register and its secret martial law. Max Weber’s analysis of the 
Protestant ethic and its focus on a ‘calling’ inevitably misses this 
blend of faith and demise. For us today, work is no longer a vehicle 
for divine redemption. And it certainly does not save us. It merely 
forms the space in which existence can be judged by an immense 
absence or the void concerning the worthlessness of one’s sacrifice. 
It puts the individual on the spot and summons a defence … even 
though the death sentence has long since been handed down. 
Ultra-rationalised labour allows one to enter the gaze of justifi-
cation in this manner. The judgement has already (and perhaps 
always) been passed, but is only announced once the human body 
has been declared post-factum an expendable asset to the cause. 
Here the aggressiveness of the law (mainly through state sanctions) 
organises labour to form a workforce. That the word has heavy 
martial connotations is no coincidence. Moreover, we can still see 
the effects of this death impulse today when people act in such 
an extreme manner in relation to their jobs, casting it in ‘life and 
death’, all or nothing terms. This we might term the moral milita-
risation of the soul. 

 
Arbeit macht frei

This morose dimension of the neoliberal work ethic, derived from 
a war climate, is most evident when we see homo economicus 
struggling to reconcile the life preserving qualities of labour 
(being for life) and the echo of expiration (being against life) that 
it now so clearly represents. The connection is not new. Some very 
well-known institutions have intentionally exploited the secret 
synergies between work and existential negation. For example, it 
was this symbiosis that the Nazis used to remind their intended 
victims as they entered the death camps during one of the darkest 
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chapters of the twentieth century. Arbeit macht frei (‘work sets you 
free’) shouldn’t really make sense in this climate of mass murder. 
Perhaps the Nazis positioned the slogan at the entrance of an unjust 
death in order to taunt prisoners or dupe them into thinking that a 
gentler fate awaited them. This might be true. But we also know that 
there was a serious philosophical idea being expressed here too, an 
attempt to link work with the notion of authentic self-release. This 
makes it even worse than sadistic toying or dissemblance because 
the tone of sincerity gives the message a much more diabolical tone. 
It is tempting to wonder whether these administrators of death 
genuinely believed in some mystical interconnection between 
work and death, like some ancient pagan festival gone awry. 
As one commentator argues in relation to the decision by camp 
commandant Rudolf Höss to use ‘Arbeit macht frei’ at the gates of 
Auschwitz: 

He seems not to have intended it as a mockery, nor even to have 
intended it literally, as a false promise that those who worked 
to exhaustion would eventually be released, but rather as a kind 
of mystical declaration that self-sacrifice in the form of endless 
labour does in itself bring a kind of spiritual freedom.33 

This candour, however, is not so straightforward. The death 
principle underlying this vision of work frames it as both faithfully 
part of the divine order of things and understood to be arbitrary 
and purely manmade. Necessary but also (somewhat perversely) 
the result of chance and caprice. This is no paradox, since the two 
poles (an inevitable death through overwork that is yet totally 
avoidable) feed off and reinforce each other. Only when someone’s 
victimhood is understood as manufactured can the higher destiny 
of the sacrifice be enjoyed by the sadist. This truly takes the Arbeit 
macht frei motif into the realm of horror, which of course, no 
simple psychology could ever grasp. Only in this atmosphere could 
it be pointed out that the Nazis perfected an attitude of deliberative 
evil whereby ‘murders are committed like schoolboy pranks’.34 
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Cash collapse

There is something of this horror show in the culture of work today, 
which has infected the social unconscious so pervasively. The ‘being 
for life’ component of the traditional work ethic has not only been 
turned upon itself (a negation, being against life) but past itself, 
seeing strength and justification in its impending non-presence. In 
this respect, it is no coincidence that some accuse the neoliberal 
polity for being fascist.35 The emphasis on sovereign purity, author-
itarian brawn and an ‘all of nothing’ economic credo has bled into 
the fabric of the social body. For sure, the camps are back in Europe. 
It’s not difficult to understand why some philosophers see in ‘the 
camp’ an ideal metaphor for understanding what society feels like 
for so many today.36 Camps of the modern kind are designed to 
contain and concentrate work. They are a prolonged terminus. If 
we blend this nihilistic penchant for the void that our camp society 
inspires with the money-fication of the ensuing misery, we get 
something we might call cashism or the fascism of money. 

This development is not particularly new. Back in 1944 US vice 
president Henry Wallace referred to this as ‘American Fascism’ in 
an article for the New York Times.37 He wrote, ‘A fascist is one whose 
lust for money or power is combined with such an intensity of 
intolerance toward those of other races, parties, classes, religions, 
cultures, regions or nations as to make him ruthless in his use 
of deceit or violence to attain his ends.’38 We can see these traits 
everywhere today in Western capitalist economies. Money becomes 
a very useful precipitator or connector to more regressive political 
viewpoints that ought to have little or no place in a civilised society, 
of course. Once again the neoliberal economists and policy pundits 
get it completely wrong. They thought that building a society 
around money – and finance in particular – would strip extreme 
politics out of the social order since unlike demagoguery, money 
is meant to be somehow neutral. A technocratic exercise organised 
by dispassionate experts. Central banks in the USA and UK were 
especially susceptible to the conceit.39 How wrong can you be? 
As philosophers of the Frankfurt School understood back in the 
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heyday of European fascism, an overcharged economic discourse 
was crucial to the advancement of the fascist mentality. 

Once again we’re not that far away from the sick meaning 
underlying Arbeit macht frei. The ‘dollar chasing animal’ is still 
meant to look as if it’s affirming bios (or life). But he is constantly 
pulled towards the unlit star of thanatos, the dark spectacle of 
an individual’s own absence and release. Being held to account 
against an impossible ideal sees bios collapse into the negation 
it never was, the retroactivity we mentioned above. This allows 
it to use the language of self-preservation (e.g., working hard to 
support a family) to open up a new space that flirts with the limits 
of existence. The modern office finds pride in such extremism. 
For example, here’s a leaked message from a manager at Barclay’s 
Global Power and Utilities Group, presented to new summer 
interns in 2015, students who counted themselves very lucky to 
have landed a placement with a major financial institution. Note 
the expectant sacrifice conveyed in the memo and the near eccle-
siastical phraseology. It is clear that the recipients are supposed to 
interpret office life as an all or nothing situation: 

I wanted to introduce you to the 10 Power Commandments 
… For nine weeks you will live and die by these … We expect 
you to be the last ones to leave every night, no matter what … 
I recommend bringing a pillow to the office. It makes sleeping 
under your desk a lot more comfortable … the internship really 
is a nine-week commitment at the desk … an intern asked our 
staffer for a weekend off for a family reunion – he was told he 
could go. He was also asked to hand in his BlackBerry and pack 
up his desk … Play time is over and it’s time to buckle up.40 

One can imagine a boot camp for enlisted soldiers being readied 
for war receiving similarly worded decrees. While economic man 
has probably always represented an existence that negates its own 
viability, making the association with death inevitable, it’s only in 
this post-2008 capitalist restoration period that we see the idea 
displayed so openly. Work is the perfect vehicle for conveying the 
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‘culture of danger’ that is so central in the neoliberal age, making 
it difficult to see what about you is not related to your job. This 
is how the work ethic functions today. Occupational roles are 
detached from their basis in productive utility and work becomes 
the wandering reference point for everything else. Not a concrete 
activity but an abstract and diffuse prism through which all of life 
is myopically evaluated and managed. Overwork is an obvious 
outcome. So is the way political questions are now so violently 
reduced to the topic of employment, which almost always yields 
deeply conservative conclusions. Should we welcome refugees 
and asylum seekers? No, they’ll steal our jobs. How can we tackle 
gender inequality? More female CEOs. What is the leading cause of 
depression and suicide? Joblessness. Want to make America great 
again? More work. What is the objective of your government? Get 
Britain working. And the list goes on. 

Less than zero … a general theory of wages

Economists are amusing in this way. They’re similar to the medieval 
mystics who fully understood that, for example, a solar eclipse was 
caused by the laws of nature (the objective truth), but were still 
convinced it signalled an omen for the state of man.41 The same goes 
for dry economic formulae and labour market models. The patent 
truth (they have little basis in the real world) never disconfirms 
the economist’s belief in the veracity of the model. The mind-set 
is strangely immunised to its own mendacity. The fiction of pure 
capitalism continues to inform their worldview, born from the 
overly abstract nature of the theorizing involved, which is entirely 
at odds with how wreckage economies now work in reality: poverty, 
cartels, governmental collusion with the corporate elite and so 
forth. In the meantime, homo economicus impossibilis struggles 
between the unreal fantasy that now structures the world (e.g., 
labour market policy) and the unreal reality that emerges when 
economic theology tries to make its madness real. Perhaps this is 
the proper meaning of what Mark Fisher calls capitalist realism: 
not some unadulterated business logic that steals reality but rather 
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the imposition of an insanely unreal universe that everyone except 
the ultra-rich must confront and navigate. 

The ongoing death of homo economics is everywhere in microe-
conomics today. When it focuses on the individual utility-maximiser 
(the microeconomist’s term for you and me), the mantra of Arbeit 
macht frei is implicitly assumed, but as a subtext that symbolises a 
myriad of movements towards nothingness. Hence, the obsession 
with the numerical representation of zero in the present era: zero 
tolerance, zero interest rates, zero-hours contracts, zero marginal 
cost, etc. Neoliberal economics takes the capitalist work ethic to 
its logical conclusion in this respect, attempting to reduce the drag 
of labour to zero. This occurs despite (or because of) the modern 
firm’s increasing reliance on workers to deliver qualities that are 
beyond the reach of the firm (e.g., emotional labour, self-managed 
know-how, etc.). Here the old paradox of capitalism is expressed 
anew. The resource that employers need the most – labour power 
– is now despised more than anything else. We see this mentality 
being expressed especially during industrial unrest. When workers 
announce a planned strike senior management become schizo-
phrenic. They are openly furious (how dare workers do this to our 
company and committed customers) but at the same time totally 
adamant that there will be few disruptions, all will be normal … as 
if workers are of little consequence to the business. When Virgin 
Atlantic pilots voted for industrial action short of a strike over 
the busy 2016 Christmas period management said they were both 
‘appalled’ and convinced that ‘our flying programme to remain 
unaffected during this period and want to reassure our customers 
that all flights are operating as normal’.42 Labour is considered a 
zero, but a dangerous one that must be minimised.

The pressure of the old work ethic is still evident in this 
‘zerofication’ of the workforce. Toil helps keep the otherwise 
intransigent body preoccupied. However, that requires a degree 
of stewardship and even paternalism on the side of the employer, 
something they’re no longer willing to supply. It must be 
remembered that capitalist’s motto today is get something for nothing. 
So the new work ethic aims to transform the autonomy enjoyed by 
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labour power (those attributes it holds that employers need but 
cannot evoke using traditional management techniques) into a 
more negative experience of freedom. Capital itself seeks to become 
independent of labour (rather than the other way around) yet have 
it always ready ‘on tap’ and at its beck and call. New employment 
methods seem to have resolved this contradiction. Workers are 
both autonomous (or nominally free) and totally dependent on 
their employer. This is why the reproductive costs surrounding the 
act of labour today (including the cost of wages) is observed by the 
neoliberal enterprise through the lens of pure negation, be that zero 
or even less than zero if at all possible (think here of the introduction 
of ‘negative interest’ rates in the UK). The work ethic of the wreckage 
economics era simply aims to normalise the other side of the motto, 
the importance of getting nothing for something. 

We can see this rationality in action when the labour market is 
approached as an equilibrated supply and demand problem. For 
many years the neoconservative argument against the minimum 
wage has been clear. It distorts the natural balance between wages 
per hour on offer (supply) and the willingness to purchase that 
labour (demand). State intervention through minimum wage 
legislation results in excess supply (or unemployment) because it 
inflates the price of labour above and beyond what a company is 
willing to pay. But what if the free market advocates actually got 
their way and the price of labour was supplied and purchased only 
at the so-called equilibrated rate. How much is a firm willing to 
pay for labour? Preferably nothing, of course, if it could get away 
with it. But if that wish was granted we would no longer be living 
in a capitalist society. Or any other type of society for that matter. 
This tells us what happens when these microeconomic models are 
taken seriously. The supply (upward) and demand (sloping) curves 
distort into an indecipherable mess without the minimum wage 
intervention because absolute zero becomes the baseline for the 
wagers per hour curve, which we all know is impossible in both 
theory and practice. 

If this is the case, then, microeconomic modelling only makes 
sense if it gets what it despises – state intervention! The only place 
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we can observe this demented supply/demand curve in the labour 
market – apart from slavery – is in the burgeoning internship 
sector where millions of employees work for nothing. This is 
how capitalist employers would like to see the entire workforce 
functioning. Because governments are not willing to risk the 
political instability of a zero-wage economy, employers find other 
ways to approximate the impossible supply/demand equilibrium 
they desire. Zero-hours contracts and self-employment are often 
used to bypass minimum wage laws. Or firms may reluctantly 
agree to pay the minimum wage but insist the state fits the bill 
for all the other costs associated with training, housing, childcare, 
transport and so forth. Governments need a lucrative tax base to 
cover these subsidies. Because corporations can easily avoid tax 
the state typically pursues an aggressive worker-focused inland 
revenue policy, which is a common characteristic of neoliberal 
economies as we know.

Evil Santa

The reason why billionaire Mike Ashley – owner and CEO of Sports 
Direct – was embroiled in a scandal is because his business pushed 
the envelope when endeavouring to realise the zero-wage economy. 
In December 2015 it was revealed that Sports Direct warehouses 
were using an extremely punitive management method. What 
really caught the headlines were the security searches before and 
after each shift. Since the time taken to search an employee was 
unpaid, their hourly wage in effect dropped to £6.50 (£6.70 is the 
minimum wage). Workers were also docked 15 minutes pay if one 
minute late and were banned from wearing around 800 sports 
brands during work hours given the paranoia about worker theft. 
Employees could receive their wages on a prepaid card for an initial 
£10 charge and then a £10 per month management fee.43 

But other issues also emerged from the investigation, revealing 
how the Sports Direct warehouse atmosphere was negating the very 
life-force of its staff. Employees were in constant fear of being fired 
and a loud speaker system (‘tannoy’) constantly issued directives 
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regarding performance in a penal manner. The trade union Unite 
said an inordinate number of ambulance callouts had been made 
to the Sports Direct warehouse in Shirebrook, which employs 
thousands of people. The reasons ranged from sudden chest pains, 
pregnancy problems and miscarriage. One female employee even 
gave birth in the toilets, presumably too afraid or desperate to call 
in sick that day.44 Many staff were not immediate Sports Direct 
employees but hired by an intermediary agency. Each agency had a 
unique way of welcoming new recruits to Sports Direct. One letter 
of introduction reads, ‘Your performance onsite will be monitored 
and if you do not meet the expectations of Sports Direct then your 
assignment will be terminated.’45 Another agency called Transline 
drove home a similar message: ‘Transline reserves the right to end 
an assignment at any time without reason, notice or liability.’46 
When questioned about these horrendous conditions, Mike 
Ashley was unrepentant, especially regarding union involvement 
in the scandal: ‘I can do a better job for Sports Direct employees 
than Unite … I’m not Father Christmas, I’m not saying I’ll make 
the world wonderful.’47 

In September 2016 Mike Ashley embarked on a damage control 
tour of his warehouses, followed by the media. At the Derbyshire 
facility he too had to endure the invasive security checks, including 
a metal detector. When he started to empty his pockets in front of 
the watchful news cameras a look of embarrassment crossed his 
face. He gingerly pulled out a massive wad of fifty pound notes, an 
oversight that even he seemed to acknowledge was pretty stupid 
given the circumstances: ‘I’ve been to the casino’, was all he could 
say to the silent crowd of reporters.48 

The house always wins

Mike Ashley was in some ways correct. But his fortune was not 
made by chance like a throw of the dice at the roulette table. 
That’s because the house of Zero-Wage Employment always wins. 
Agency work, as demonstrated by the Sports Direct case, perhaps 
epitomises the microeconomic dream of wage termination. Instead 
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of regulating pay directly (theoretically protected by minimum 
wage legislation) it instead controls the hours of work performed. 
And, in particular, how those hours of productivity are measured/
controlled, with special attention given to the nullification (from 
the firm’s perspective) of employment-related costs any normal 
employer would have to otherwise cover. This is exactly what 
zero-hours contracts achieve, where people are guaranteed zero 
hours and wait ‘on-demand’ for work to come in. Just as Uber, 
Hermes, Blabla Car and Lyft drivers are only remunerated for the 
labour they actually do (i.e., the time from when they pick up the 
customer to when they disembark), so too are cleaners, teachers, 
customer service staff and nurses on similar contracts. Because 
the model saves employers so much money, it has extended deep 
into the employment sector. We’re not only talking about people 
working part time in a bar. A report found that 53 per cent of 
those employed in one of Britain’s most prestigious occupations, 
university lectureships, are on insecure contracts.49 

The trend defies, of course, some basic principles about how 
paid employment functions. Employers are meant to pay for your 
availability regardless of whether you are working all the time 
since it would be impossible to work every minute of a nine-hour 
workday. Imagine if a bartender was only paid for the time she spent 
pouring drinks. From this perspective, everything else around the 
job – including restroom breaks – shouldn’t be paid for. If we took 
this logic to the extreme, then the actual time it takes to pour a 
glass of beer could also be disaggregated from the surrounding 
(and unpaid) waste of time – that split second, quick glance out the 
window, for example, should be subtracted from the wage bill too, 
and everything else that isn’t directly related to pouring that glass 
of beer. 

In the end, this economic model is unfeasible since it artificially 
distils what counts as ‘productive labour time’ down to such a bare 
minimum that if workers only performed this minuscule task then 
nothing would get done. Proper labour consists of both (a) the 
task and (b) the essential, supportive background activity all jobs 
require (using the restroom). The two can’t be separated in any 
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practical sense. This is also why it is difficult to measure individual 
productivity – or the marginal product – with simple quantitative 
metrics in an organisation. Numerically tracking an individual’s 
performance misses a great deal about their real productivity since 
it is so intertwined with qualitative, collective processes. Assisting 
someone with a high performance task might look negligible on 
its own, but is vital in the overall picture. This truism extends to 
the capitalist employment system as a whole. For example, I might 
have a break mid-morning on Monday so that I can perform better 
during the evening 3–7 pm shift, but I don’t get paid for that rest 
on a zero-hour contract, etc.). This is exactly how Sports Direct 
appeared to function. By halting pay at 5 pm when Sports Direct 
workers were still inside the company conducting their duties 
(being searched), the firm is able to come closer to realising the 
zero-wage dream of the neoliberal enterprise.

Such a reduction of labour to a fulsome economic zero (so that 
only one side of the capitalist relation ever benefits) no doubt 
follows the precepts emblazoned in the macabre declaration 
of Arbeit macht frei. Here we can note how the new work ethic 
doesn’t simply seek abstention from the body and its temptations 
but from life itself. However, this kind of restraint is expensive 
and deathward. It is also ongoing and unending, which is where 
we see wreckage economies become a kind of living nightmare 
for those who must bear the mantle of homo economicus … no 
matter what. Sports Direct punished workers not only for being 
late or prolonged illness but also ‘horseplay’, ‘long toilet breaks’, 
‘time wasting’ and ‘excessive chatting’.50 That is to say, being human. 
This is clearly an anti-life management code. Even the cherished 
moment of childbirth is ambushed. Perhaps this is the flesh and 
blood apogee of the microeconomic view of reality. An individual 
employed in the most oppressive conditions, underpaid and too 
afraid to even chat with a co-worker. There is a weird irony here. 
Free markets and strident individualism were meant to counter 
the old aristocratic privileges of the rentier class. But only with the 
aid of neoliberal orthodoxy can the likes of Mike Ashley and Sir 
Philip Green step outside of the twenty-first century and live like 
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Georgian-era plutocrats, superior even to the state. At a parliamen-
tary commission, Green growled at the MP asking him questions 
following BHS’ failure, ‘stop staring at me, it’s really disturbing’ and 
demanded the offender be fired from the proceedings.51 He and his 
cadre of like-minded robber barons don’t have to kowtow to the 
warped ideology of economic man. Nor do any of the other fat cats 
of the global elite who are enjoying a New Gilded Age. No, that is 
for everyone else since homo economicus was always doomed to be 
a poor bastard bound for oblivion. 

Speed kills

This obsession with the speedy reduction of labour to nothing 
informs how we understand work today, but in contradictory ways. 
On the one hand, the discourse of employment is more prominent 
now than ever. Work is everywhere. On the other, the narrative 
signalling its decline and even death is also widespread, which one 
suspects is also somehow connected to its hegemonic grip over our 
imagination. 

Let’s look at the first part of this seemingly irreconcilable dualism. 
It’s argued (with considerable evidence) that jobs are becoming 
less important to Western capitalism for a whole host of reasons, 
mainly connected to the reorganisation of the employment sector 
following the demise of the Fordist system. Many jobs in the US, 
Europe and elsewhere have certainly shifted to the Global South, 
which are in turn increasingly automated. And as we pointed 
out earlier, modern human resource methods associated with 
self-management and cost minimisation are driven by the ultimate 
objective to reduce labour to zero, or even less, in both economic, 
political and existential terms. In many respects, this represents 
a concerted class mission rather than the inevitable outcome of 
efficient methods of production. As Brynjolfsson and McAfee 
argue in their much discussed The Second Machine Age, techno-
logical innovations have been specifically channelled towards 
envisaging a zero-labour presence, despite the social turmoil 
that will create.52 What is disconcerting about their argument 
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is the claim that both manual and cognitive jobs are now being 
rapidly automated, including knowledge work, journalism and 
a whole host of occupations that were once deemed impossible 
to mechanise. This latest wave of technological digitalization is 
distinct to earlier trends because it may have little effect on demand 
(both in elastic and inelastic terms) since prices don’t necessarily 
drop or products become more desirable. The ‘compensation effect’ 
(whereby automation creates jobs elsewhere) doesn’t necessarily 
apply here. Mechanising light bulb production, for example, didn’t 
create more demand for them, even if they become cheaper. The 
‘compensation effect’ argument assumes that increased spending 
on less expensive products (due to automation) would inevitably 
create the need for skills in other sectors. In light of the latest wave 
of inventions, however, we learn there might be absolutely no job 
growth or redeployment in alternative industries if the millions 
of van drivers currently employed in the US and UK were swiftly 
replaced by machines. 

Ryan Avent’s The Wealth of Humans and Robin Hanson’s The 
Age of Em also demonstrate how technology will take what we 
have called the ‘zero-labour’ movement to its natural conclusion.53 
Automation will rapidly kill more and more jobs and never replace 
them.54 However, the death of work due to robotics has not really 
occurred in such a straightforward manner, which brings us to 
the other side of the dualism. The zero-labour movement among 
capitalists appears to coexist with the propagation of endless 
jobs, mostly of the crappy kind. As mentioned earlier, if the 
business class had its way, the technological replacement of labour 
would be far more widespread now than it actually is. Rolling 
out self-driving cars recently road tested by Google, Biadu and 
other firms, artificial intelligence algorithms that pen journalistic 
newspaper reports and so forth could all be applied wholesale 
tomorrow. It’s almost as if mechanisation is more about the mythic 
framing of work as something that is no better than a big, fat 
zero. Perhaps a kind of expectation management for a coming 
generation of workers. The state plays an important role here as 
well. It has stepped in and negotiated a deal with the business world 
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to keep the myth of employment alive, precisely by not automating 
everything. This would explain the recent and dramatic drop in 
technological investment in the UK and elsewhere. Business agrees 
to the arrangement not because it is a fan of workers but due to 
its major stake in the status quo. Once again we notice that the 
capitalist state is far savvier than the business class with respect 
to the self-preservation of the capitalist universe. The neocons 
currently governing the polities in the West and Global South fully 
understand Marx’s law of the falling rate of profit.55 Without labour 
or its vast theatre of loss, we could no longer have capitalism, for 
basic and obvious economic reasons.56 

This artificial overemployment is the real reason why growth 
and labour productivity have slumped in major economies around 
the world, most notably in northern Europe. Economists in the UK 
call this the ‘productivity puzzle’ because following the recession 
employment has risen, whereas productivity (measured as labour 
output per hour) has stagnated. For some years after the 2007–08 
crisis, labour productivity stalled 17 per cent below the expected 
rate if we extrapolate from pre-crisis figures.57 One explanation 
for this bizarre disconnect between employment (increasing) 
and productivity (decreasing) is low technological investment. 
The same job being conducted in a high-investment environment 
versus a low-investment one will yield very different output levels. 
That’s because workers in a high-investment environment can do 
more with the hour of labour at their disposal. This unwilling-
ness to invest is certainly linked to the greedy shareholder model 
of capitalism and the infamous ‘stretch and extract’ rationality we 
discussed in an earlier chapter. But low investment (including in 
automation) is perhaps also due to the obvious deal struck between 
the state and capital concerning the problem of unemployment. 
Technological advancement is delayed to ensure a surfeit of jobs 
in the economy. The Bank of England calls this ‘spare capacity’ 
because it believes that it’s a calculated response by business in a 
period of uncertainty: ‘the resilience of employment could reflect 
firms making the active decision to retain staff, despite weak 
demand, in expectation of a recovery in demand’.58 
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But is that the real motivation? Given all we have discussed so 
far about extreme neoliberalism, isn’t it rather naive to believe 
that capitalist enterprises would generously relinquish the greedy, 
almost suicidal short-termism they’ve otherwise displayed and 
keep workers on just in case? It doesn’t add up. Regardless, such 
overcapacity combined with the dramatic decline in real wages 
since the 2007–08 crisis (England has one of the worst EU figures 
in this respect)59 and the rise of draconian employment systems 
(e.g., Sports Direct), then no wonder the general workforce has 
given up on trying to be more productive. If someone asked you to 
work harder with the hours available, and you hadn’t received a pay 
increase in ten years, would you happily reply, sure!? More likely 
you would nod obligingly and then fake the extra effort as much 
as possible. This is the real reason why the economy is now riddled 
with jobs that are pointless. And the main architect of this labour 
overcapacity or ‘hoarding’ is the neoliberal state of course. Its 
aggressive taxation strategy is used to subsidise industry and help 
create the spectacle of employment, fuelling a self-perpetuating 
fiscal loop of uselessness. Moreover, it must be remembered that 
in countries with diabolical levels of inequality, what might be 
termed technocratic useless becomes evident in the employment 
sector. Thousands of otherwise pointless jobs are created with 
the singular purpose of displaying power and authority, hoping 
to discourage any rebellious breech of the hierarchical order of 
things. A ‘standing army’ of security personnel are now considered 
a must by the capitalist establishment, as any visit to New York or 
London will attest. This sizable workforce remains redundant and 
unproductive until activated by the threat of social upheaval. 

Ghostly demarcations

Why does the capitalist state and corporate sector desire this 
contrived pretence of work above the cool economic realism of 
a zero-jobs world? Perhaps because it maintains a semblance 
of normalcy and stability. Order is preserved. Moreover, the old 
bourgeois fear about the devil making work for idle hands might 
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also have some influence on the phenomenon, troubled only by the 
fact that it is precisely in the workplace that people find themselves 
truly bored or even worse, using their free time to cook up nefarious 
experiments, as we have recently witnessed with criminal activity 
in the banking sector. However, the cultural inevitability of work 
also plays an important ideological role apropos socio-economic 
inequality. When everyone is acting as if they are workers – 
including the unemployed who toil for nothing in fast-food 
restaurants, disabled people registering as self-employed rather 
than endure another humiliating cross-examination at the local job 
centre – it helps maintain the illusion that all those freedoms we 
forsake in the name of paid employment are unavoidable because it 
is directly linked to survival. In other words, if it seems like living 
cannot be undertaken without work being involved, then the link 
must remain totally unquestioned. 

The charade is rendered even more convincing if a little bit of 
material insecurity and induced scarcity is added to the mix, a 
neat trick that neoliberal policymakers have perfected. It makes it 
seem like work and nature are closely bound. But they’re clearly 
not, despite the return of Victorian-era maladies like rickets in 
contemporary London.60 In a society like ours, we simply do not 
require this immense theatre of labour in order to live well. That’s 
the elephant in the room and capitalism will go to great lengths to 
ignore or deny it with a complex array of smoke and mirrors. 

The ideology of work in the second machine age (a time where 
work ought to have probably disappeared) also serves another 
purpose. The flows and social patterns it generates through the 
aforementioned systems of visibility or exhibition doubles as a very 
useful (and highly camouflaged) form of social control. Here I am 
not only referring to onsite controls at the workplace (surveillance, 
peer pressure, wage discipline, managerial supervision, etc.) 
but regulation at the societal level. It’s telling that when police 
are searching for a fugitive, the first place they visit is their fixed 
address of residence. The second is their workplace. Employment 
signifies more than an economic category. It’s also an integral part 
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of social control that allows the authorities to easily predict where 
people are at any given moment. 

In his classic essay on societies of control, Gilles Deleuze argues 
that whereas disciplinary societies (described by Michel Foucault) 
functioned through closed space/time systems – like a prison – 
societies of control depend upon the violation of borders that once 
defined the industrial age.61 We certainly see this when the work and 
non-work boundary is blurred. It was once policed with Hitler-like 
vigilance by management. Today such boundary-policing protocols 
would be considered an impediment to production. Enclosures like 
prisons and schools only make sense as a template of control if each 
separate sphere of society observes very different registers. Now 
that there is only one universal register (the economy) or rhythm, 
the need for these divisions has waned. Look at personal debt. In 
order to function properly, it must be able to follow us literally 
everywhere. Similarly, labour needs to be displayed no matter 
where it is. Perhaps it is this point that explains the state’s obsession 
with maintaining a largely unproductive theatre of labour because 
it has become a suitable meme for identifying individuals. Mobile 
and productive but always locatable. 

Wasted indeed

It is easy to get carried away and lose historical perspective in so 
many arguments around the politics of work in neoliberal societies. 
In an ironic twist, the assertion of the new – as a stage of development 
that is distinct from past eras of economic activity – blinds us to the 
significant historical continuities between the past and present. The 
very term ‘neoliberalism’ has this problem. As an oft-evoked prefix 
used to identify all that is wrong with economy and society today, 
it unwittingly lends itself to a ‘new times’ rhetoric, a weakness that 
pervades critical inquiry too. As a consequence, the apologists of 
this brutal economic model can at least stake a claim on its novelty 
and contemporaneousness, despite its various limitations and 
glitches. This illusion of being up-to-date carries important political 
implications. For example, it helps the ruling culture consign truly 
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progressive futures to the realm of outmoded, obsolete and unwanted 
ideas. Almost any alternative is wrongly deemed backward, not the 
present situation that is literally crumbling in front of us, a useful 
conceit given the neo-feudal characteristics beginning to emerge in 
the current empire. In relation to work, exactly how new are any of 
the trends we have discussed in this chapter? 

In a number of ways, the questions raised concerning the dual 
processes of technological unemployment and excessive work 
that characterise dialogue on this topic today share similarities 
to debates that have been ongoing for some time. Just as homo 
economicus has been critically questioned from its inception for 
being unreasonable, so has the (over)work ethic, its encroachment 
into everyday life and its apparent lack of content. So we must be 
careful how best to place this new age of ‘crisis capitalism’ in proper 
historical context. The past haunts us today more than we think. 
That’s why the claim we live in new, uncharted times can obscure 
some basic features of capitalism that have always been ‘extreme’ 
from the beginning, fuelling the delusion that a more moderate 
and family-friendly variant might still be conceivable in this 
ultra-high-tech, future-orientated present.

Here are some examples of what I mean. The recent contention 
that we’re now working more than ever certainly feels true. As 
noted in the opening sections of this chapter, the long-hours 
culture in mainstream enterprises is so pronounced that it is killing 
homo economicus off at an unprecedented rate. And this is where 
work/life balance programmes become deeply problematic in my 
opinion, designed to functionalise work-centricity rather than 
moderate or mitigate it. The claim may sound counter-intuitive. 
What do I mean? Many work/life balance initiatives – such as those 
funded by the UK government (tellingly classified as a flexi-work 
issue) – are profoundly misleading because they make it look as 
if workers can obtain a normal relationship between their lives 
and paid employment, implying that a serene life of work might be 
achieved. The deception is actually heightened by exceptional cases 
of burnout and scandals concerning over the top exploitation (e.g., 
Sports Direct). Because they’re portrayed as horrible aberrations 
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from an otherwise unremarkable norm, the hell that everyone 
else experiences as ‘daily life’ can falsely lay claim to be the highest 
standard of normalcy. The promulgation of work/life balance 
programmes supports the myth that there can be a well-adjusted, 
uncontroversial mode of exploitation. Not too much time at work, 
nor so little that employers are deprived of revenue. This brings us 
to an important point. Capitalist work systems are not defined by 
a numerical threshold, a kind of red line that only when crossed 
can we reasonably speak about exploitation. No, this is a qualitative 
relationship. For that reason, the capitalist mode of production by 
its very nature has always entailed overwork, no matter how much 
time is spent toiling in the post-modern office. This point is made 
very well by Kirsty Ross in relation to the anthropological investi-
gations of Pierre Clastres: 

primitive societies do not, in our sense, work, even if their 
activities are highly constrained and regulated … the work 
model is an invention of the state in that people will only work 
or produce more than their needs require them when forced to. 
What we disparagingly called ‘subsistence economies’, societies 
where one works to satisfy one’s needs and not to produce 
a surplus, are to be seen, according to Clastres, as operating 
according to a refusal of a useless excess of activity. Work, then, 
appears only with the constitution of a surplus; work begins, 
properly speaking, as overwork.62 

I think this remark is critical. Now we can easily see how pointless 
labour can strangely complement its punishing overabundance. 
Managing the convergence is one of the key purposes of the state. But 
these management systems have evolved over time too. It used to do 
so by faking a veneer of democratic universality. Everyone knew it 
was dishonest, of course. Self-preservation transcends all sectarian 
power struggles? No. But at least the establishment felt the charade 
was somehow necessary. Today things are very different. We’re now 
dealing with an openly capitalist state or what the philosopher Alain 
Badiou calls ‘capitalo-parliamentarianism’ that is unapologetically 
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dictatorial when prioritising the interests of GlaxoSmithKline, 
KFC and Sir Robert McAlpine over you and me.63 Authoritarian-
ism is its primary form of expression. Regardless, when we seek 
to see what is new or different about neoliberal capitalism it is of 
course still important to focus on the number of working hours we 
put in. But there’s a danger that this detracts from abiding qualities 
(work as surplus) that have been present since the commencement 
of capitalism. The complaint of overwork, therefore, is not new. It’s 
built into the very structure of capitalist employment relations. Any 
talk of some lost ‘balance’ simply mystifies this.

Speculation without a future

The real problem with the fable of balance, however, is the way it 
reinforces the fantasy of individual choice and freedom. This is one 
of the most seductive tendencies in the cultural logic of the present 
economic order. If the pressure to work (as an always excessive 
practice) is only understood in numerical terms, in which a healthy 
rebalance can be imagined, then personal agency inevitably comes 
to the fore of any regulatory or policy response. On the capitalist 
side, employers ought to take active steps to curb the long-hours 
culture that is harming employees. And on the worker’s side, she 
ought to better juggle her occupational responsibilities and family 
duties. But there’s a problem with this choice-led rendition of the 
issue. As argued above, work begins, properly speaking, as overwork. 

Hence, the paradox that frames the very structure of paid 
employment today, be it part of the struggling precariat or the 
established salariat. The obligation to work is only binding if freely 
entered into. Of course, we have no choice in reality. But that is 
a situation of our own freewill, which is largely how neoliberal 
capitalism gets away with the travesties it currently represents. 
This double-bind is similar to the one faced by Lt. Col. Bill 
Cage, the protagonist in the sci-fi film The Edge of Tomorrow. 
When the inexperienced Cage is swiftly killed in action he finds 
himself reliving the day over and over again. He gets better at 
dodging the fatal bullets and progresses further only to be killed 
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by a new misfortune. The repetition enhances his sense of agency 
over events that are completely preordained. Similarly, the same 
paradox explains why many find it so difficult to escape the culture 
of employment today, often blaming predetermined forces that lie 
beyond their control yet manifest through distinct decisions that 
could have been otherwise. This is how the ruse of work functions. 
What for millennia was correctly framed as servitude is today 
crowned as the apogee of free choice. Bill Clinton’s old catchphrase, 
‘empowering people to take over their own lives’ genuinely captures 
this awful moment in which a deeply bleak economic fate is lived 
as self-determination. 

Nobody wants to hear that their ‘here and now’, immediate 
experience is one that has been endlessly repeated over generations; 
that the present feeling of visceral urgency or ‘nowness’ that defines 
our existence in all its existential uniqueness has happened all 
before. And no doubt will again. Having said that, it’s striking 
how many questions of the day are symbolically expunged of their 
historical continuity and resonance. Here’s another example we 
have already touched upon. The widespread belief that machines 
more generally and now computer technology will replace jobs at a 
rate never before seen feels like something novel. But like overwork, 
this has been a critical talking point for years and is not that new. In 
the 1930s, for example, technological development was predicted 
to replace most kinds of employment by the end of the twentieth 
century. Keynes’ 1930 essay ‘Economic Possibilities For Our Grand-
children’ made a very convincing case for the end of work on these 
and other grounds.64 We can note the same concern in the 1950s 
when US firms like IBM invented amazing new business machines 
such as the Universal Automatic Computer.65 

The discussion about the future of jobs and whether automation 
means an expansion of leisure or a life of hardship was as redolent 
back then as it is today. Indeed, it’s interesting to examine the 
remarkable similarities between claims made in the 1930s, such 
as those by Social Credit advocates C.H. Douglas, and more 
contemporary books with titles like The End of Work (1995), 
Robots Will Steal Your Job (2012), The Rise of the Robots (2015) and 



the theatre of loss … work

171

so forth.66 And of course the wonderful Bob Black had a massive 
presence on this front too in the 1980s.67 In fact, it appears that 
the end of work thesis has accompanied each major shift in the 
way it has been reorganised. From early industrialism, Fordism, 
post-Fordism and today, the era of wreckage economics. Perhaps 
the critical discussion about the capitalist underutilisation of 
labour and its concurrent maximisation is somehow internal to the 
dominant ideological system itself; not in a simple call and response, 
dialectical fashion (since there is little functional equilibrium here) 
but as a conversation that is perpetually failing since its lexico-
graphical structure cannot contain both poles. Total employment 
and excessive hours put in at the office on the one hand, and utter 
uselessness on the other. A kind of ‘employed redundancy’. The two 
trends look opposed, but actually belong to the same method of 
economic misalignment. Perhaps capitalism can only function in 
this way. Demanding both labour’s fullness and absence, often at 
the same time. And this perpetual misalignment is central to the 
historical development of employment regimes in most economies 
over the last hundred years. Let’s call it class struggle.
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5
Microeconomics  

(really is) for Dummies

A well-known European budget airline recently made headlines 
when it was reported that almost 70 per cent of its pilots were 
self-employed. In countries like the UK and USA, the number of 
people classifying themselves as self-employed is rapidly growing.1 
Politicians and neoclassical economists generally celebrate the 
trend. For the first time in the history of capitalism, workers can 
now reap the full benefits of their own labour. People no longer toil 
for someone else, but are their own bosses, deciding alone when 
and how to do their jobs. Individuals are able to enhance their 
own ‘human capital’ and enjoy the revenues it accrues. What some 
commentators call ‘free agents’ and the ‘creative class’ are no longer 
alienated from the means of production like past generations.2 
Instead, they own their skill-set and call the shots on how they are 
used.3 We are told, in fact, that this boost in occupational autonomy 
represents a major leap forward in workplace freedoms, perhaps 
heralding a new era of ‘frictionless capitalism’ and an end to 
industrial discontent.4 

But it was not due to these glowing endorsements of self-
employment that the story met with widespread public interest. 
No, these pilots were in revolt. From their perspective, this was no 
positive development but an exploitative extension of economic 
rationalisation. Now deemed self-employed, the pilots alone must 
bear the costs of uniforms, stopover hotels, identity cards and other 
expenses. They signed an exclusivity clause, promising not to fly 
with any other airline. Nor were they eligible for medical insurance 
or company pensions like normal employees. It was all beginning 
to look like a pretty bad deal. 
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The pilots protested that the system ultimately meant they were 
forced to fly since they would not be paid otherwise, even if unwell 
or fatigued.5 So they collectively drafted a ‘safety petition’, arguing 
that the status of self-employment and the use of ‘zero-hours 
contracts’ (where workers are paid only for the hours they put in 
but guaranteed none in the advent of low demand) jeopardises 
passenger safety. The response from airline management was blunt: 
‘any pilot who participates in this so-called safety petition will be 
guilty of gross misconduct and will be liable for dismissal’. While 
the public are now familiar with the so-called precarious class or 
‘precariat’, viewing highly trained professionals in the same light 
seemed strange and rather disconcerting.
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You’re on your own!

Autonomy. What liberating connotations it has when applied to 
the jobs we do. How could anyone be against it? However, it is 
amazing how a word and concept can be so thoroughly co-opted 
by the business world and redeployed in such divisive ways in 
society. This has certainly been the case with ‘job autonomy’, once 
the watchword for labour democracy and a rallying cry for more 
discretion and freedom over the way a job is carried out. But today 
it increasingly stands for something very different. Employment is 
being fundamentally individualised so that the costs of labour that 
firms once covered are pushed onto the employee with the help 
of labour-on-demand business models, self-employment, portfolio 
careers and zero-hours contracts. So pervasive are these shifts that 
some claim work is being ‘Uberised’, named after the company that 
has transformed the taxi industry along similar lines.6 This has led 
to a massive increase in economic insecurity and disempower-
ment. Less choice rather than more self-determination. Indeed, it is 
difficult today to imagine the workers’ movement ever campaigned 
under the banner of autonomy. For all it really means now is, ‘you’re 
on your own’. 

There are many forces behind this ongoing individualisation of 
the labour process, including the growing power of big business, 
the decline of unions and even the genuine desire for freedom 
among the workers. I want to argue that one significant ideological 
precipitator can be found in a variant of neoclassical economics 
called human capital theory. The idea goes back to Adam Smith 
when he discussed how ‘useful abilities and talents’ are acquired by 
company workers. In the late 1950s and early 1960s a small group of 
economists began to formalise their own version of human capital 
theory. Jacob Mincer, Theodore Schultz, Gary Becker and later on, 
Robert E. Lucas applied the principles of neoclassical economics 
to individual behaviour, proposing that people shouldn’t be 
considered citizens, students, patients or employees, for example. 
Instead they’re human capital, a social classification that transcends 
all others. Human capital(ists) are competitive individualists, 
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preoccupied with investing and enhancing in their own economic 
value. From this point of view, life itself is a personal and permanent 
commercial project that requires business ambition to generate 
future income and avoid losses. 

Along with its academic proponents, human capital is today 
described by business, governments and even the United Nations 
as an unalloyed good. For if the concept implies investing in people, 
leading to more educated, heathier and wealthier employees and 
economies, then how could anyone be against it? The past 20 years 
has seen this once arcane theory come to fundamentally reshape 
the meaning of work and jobs in Western societies. It paved the way 
for related concepts that have become popular too, such as cultural 
capital, social capital and intellectual capital. But it is human capital 
theory in particular, I suggest, that really has a dark side. From the 
1990s onwards the theory has been central for enabling the individu-
alisation of the workforce, including the rise of zero-hours contracts 
and precarious employment arrangements. This has resulted in 
the rise of what I term the ultra-responsible autonomy among jobs, 
whereby responsibility for all the costs and benefits associated with 
being an economic actor are solely his or hers. This approach to 
organising work is based upon an extreme version of self-interested 
individualism, one that is largely unrealistic and unsustainable in 
practice. For this reason, human capital theory might be something 
of a hoax. Employees don’t necessarily become wealthier, smarter 
or enjoy more self-determination by following its precepts. I aim to 
demonstrate a significant link between the tenets of human capital 
theory and the proliferation of economic insecurity, low-skilled 
work and personal debt that pervades many societies today.

This is clearly bad for individual employees. But I plan to go one 
step further in the analysis and evaluate the effects on organisations 
and the wider economy. In societies that have embraced human 
capital theory we can observe how many commercial activities 
that it is supposed to enhance (e.g., skills investment, innovation, 
productivity, etc.) are actually hindered by it. The UK, for example, 
has seen within the space of a few years a relatively skilled (but 
unionised) workforce converted into an army of isolated agency 
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workers and Deliveroo bicyclists delivering pizzas in the neglected 
suburbs of London. That’s why low productivity jobs have 
noticeably boomed.7 With respect to education and training in 
particular, human capital theory has played its part in ‘dumbing 
down’ organisations and economies where its influence is evident, 
not upskill them. And this brings us to a key issue. Is resistance to 
capitalism still possible after such a devastating process of individ-
ualisation has taken place? Are there still ways in which employees 
might wrest the concept of autonomy back in favour of workplace 
democracy and economic sustainability? 

Prison life

To fully appreciate how the notion of job autonomy was so 
successfully bastardised under neoliberal capitalism, we must first 
put the process in historical context. By doing so we can clearly 
observe the steady atomisation of the employee, which reaches 
its zenith in firms like Deliveroo, Uber and many others. The rise 
of industrial capitalism saw the birth of a very different way of 
working. Business owners needed to officially demarcate the time/
space of work since control in the factory, and later the administra-
tive bureaucracy, was crucial to the productive process. During the 
Feudal era, including the early mercantile and putting-out regime, 
work and life necessarily overlapped considerably. Replacing 
‘natural time’ with ‘clock-time’ (as well as the spread of clocks) was 
an important precursor to changing this arrangement. 

The separation of work and life was not easy, however, attracting 
a good deal of antipathy from the newly formed working classes. 
As the labour historian E.P. Thompson points out in the case of 
England, workers were accustomed to directing the labour process 
themselves, usually out of necessity more than anything else. Now 
they found themselves in an austere, regulated space for 17 hours 
a day, with little say over how a job was performed.8 The ensuing 
battle between workers and employers over job autonomy deeply 
shaped management thought.9 It was assumed that only scientif-
ically trained managers ought to design the labour process, with 



microeconomics (really is) for dummies

177

Fredrick Winslow Taylor being the most famous commentator to 
take this stance.10 But in the factories of North America he was 
shocked by the degree of control and knowledge average workers 
had over their jobs. For him, this meant they had the upper hand. 
And that independence, he suspected, would be used for ‘irrespon-
sible’ purposes; namely, against the interests of the company and 
for the interests of workers and their representatives, what might be 
labelled ‘irresponsible autonomy’: 

In nineteen out of twenty industrial establishments the workers 
believe it to be directly against their interests to give their 
employers their best initiative … they deliberately work as slowly 
as they dare while at the same time try to make those over them 
believe that they are working fast.11 

Taylor’s mission was clear. Worker control on the shopfloor had to 
be stamped out. This was achieved in a number of ways, including 
the introduction of piece rate incentive systems that ‘individualise 
each workman’.12 

The tyranny of togetherness

The severe dysfunctions of Taylorism were known for some time, 
with the Hawthorne Experiments, the neo-Human relations 
movement and more humane management approaches decrying 
the lack of involvement among the workforce. Under Taylorism 
employees had been ordered not to think and simply do as they 
were told. But when given discretion over their roles, a happier and 
more creative climate emerged. This impacted on the bottom line 
and meant less strikes. Under the intellectual direction of Douglas 
McGregor and Rensis Likert inter alia, employers were encouraged 
to foster ‘responsible autonomy’ in the workplace.13 Given the broad 
economic objectives of a department or division, teams and groups 
were allowed a degree of freedom over meeting their targets.14 
Rewards reflected this shift too, since only the best teams ought to 
be recognised for their initiative, commitment and resourcefulness. 
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Responsible autonomy reorganised the collective spirit, but 
unlike its ‘irresponsible’ predecessor, it was enacted in the name of 
the company’s best interests rather than class or union priorities. 
The idea perhaps reached its pinnacle with the rise of corporate 
cultures in the 1980s and 1990s, based on Japanese motivation 
techniques and company pride.15 The rationale was simple: teams 
will strive for excellence, do what’s best for the firm and stay late to 
get the job done if they fell in love with the company.16 An array of 
indoctrination techniques was used to foster this emotional bond 
between employees and employers. No wonder some compared 
them to the brainwashing methods used by cults.17 

While the management of corporate cultures is still popular, I 
suggest another significant transformation has occurred over the 
last 20 years in Western management thought. The change was, in 
part at least, prompted by the dysfunctions that ‘strong’ corporate 
cultures caused and firm-level attempts to overcome them. For 
example, studies revealed that many employees were secretly 
cynical about the idea of loving their firm, with one researcher 
reporting how employees called the company newsletter ‘Goebbels 
Gazette’.18 The situation was not helped by the wave of layoffs in the 
late 1980s. The so-called ‘IBM family’, for example, turned out to 
be not so nurturing after all.19 Moreover, the sheer cost of building 
and maintaining a corporate culture was yet another disincentive 
for employers.20 

Other permutations were afoot that probably also curtailed the 
corporate culture fad. The massive emphasis on shared identifi-
cation meant some employees were more concerned with fitting 
in and looking the part.21 Innovation, entrepreneurship and 
productive risk-taking are stifled under such conditions. Changing 
demographics in the workforce too saw an appetite for authenticity 
and personal difference rather than pretending to approximate a 
cardboard cut-out version of the ‘corporate (wo)man’. For a new 
generation of workers and managers, one’s individuality outside 
the office mattered.22 Moreover, its authentic expression in the 
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workplace might be beneficial to morale and productivity since 
workers could be themselves and excel in their own way. 

Autonomy for losers

The decline of the corporate culture movement also needs to be 
placed in historical context to fully grasp the implications. From 
the late 1990s onwards, work has been extensively reorganised 
in mainly Anglo-Saxon countries but also elsewhere. This has 
included the decline of unions and increasingly restrictive laws 
around industrial action; the deregulation of the labour market and 
the end of secure, lifelong jobs; the emergence of the so-called ‘gig 
economy’ and casual or freelance work; the polarisation between 
high- and low-skilled occupations and so forth.23

‘Flexibility’ is perhaps the most common term to describe 
employment today. The average worker no longer defines 
themselves in relation to shared class interests, nor collective iden-
tification with a long-term employer. As Boudreau and Ramstad 
(2007) point out, a human capital approach takes us far beyond 
corporate clans and its emphasis on unity since workers behave in 
a much more individualistic manner, almost as a mini-corporation 
in their own right, viewing themselves as peripatetic agents in a 
competitive marketplace.24 Given how market rationalisation has 
transformed employment law and regulation, perhaps it is the 
individual contract, rather than class or company culture, which 
matters the most to the new worker.

Multiple drivers have been identified behind these shifts in 
countries like the USA, UK, New Zealand and increasingly 
continental Europe and Scandinavia, including the consolida-
tion of corporate power, neoliberal state policy, the offshoring 
of relatively well-paid manufacturing jobs to the Global South 
and the evolving, intrinsic requirements of work in the service 
and IT sector. However, I argue that the growing individualising 
of employment has been significantly enabled by an important 
intellectual movement associated with neoclassical economics, 
human capital theory, which has had a major influence on 
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policymakers, governments and other powerful decision-makers. 
As mentioned earlier, the notion was formally developed by Jacob 
Mincer, Theodore Schultz and Gary Becker among others in the 
early 1960s, suggesting that individuals (i.e., their stock of skills, 
knowledge, education and even personal attributes) should also 
be conceptualised as capital along with equipment and so forth. 
According to Gary Becker, we often assume that capital only refers 
to things like Apple stock, plant and banks accounts. However, 

such tangible forms of capital are not the only type of capital. 
Schooling, a computer training course, expenditures on medical 
care, and lectures on the virtues of punctuality and honesty are 
also capital. That is because they raise earnings, improve health, or 
add to a person’s good habits over much of his lifetime. Therefore, 
economists regard expenditures on education, training, medical 
care, and so on as investments in human capital. They are 
called human capital because people cannot be separated from 
their knowledge, skills, health, or values in the way they can be 
separated from their financial and physical assets.25

Exactly who pays for the expenditure is central to the analysis 
that follows. And the idea that someone cannot be separated from 
this type of capital will be important too. The notion of human 
capital might sound relatively benign (if somewhat materialistic) 
at first. But it has a very negative side. I propose that it helped 
reimagine employees as competitive, self-interested agents that are 
somehow external to the firm, rather than an internal core resource 
that requires company investment, training and stewardship. And 
this has had some very detrimental consequences. 

 
Diseconomies of loneliness

One of the first economists to theorise human capital warned 
his audience at the American Economic Association meeting in 
1960 that treating living human beings as ‘property or marketable 
assets’ might seem distasteful to the average person.26 The trick is 
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to emphasise the importance of owning one’s individual prospects, 
the freedom granting powers of self-investment and its impact 
on wider prosperity. Gary Becker extended the argument in his 
discussion of employee training, dividing human capital into 
two types.27 Specific human capital are skills highly particular 
to a job and non-transferable to other firms. Whereas general 
human capital are abilities that can be used in different organisa-
tions or/and industries and are unbound to any particular site of 
production. Becker then asks an important question. When human 
capital is transferable (or general) as it increasingly is, who should 
pay for its development? Probably not employers since that kind of 
investment might one day literally walk out the door or be poached 
by a rival. In competitive markets, ‘firms would provide general 
training only if they did not have to pay any of the costs … hence 
the costs as well as the return from general training would be borne 
by trainees, not by firms’.28 

Schultz’ address to the American Economic Association 
reluctantly comes to similar conclusions about education. Once a 
student is reconfigured as human capital, it stands to reason that 
the initial investment ought to be made by them alone since they 
are the primary beneficiaries. One can easily detect Schultz hesitate 
on this point since he’s evidently a fan of public education, under-
standing its importance for national economic wellbeing. The 
prevarication ends, however, when a colleague asks for clarifica-
tion: ‘Should the returns from public investment in human capital 
accrue to the individuals whom it is made?’29 He wants to say yes 
because state investment in a collective (yet privately articulated) 
utility such as tertiary education, for example, can stimulate the 
wider economy as public goods often do. But he falters under the 
weight of the question, perhaps detecting in it a taste of things 
to come:

The policy issues implicit in this question run deep and are full 
of perplexities pertaining to both resource allocation and to 
welfare. Physical capital that is formed by public investment is not 
transferred as a rule to particular individuals as a gift. It would 
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greatly simplify the allocative processes if public investment in 
human capital were placed on the same footing.30 

The reply is ambivalent and includes two possible conclusions: 
(1) returns on human capital derived from public investment (e.g., 
taxes) ought to remain in public hands or (2) returns on human 
capital derived from public investment (e.g., taxes) cannot be a 
‘gift’ if organised along the same principles as any other private 
enterprise, in which the beneficiary naturally bears some or all of 
the investment costs. 

The first option is state communism and logically anathema to 
the very idea of human capital since it can only be owned by the 
individual who embodies it. As we have learnt, human capital and 
its living carrier can never be separated. The implication is clear. 
Nobody else can own my human capital because that would be 
slavery, which conclusively rules out it being linked to ‘welfare’ 
programmes run by the state. 

So only the second option remains tenable. Schultz cannot have 
what he really wants. His cake (i.e., skill acquisition as a private, 
individual responsibility) and eat it too (public investment in 
everyone’s skills). We learn in a footnote who the colleague was 
that prompted Schultz to ask whether human capital is a private 
or public good; no other than Milton Friedman, a vociferous 
supporter for privatisation in the Thatcher and Reagan years whose 
influence is still being felt today. From now on the underlying 
message of human capital theory is simple: there is no such thing 
as a free lunch. 

Friedman had found the ideological lure he was looking for 
because an individual’s human capital (including earnings and 
liabilities) can be owned by nobody else. More importantly, human 
capital theory provides the ultimate neoclassical retort to the 
Marxist slogan that workers should seize the means of production. 
If each person is already their own means of production, then the 
intractable conflict at the heart of the capitalist labour process 
must logically dissolve. As it turns out, according to Schultz, all 
workers are in fact consummate capitalists: ‘labourers have become 
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capitalists not from the diffusion of the ownership of corporation 
stocks, as folk law would have it, but from the acquisition of 
knowledge and skill that have economic value’.31 

The stalker

Given the basic premise of human capital theory forged in the 
early 1960s, we can easily observe how it smoothed the way 
for ultra-responsible autonomy: where each individual human 
capitalist becomes entirely responsible for his or her economic fate. 
By the 1990s human capital theory had found a wide audience, 
especially in the business world.32 Viewing employees as individual 
mini-enterprises was soon all the rage. Kunda and Ailon-Souday 
note how HRM practitioners largely abandoned reference to 
clans, family and culture, all of which connote collectivist values.33 
Instead, they adopted a market rationalist perspective when 
considering the firm’s relationship to its employees and vice versa. 
With concepts like the boundaryless and portfolio career moving 
to centre stage, Kunda and Ailon-Souday note how the metaphor of 
love and marriage suddenly seemed old-fashioned when describing 
contemporary organisations. By the beginning of the twenty-first 
century, short-term affairs and one-night stands better captured 
the climate, especially as the ideals of economic self-reliance and 
independence supplanted expectations of a long-term relationship 
with an employer.

Following Peter Drucker’s pontifications about the coming 
‘employee society’ the next most read proselytiser of this approach 
was Tom Peters and his notion of ‘liberation management’.34 
Retracting his 1980s obsession with strong organisational cultures, 
he now claimed that the workplace ought to be defined by 
personal difference and entrepreneurial risk-taking. The pursuit 
of individual self-interest creates way more shareholder value 
than any slavish adherence to a collective identity. This is why, 
according to Peters, it is best to treat employees as if they were their 
own micro-enterprises. Organisational members are encouraged 
to discover ‘The Brand Called You’.35 This intangible asset can be 
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leveraged and capitalised upon at the crucial moment for those 
who understand both the external and internal job market.

This is certainly telling of a sea change in popular books about 
organisations, management and business. But how exactly does 
ultra-responsible autonomy play out in practice? It can do so in 
several ways, I suggest. Freelancing, self-employment and agency 
work associated with on-demand contracts are obvious examples 
we have already discussed. But organisations might manage their 
permanent workforce along the same lines too. For example, Ressler 
and Thompson note the rise of what they call ‘Results Only Work 
Environments’ (or ROWE) in a number of US industries.36 Rather 
than focus on productive inputs, as much management wisdom 
prescribes in relation to monitoring, training and motivation, 
ROWE firms are only concerned with outcomes. Once again the 
employee is somehow external to the organisation, which is used 
to good effect. 

Academia partially follows this flexi-work model. My employer is 
largely unconcerned when, where and how I prepare for a Tuesday 
afternoon lecture, be it in the middle of the night or the weekend. 
Indeed, it would be counter-productive to insist I clock in at 9 am 
on Monday morning and be at my desk present and accounted 
for. As long as I arrive to the lecture hall and do a satisfactory job 
(which, of course, is measured rather rigorously!) my employer 
is happy. Unlike managers of yesteryear, Ressler and Thompson 
suggest, businesses don’t worry that ROWE workers are going to 
shirk their duties if nobody is watching them all day: ‘It’s not about 
giving people more time with the kids. ROWE is not about having 
more time off … you might even work more’.37 

It is with the individualistic contract-based business model that 
we see human capital theory really come into its own. As mentioned 
earlier, such contractualisation exemplifies the narrow manner in 
which human capital theory interprets self-interest. People are now 
monadic and self-contained enterprises rather than members of a 
wider group. For example, in Western economies there has been a 
boom in self-employment over the last ten years, with a staggering 
14.6 million people registered in the USA in 2015.38 In the UK, 
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the self-employed workforce has grown by 45 per cent since 2001, 
standing at almost 5 million workers.39 Additionally, it is estimated 
that in 2014 about 1.8 million ‘on call’ or ‘zero-hours’ contracts 
existed, a figure that probably underestimates the true extent of 
their presence in the hotel/restaurant, education and healthcare 
industries.40 The so-called ‘gig economy’, whereby contractors 
perpetually move from job to job like journeymen or a musician, is 
said to capture the future of work in OECD economies.41 But one 
thing is clear in this new environment. Whereas homo economicus 
was thought to be a person who fervently pursued commerce, 
today the direction of exchange is revered. Now he or she is quietly 
stalked by a predatory and hostile economy. 

Bad gig

Neoliberal ideology overwhelmingly supports these shifts in how 
work is organised, proclaiming the benefits for employers, workers 
and consumers alike. Echoing the tenets of human capital theory, 
this is all about empowering people. We now thankfully live in a 
‘Free Agent Nation’ where choice and preference are considered 
basic occupational attributes. Unlike our parents and grandparents 
who had no option but to conform to mass patterns of employment 
in and out of the office, actors today can tailor work around 
their lifestyle. This sentiment is best exemplified by Semco CEO 
Ricardo Semler: 

imagine a company where workers set their own hours; where 
there are no offices … [where] you have the freedom to get your 
job done on your own terms and to blend your work life and 
personal life … smart bosses will eventually realise that you 
might be most productive if you work on Sunday afternoon, play 
golf on Monday morning …42

In many ways, this economic individualism probably still echoes 
the appeal for autonomy that has informed so much employee 
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dissatisfaction from the early industrial period onwards. Discretion 
over how, where and when a job is performed remains attractive 
to many today. Yet, as I have demonstrated, the basis upon which 
that independence is defined has been systematically desocialised 
over time; from industry or even economy-level class interests, to 
a narrower set of company interests and then finally to individual 
self-interest. 

This isn’t to say that self-interest was not present in the earlier 
forms of autonomy. Of course it was, but filtered through the 
prism of what was deemed worthy for one’s referent class and/
or company. It is more difficult to imagine synergies moving in 
the opposed direction, in which individual self-interest draws 
on lasting cultural bonds to the firm, let alone class solidarity, 
when enacting autonomy today. And while human capital may 
have a normative appreciation of society beyond itself – a strong 
marketplace, for example – this is very different to group iden-
tification, as Lane notes in her fascinating study of itinerant, 
semi-employed and unemployed IT workers in the USA.43 
Something is irrevocably lost when self-interest is redefined as 
ultra-responsible autonomy. People described others like them in 
terms of a network (which required investment and nurturing) 
rather than solidarity. Moreover, even those workers who felt 
themselves unfairly dismissed by their employers expressed under-
standing and sympathy for the company. These individuals truly 
understood themselves as a ‘company of one’ with no lasting or 
sacrificial bonds of fraternity outside of the immediate family. 

Do these trends really yield the splendid benefits that human 
capital economists, management gurus and government officials 
so often imagine? I argue that ultra-responsible autonomy in the 
workplace has a nasty side, one that economically and politically 
disadvantages workers, and eventually hurts industry more 
generally. For many entering this new era of employment, financial 
insecurity, declining wages and less job autonomy are expected. In 
other words, the individualism promoted here creates vulnerabil-
ities to the forces of concentrated economic power, particularly in 
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economies that lionise privatisation, limit state public spending and 
expose almost every facet of life to the marketplace. In this way, the 
politics of work is now closely interwoven with other social justice 
concerns related to ‘life’ more generally like affordable housing, 
the cost of living crisis, personal debt and access to education. Let’s 
survey some of these negative outcomes in more detail. 

Intimacies of ruin

Employment relationships inspired by human capital theory 
are lucrative to individual workers if their skill is scarce and 
demand is high. In the majority of cases, however, contract-based 
independence generally has a downward pressure on income 
because of competition and the asymmetrical power relationship 
that develops between firms and workers.44 Why so? As dictated by 
the principles of neoclassical economics, when a person is reconcep-
tualised as human capital, they become an external agent with their 
own set of interests. A mini-corporation. It’s only a small step to 
then conclude that they ought to be liable for meeting the financial 
overheads of that economic interest. The pilot example mentioned 
earlier is a good case in point. Individualised liabilities include not 
only fringe benefits like medical insurance, training and pensions, 
but also basic equipment to get the job done: uniforms, ID cards, 
transport and other essentials that would render the labour process 
impossible if absent.

Wages are also depreciated by the sporadic and unpredict-
able nature of such employment compared to standard jobs. 
Fluctuations in labour demand, coupled with a one-sided power 
relationship that sees employers alone decide whether you will 
work and be paid today inevitably lowers income expectations. 
This is often backed up by state legislation. For example, at the time 
of writing basic employment law, including the national minimum 
wage, does not apply to self-employed or independent contractors 
in the UK. Neither are they entitled to other benefits that normally 
apply. A government website lists these as: 
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Statutory Sick Pay. 
Statutory maternity, paternity, adoption and shared parental 
leave.
Minimum notice periods if their employment will be ending,  
eg if an employer is dismissing them.
Protection against unfair dismissal.
The right to request flexible working.
Time off for emergencies.
Statutory Redundancy Pay.45

A report in England revealed the economic fate of many who 
are classified as self-employed. Most notably, the likelihood of 
ending up as the next uber-rich Richard Branson is rather low: 
‘Self-employed people on average have experienced a 22 per cent 
fall in real pay since 2008–09, with average earnings of £207 a week, 
less than half that of employees, with no sick pay or holiday pay, 
and no employer to contribute towards their pension’.46 According 
to another study, the burgeoning class of self-employed workers 
in England is paid in 2016 less than a typical employee received 
in 1994.47 

We can see why this is the case in a recent account of a Hermes 
courier driver in Huddersfield, UK.48 First of all was the training. 
The driver spent two days shadowing another contractor, which 
he wasn’t paid for since, as Gary Becker proposed, that would be 
economically irrational to the firm. Once the driver was on the 
payroll, he calculated his income to be about £4 per hour before 
expenses. And after figuring these expenses into the equation the 
bleak reality became clear:

The Hermes model offloads all the risk on to the ‘independent’ 
courier, but the potential reward is absolutely limited. You are 
responsible for the packages, any problems with the system, your 
car, paying for your holiday time, covering any sickness. I learned 
that the postman in one of the villages recently had an operation 
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on his hand as a result of an injury at work. His job was pretty 
much the same as mine, but he was a Royal Mail employee and 
had just had five weeks off on sick pay. Hermes couriers don’t get 
any sick pay. The postmen often help out the couriers because 
they feel sorry for them. They know the Hermes guys get a raw 
deal.49 

Given the unfolding trends in wreckage economies of the West, it is 
easy to imagine Royal Mail management accountants reading this 
excerpt very carefully, thinking about how they too can transform 
their workforce into independent contractors. Moreover, with 
dropping wages and increasing economic insecurity, no wonder 
the pressure to work – no matter what – is more apparent under 
systems of ultra-responsible autonomy. And this can require 
marathon-like feats of stamina. 

Wi-Fi for masochists

Melissa Gregg’s study of freelancers in Australia highlights the long 
hours of work involved in order to make ends meet.50 The trouble 
with human capital theory is that the ideal enterprising individual 
categorically ignores the traditional boundaries that were once 
erected between work and non-work. For they are now ‘permanent 
enterprises’, a phrase coined by Michel Foucault in his lectures 
on neoliberalism, since life itself becomes an all-encompassing 
economic venture.51 Human capitalists never ‘check out’ in this 
respect. And if that means working all night to meet a deadline 
then so be it. Overwork and burnout are soon foreseeable.

In addition to overwork, another important consequence arises 
when employment is organised in this way; namely, unpaid work. 
Gregg found that when economy and life become one (the ultimate 
datum of human capital theory), people find themselves working 
on their own time, say on Sunday night in order to prepare for 
a meeting on Monday morning. Work colonises everything 
else since life as such (Gary Becker even includes our choice of 
romantic partner) is nothing more than a commercial venture. In 
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the context of her study, Gregg observed flexi-workers personally 
paying for what ought to have been a company expense, such as 
postage and software, in order to meet deadlines.52 We might term 
this tendency ‘free work capitalism’. It affects not only freelancers 
but also many in stable jobs too as mobile technology makes it 
difficult to tell when the work day is truly over. Indeed, the use 
of handheld devices almost perfectly expresses this development. 
Since money never sleeps, neither should human capital. Under 
mounting pressure to perform well people end up working longer 
hours than formally remunerated for. It is not surprising that a 2016 
study by the Chartered Management Institute in the UK found 
that many employees technically cancel out their entire annual 
statutory holidays given the after-hours work they do.53 Burnout, 
hyper-tension and low productivity are an inevitable consequence, 
according to the study. 

And therein lies another important facet of ultra-responsible 
autonomy. What employers consider cheap labour is actually very 
expensive for everybody else to maintain. For instance, a company 
would find it almost impossible to hire a restaurant worker on 
minimum (or below) wage without the state covering the shortfall 
with tax credits, housing benefits and so forth. This amounts to a 
generous public subsidy to corporations who are not willing to pay a 
basic living wage. In 2012–13, the UK taxpayer gifted the corporate 
sector £93 billion or about £3500 from each household in direct 
and indirect subsidies.54 The figures are important. Low-wage 
work and its ultra-responsible autonomous management systems 
not only exploit workers directly but also extract wealth from the 
public purse. Corporate welfare such as this undermines the very 
self-reliance and flexibility flaunted in popular arguments that 
advocate individual contracts. Now workers are super-dependent 
on both their employer and an increasingly disciplinary 
government apparatus. And of course, the story wouldn’t be 
complete without mentioning the banking industry. Only under 
these socio-economic conditions could credit card debt get so out 
of hand among the working poor (and increasingly the middle 
class) as they struggle to maintain a semi-decent standard of living. 
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The gift of debt

The radical individualisation of work described above is inter-
connected with other disconcerting trends that can easily be 
traced back to human capital theory. The early economic thought 
in this area was preoccupied with training and education as a 
key self-investment opportunity. Recall how Gary Becker and 
Theodore Schultz argued that any benefit derived from public 
investment in human capital cannot be owned by a private person. 
This is no gift or welfare programme. The corollary being that 
for human capital to hold any water as a concept he or she must 
ultimately be responsible for the investment outlay. That is because 
they’re inseparable from their own ‘value’ and nobody else can take 
ownership of it. 

At the firm level, as Becker averred, it’s irrational for an employer 
to cover training costs because in a competitive labour market 
turnover is expected.55 At the state level, Friedman popularised 
a similar attitude. Why should hard working taxpayers ‘gift’ to a 
complete stranger the resources required to accumulate their 
human capital given that only the said stranger benefits from the 
investment?56 In the end, this means training and skill acquisition 
is largely the individual employee’s responsibility. The implications 
are clear. If someone seeks to enjoy the relative advantages of being 
employed as a skilled employee, then tertiary education and or/
training is essential. This is no public provision, however, since 
only the individual in question profits in terms of future earnings. 
To see the rationale in practice, just look at the language used in the 
1997 Dearing report that effectively ended free tertiary education 
in the UK. It has human capital theory written all over it:

The level of investment needed in a learning society is such that 
we see a need for those who benefit from education and training 
after the age of 18 to bear a greater share of the costs. As a result, 
we expect students of all ages will be increasingly discriminating 
investors in higher education, looking for quality, convenience, 
and relevance to their needs at a cost they consider affordable 
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and justified by the probable return on their investment of time 
and money.57

The terminology represents a major paradigm change in how 
the resourcing of tertiary education is understood, transforming 
what was once considered a ‘public good’ into a private investment. 
Unless they’re already wealthy, most people won’t have immediate 
access to the funds required for tuition fees. So personal debt 
becomes a solution. There is thus a clear connection between the 
reschematisation of people as human capital and the tremendous 
rise of student indebtedness. Exacerbated by aggressive fiscal 
policy and a predatory finance industry, student debt has become 
enormous in many OECD economies.58 In the USA it stood at $1.2 
trillion in 2014, with over 7 million debtors in default. In the UK 
the figure is around £2 billion and steadily growing. A report in the 
UK found that the average 18-year-old entering university today 
will be making loan repayments well into their old age.59 Moreover, 
a recently study by the Intergenerational Foundation found that the 
‘graduate premium’ (i.e., the average pay increase a graduate enjoys 
following a university education) is all but cancelled out by student 
debt.60 A spokesperson for the report concluded that ‘the current 
system is fuelling a self-perpetuating debt-generating machine 
which short-changes young people’.61 

Architectures of abandonment

A number of dysfunctions beset a society that finances the 
acquisition of knowledge and skills using unsafe levels of credit. 
Many members of what Howker and Malik term the ‘jilted 
generation’ are simply unwilling to take on such a lifelong liability, 
especially in economically deprived neighbourhoods where the 
dream of a well-paid graduate job remains simply that, a dream.62 

When David Bowie died in 2016 an astute commentator wondered 
if such groundbreaking talent could ever emerge in present-day 
London given how the working-class Bowie enjoyed free art college 
and so forth. With almost daily reports about the dreadful anxiety 
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experienced by student debtors,63 it is no wonder that a study by 
Callender and Jackson found that perhaps whole generations are 
trying to keep the debt collector at bay by avoiding higher education 
altogether.64 Was another Bowie among them? Who knows? But 
sadly we wouldn’t ask the same question regarding another Donald 
Trump who would have no problem paying the fees. 

That’s the point. Skill and innovation are structurally 
compromised under these conditions of inequality because the 
potential pool of talent is so drastically shrunk. Only a small 
group of individuals from wealthy families end up with jobs that 
require expertise and attract high incomes. For everyone else, a 
self-reinforcing, downward spiral emerges. The sequence goes like 
this. Low-skilled job creation is inevitable in light of substandard 
labour market capabilities.65 This discourages capital investment 
and labour productivity subsequently falls. It’s easy to understand 
why an employer would not be overly enthusiastic about investing 
in new machinery or an IT system if there is no labour force to 
make the most of it.66 In the meantime, evolving at the other end 
of the labour market is a serious skills deficit. Restricted training 
opportunities mean there are not enough qualified people to fill the 
available vacancies.67 Anti-immigration policies clearly exacerbate 
that problem. And so on. To summarise, economic growth seems 
to contract in economies that endorse human capital theory. The 
old prediction that post-industrial societies would produce an 
immense, upward ‘skills revolution’ almost seems comical today in 
light of the evidence.68

Such chronic underinvestment in training and education (or its 
individual privatisation) perhaps reflects the vast withdrawal of 
public maintenance and capital infrastructure expenditure more 
generally following the rise of wreckage economics. In the USA, for 
example, some have argued that America is literally falling apart. 
As one report states, ‘our roads and bridges are crumbling, our 
airports are out of date and the vast majority of our seaports are in 
danger of becoming obsolete. All the result of decades of neglect.’69 
From my own experience, I was amazed how inner-city Atlanta 
and Los Angeles looked like neglected, rundown slums. The UK 
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isn’t far behind. Similarly, private firms too have significantly 
stalled on capital investment in their own enterprises. This has 
had some surprising outcomes. Take the growing ugliness of office 
space in the UK, for example, which is probably a consequence 
of underspending. When times are tough, sprucing up the decor, 
renovating the heating or IT system can easily slip down the list of 
priorities. The most depressing office environment I have seen was 
in a large London bank. Having passed through so many levels of 
security that Fort Knox would have been envious, I finally reached 
the nerve centre of the organisation. Open plan. Rows upon rows of 
forlorn faces. A dull, putrid green colour scheme that was perhaps 
briefly fashionable in 1986. But only briefly. It was rumoured that 
some staff opposite each other had never spoken to each other. 
Studying the suicide-grey workstations, I could kind of understand 
why. Peter Gibbon’s sad lament in the film Office Space summed it 
up: ‘we don’t have a lot of time on this earth. We weren’t meant to 
spend it this way!’ 

Capital underinvestment is perhaps one of the reasons why a 
recent survey of 12,000 employees across twelve countries found 
that British offices are easily the ugliest and coldest.70 According to 
this research, 30 per cent of British respondents found their work 
environment very impersonal; 13 per cent said their workspace 
was plain ugly, which is double the global average; 45 per cent 
were unhappy with the temperature. Too cold. It was the lack of 
choice and autonomy over their work environments that really 
caused concern among British respondents. When a grown adult 
has no control over their most basic physiological needs, including 
temperature, light and posture, they soon begin to suffer. It’s not 
just the corporate hierarchy that can feel undemocratic but the 
geographical space itself. The quality of our workspace might 
seem a trivial thing, one of those indulgent ‘first world problems’ 
that doesn’t really matter in the larger scheme of things. However, 
the research says otherwise. Cooler temperatures can trigger a 
matching mood of ‘social coldness’, making us feel lonely and 
isolated, even in a room full of people.71 Another study suspects that 
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ugly workspaces might be linked to mood disorders and suicide.72 
This is serious given how much time we spend in the workplace. 

Depression and suicidal thoughts are at least an emotional 
reaction to such surroundings. But for many others even that would 
be a luxury. Without any sense of moving ahead or betterment, 
which is a consequence of low investment in training and 
development, boredom is added to the mix of employee experiences 
in the contemporary workplace. What was once heralded as an 
exciting and dynamic post-industrial age, driven by creativity and 
imagination, has actually turned out to be deadly mind-numbing 
for many. Stasis and a sense of languishing in a world frozen in 
time has become endemic in industries that don’t provide career 
development. It is little surprise that productivity has bottomed-out 
in OECD economies when everyone is so bored. A recent report 
on ‘bore out’ (the ‘burnout’ equivalent for the unengaged) gave 
an account of a 47-year-old insurance worker in the UK.73 Steve 
Coster said, ‘It was just so boring. I felt ill knowing I had to go 
back on Monday morning. Every aspect of it was the same. The 
commute every day is the same, the people are the same, the lunch 
is the same. You turn up every morning and sit there.’ 

Couple the lack of investment in training with the overcapacity 
trend we mentioned in the previous chapter (whereby people 
spend hours being idle in the office), Steve had to find ever more 
novel ways to relieve the boredom: ‘I used to go and sit in the toilet 
cubicles. I would always be the most eager person to get up and 
make the tea. I would hide behind my screen and surround myself 
with files so I looked busy, but I wasn’t doing anything.’74 According 
to one study, this is a growing trend with serious consequences. 
Surveying a sample of 7000 UK public sector employees over a 
24-year period, bored workers are far more likely to die earlier than 
those who found their jobs interesting and fulfilling.75

You’ve got hate mail

Ugly offices. No career developments. Deadly boredom. Low pay 
and insecurity. Human capital theory really has a lot to answer for! 
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And this means that large groups of people being subjected to these 
trends are deeply unhappy. Hence, the most surprising outcome 
of the ultra-responsible autonomy revolution. The dramatic 
expansion of management. I argue that so-called ‘free agents’ are 
actually more micro-managed, monitored and directly supervised 
now than ever. This observation is missed by celebrants and 
critics alike, who emphasise self-management and self-regulation, 
albeit insecure and stressful. Even seasoned critics of new 
capitalism like Andre Gorz wrongly assume that old-fashioned 
organisational hierarchies disappear with the advent of individu-
alised, market-based employment practices.76 But here is the rub. 
Employees are certainly on their own when it comes to absorbing 
the risks and costs of economic insecurity. But this doesn’t mean 
they are left alone. Just the opposite. Authoritarianism is now a 
definitive aspect of this approach to labour relations. 

Perhaps it is here that the promise of freedom made in the 
name of human capital is truly betrayed. In an extensive study of 
organisational-level employment practices, researchers recently 
found that deregulated labour markets tend to attract ‘thicker’ and 
more ridged management structures: ‘organisations employing 
high shares of flexible workers have higher shares of managers in 
their personnel. We argue that flexibility in labour markets (i.e., 
easier firing and higher labour turnover) damages trust, loyalty 
and commitment. This requires more management and control.’77 
The managerial function – especially its policing facet – returns 
with vengeance given the unhappiness that ultra-responsible 
autonomy fosters, a trend foreseen back in the mid-1990s by more 
perspicuous economists like David Gordon.78 He suggested there 
was a kind of sociological ‘law’ when it comes to hierarchies and 
bosses. Under conditions of inequality, they can easily take on a 
life of their own and automatically proliferate. Because insecure 
workers feel hard done by and fight back, we see the spread of 
bosses precisely in those industries we would expect to see less. 
They’re hired to keep a lid on the seething dissatisfaction caused by 
zero-hours contracts and Uberised jobs. Then companies end up 
needing more supervisors to check on the supervisors.
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Blend this management distrust with technological surveillance 
and then some really alarming work environments emerge, even in 
relatively skilled and secure occupations. For example, in January 
2016 journalists at a well-known London newspaper were suddenly 
ordered to wear heat and motion sensors that monitored if they 
were at their desks.79 The initiative was unannounced. Employees 
simply found the devices at their desks on Monday morning. They 
had to Google the brand name to identify what they were. An edict 
was afterwards issued by senior management. The sensors must be 
worn at all times during work hours. For many it didn’t make sense. 
Journalism doesn’t operate this way. It flourishes when workers can 
rove from their desk, not be needlessly tied to it. And it’d be doubly 
difficult to do the job while being micro-managed – one on one – 
by some little-Hitler on a secret computer in the back office. But 
perhaps getting the job done well wasn’t the point. In any case, all 
of this seems very far away from the ROWE organisations that were 
predicted to be the norm by 2017. 

Office trolling for beginners

Another case is very germane for highlighting this counter-intuitive 
trend towards over-management in an era of ultra-responsible 
autonomy and competitive human capital. Namely, the 2015 exposé 
of white-collar employment at Amazon revealed by New York Times 
journalists Kantor and Streitfeld in an undercover report.80 We are 
frequently led to believe that the IT sector thrives on flexibility, 
a caring management style and creativity because of the goods 
and services being produced. We know how bad the Amazon 
warehouses are, but surely the madness of micro-management 
would not apply to its white-collar staff too? The New York Times 
report found a fairly brutal situation. Much of the attention was 
on the highly individualised ‘rank and yank’ performance review 
where employees are regularly reviewed, stack ranked, and the 
worst performers fired. Kantor and Streitfeld’s exposé described a 
data-led performance management style that documented almost 
every action – including how long it took to reply to an email. 
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There was also the Anytime Feedback Tool, where workers could 
leave anonymous comments about each other’s performance to the 
boss. A former employee complained it could be used to sabotage 
co-workers and exact revenge. It ‘promises to turn the annual 
performance review into a daily event’, the report said.

Amazon CEO Jeff Bezos responded angrily to the New York 
Times report. In a memo to staff, he accused the paper of grossly 
misrepresenting the firm: ‘The article doesn’t describe the Amazon 
I know or the caring Amazonians I work with every day.’ Much 
of the media hoopla pointed out the unusualness of these types of 
controls in a professional firm. But is the Amazon management 
philosophy really an unusual outlier in the corporate world? It’s 
worth looking at the reader responses to the story. Apart from the 
predictable outrage (‘After reading this article, I want to vomit’) and 
notes of approval (‘America needs more companies like Amazon’) 
the comments section teems with ‘my firm does that too’ nuggets of 
insight. For example: ‘I am an engineer at the biggest semiconductor 
company in the world. I have worked here for 17 years. I can only 
say the work environment described in this article is very similar to 
where I am working.’ The vision of Amazon’s office culture set up 
in the New York Times article really is no deviation from the classic 
precepts of managerial capitalism. If the New York Times allegations 
were true, Amazon has simply taken a fairly traditional managerial 
creed – numerically record every human employee action in the 
workplace so that it can be completely controlled – and enlisted 
‘big data’ to invent an inescapable surveillance machine.

This is interesting since in the case of Amazon, we see the 
management paranoia of the old ‘irresponsible autonomy’ era 
blend with the ‘ultra-responsible autonomy’ ethos. In some 
ways, the worst of both worlds is the worker’s fate today, giving 
contemporary management approaches (even in the info-tech 
world) something of a draconian feel about them. We can recall 
that for control-obsessed Frederick Winslow Taylor the first 
principle of management was very simple. He wanted to scien-
tifically measure every part of the job so that he understood it 
far better than the employee actually doing it. For this he used a 
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stopwatch. Then he ranked each worker’s output individually and 
rewarded them accordingly. Taylor was driven by a deep worry. If 
employees hid their behaviour from managers, especially in group 
settings, they would end up controlling the production process 
rather than supervisors. It is fairly clear that this legacy of distrust 
is still prevalent in  today’s modern offices. However, the reason 
workers despised this so-called ‘scientific management’ style was 
not because they wanted to stage a revolution or take over the 
means of production. No, it’s just very difficult to do the job well 
under such conditions. We become more concerned about what the 
metrics say, compulsively comparing ourselves to others, usually in 
a state of anxiety. And let’s not even mention cooperation. In other 
words, getting the job done well becomes a secondary issue.

It might be argued that using hyper-individualised big data 
to control workplace behaviour truly enters another arena with 
Amazon’s Anytime Feedback Tool. But similar systems have 
been common in offices for some time, most notably the ‘360 
degree’ appraisal method where employees are evaluated by their 
supervisor and anonymously by their co-workers and subordinates. 
It’s been around since World War II. The trouble is that anonymous 
assessments hardly ever promote objectivity. Especially when the 
comments capture spur of the moment gripes. It’s similar to the 
‘disinhibitor effect’ among internet users. All kinds of devious and 
ugly thoughts end up being expressed, many of which may not 
actually be genuinely endorsed when the evaluator is confronted 
face-to-face. This is why seasoned business advisors are so wary 
of anonymous peer appraisals. The opportunity for what might be 
called ‘office trolling’ is ample when everyone is cast as competitive 
human capitalists. Things can get nasty at this point. 

Almost every business guru now pontificates about the virtues 
of ‘completing the feedback circle’ as swiftly as possible. This is 
the circuit between performance (what we do) evaluation (by a 
customer, boss, peers) and feedback (the packaged information 
returned to the individual so that their behaviour can be corrected). 
The faster the feedback, the better. Electronically derived data 
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makes it possible, perhaps for the first time, to close this circle 
instantaneously. A process of constant performance review. But do 
abstract numbers really give us a complete picture about how well 
an individual is performing in, say, a meeting? Or a team’s effec-
tiveness given it can consist of different individuals with diverse 
roles? Many would say not. What once used to be conducted with 
stopwatches has now been taken to the nth degree with computers. 
Perhaps this is why so many managers today – in the public and 
private sectors – suffer from a crippling ‘spreadsheet mentality’. 
Screeds of numbers are mistakenly treated like some sacred truth 
about what makes employees tick. Frederick Taylor would have 
loved ‘big data’ and the Anytime Feedback Tool. In his time, 
however, Taylor’s ideas sparked widespread riots. Will the data-led 
management fad exemplified by Amazon do the same?

‘Great wrist action’

The important point is that we see the circle of neoliberal manage-
rialism closed in this power structure. Ultra-responsible autonomy 
(or human capital personified) meets intrusive, big data metrics 
and the results are not pretty. Workers are now ‘on their own’ in 
terms of owning their own fortunes in an ever volatile economy. 
As I have demonstrated in relation to human capital theory, this 
simply transfers the costs of work – including tools, transport and 
the time to organise – onto the worker themselves. However, the 
famous indeterminacy of the labour process (i.e., the gap between 
the command to work and its realisation in practice, a space where 
resistance can flourish) is no longer feared by the corporation, 
regardless of the distrust it still has towards employees. Why so? 
Well, this new kind of employee ‘freedom’ can be exploited and 
utilised, propelled by economic insecurity and anxiety. The return 
and amplification of methods that were prevalent under regimes 
characterised by ‘irresponsible autonomy’ (so meticulously outlined 
by Taylor) are designed to micro-regulate workers’ ‘freedom’ in a 
manner that is frequently punitive and exceedingly harsh. With a 
large labour pool available and wage stagnation, a certain degree 
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of perverse competition is entered into the mix, making these 
employment conditions resemble something out of Hunger Games.

But matters are more worrying than this, since today’s workplaces 
display characteristics that even Taylor couldn’t have imagined. 
Alongside the dire precarity (being on your own) and heightened 
managerial control (harassed every minute of the day) is a rapid 
deformalisation of the employment relationship. The old official 
employer/employee relationship has been recast in more personal 
terms. Sounds nice, doesn’t it? Well, not exactly. Now what matters 
is not simply your formal skills and abilities but how well you’re able 
to curry favour with the boss. Does he like me? It really oughtn’t to 
have any bearing, but now it’s everything. This shift was inevitable 
given how contracts are now temporary, typically exempt from 
rules that protect full-time workers, following the human capital 
emphasis on personal qualities. I suggest that this deformalisation  
of work is really linked to increased dependence as the balance 
of power turned heavily in favour of employers (and customers). 
When a worker is desperately reliant on a job, competing with 
others for the best shifts, and managers fully grasp this situation, 
the less powerful party will feel the need to ingratiate him or 
herself. This has been a prime complaint for many working in 
the on-demand economy. A recent anonymous account of agency 
work in a bar is telling.81 The young woman tells the reader that 
the paperwork (filling shift-rotas, etc.) and security measures at the 
start of the shift took 45 minutes, which were unpaid. Then there 
is the uncertainty. Another worker turned up to the agency and 
was told he wasn’t needed that day. But at the actual bar, however, 
it was how employees and managers interacted that really shocked 
the writer:

A bar manager took to calling one of the girls ‘treacle’. The 
19-year-old student was told she had ‘great wrist action’ as 
she mixed a G&T. She visibly squirmed when he asked her to 
‘stop  flirting with him’, but she felt powerless. The overweight, 
balding 40-year-old was her temporary manager; if she started 
filing complaints, she was unlikely to be given a valuable 12-hour 
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shift again. We agency staff were continually reminded how 
lucky we were to be working there.82

When this deformalisation of employment blends with traditional 
power relationships it clearly presents an opportunity for some 
rather primitive gender politics. An anonymous female contractor 
at Facebook’s Trending team tells a similar story.83 Her job was to 
find links for user’s Trending Box on the website. Mentioning her 
co-workers, she said there was an ‘extraordinary amount of talent 
on the team, but poor management, coupled with intimidation, 
favouritism and sexism, has resulted in a deeply uncomfortable work 
environment. Employees I worked with were angry, depressed and 
left voiceless – especially women.’ Californian pop-management 
writers have been proclaiming for some time the benefits that can 
be gained if firms deformalise their staid bureaucratic structures. 
The point is to render the office more human again. However, 
when authority and high dependency is involved too, a culture 
of informality can often bring out the nasty, capricious side of 
people. That’s pertinent when it comes to more sensitive issues like 
promotion or misconduct procedures. As opposed to the trendy 
‘be more human’ doctrine sweeping the employment sector, a bit of 
bureaucracy can sometimes be useful to ensure more unprejudiced 
outcomes. The same applies to food safety and fire regulations. 
Steve Hilton, the one-time Tory guru who apparently wandered 
No. 10 Downing Street barefooted, seems to have missed this point 
when writing his anti-bureaucracy tract More Human.84 

Making desperation pay … the sharing economy

It was only inevitable that the so-called ‘sharing economy’ would 
develop out of these socio-economic conditions. Technology, 
desperation and the continuing individualisation of culture 
has seen this industry dramatically expand in the USA, UK and 
elsewhere. Governments now officially speak about its importance 
and contribution to a nation’s economic wellbeing. The sharing 
economy has a list of alternative titles that make it look as if we are 
entering into a new age of utopian collectivism where amateurish 
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goodwill reigns supreme: the peer economy, networked economy, 
on-demand economy, collaborative economy, gig economy and 
so forth. But once again we see a typical feature of wreckage 
economics behind the trend. Business platforms such as Airbnb 
ride on the informal economy, opportunistically exploiting the 
insecurity that has become a norm under crisis capitalism. The 
once laudable commons-based system of peer production has been 
commercialised by big business using old school middle-man or 
rentier tactics, thereby generating profits without production. They 
say that it’s about saving ‘waste’ (idle cars could be taxies, empty 
bedrooms could be holiday accommodation, etc.). But it’s really 
a method of exploiting the societal devastation that has unfolded 
following the recession. For example, house and car sharing 
might be seen as a useful way to make some cash given how these 
resources might have otherwise been lying dormant. According to 
the fans of the sharing economy, this kind of exchange is based on 
trust and mutual respect. And drawing on ‘matching theory’, firms 
say they’re just providing a platform to help sellers identify buyers 
more efficiently.85 However, a journalist for the New York Magazine 
investigated the nature of these customer-to-customer relation-
ships, and found an atmosphere quite different to the hype: 

In almost every case, what compels people to open up their homes 
and cars to complete strangers is money, not trust ... Tools that 
help people trust in the kindness of strangers might be pushing 
hesitant sharing-economy participants over the threshold to 
adoption. But what’s getting them to the threshold in the first 
place is a damaged economy, and harmful public policy that has 
forced millions of people to look to odd jobs for sustenance.86

The same can be said for business-to-customer setups. Uber, 
Deliveroo, TaskRabbit and similar firms function through a 
three-stage process: seek an impoverished sector of society, capture 
their time and resource (with minimal investment costs) and then 
present that resource to a customer for a surcharge. This is why 
some have suggested that the sharing economy is more about 
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access. But access to what? Life itself, of course – which is where 
human capital theory really arrives at its logical conclusion. To tap 
life itself in a 24/7 economy that is endlessly fed by people who 
are willing to sell their time, space and labour for a fee (the firm 
‘Whats Your Price’ uses the correct terminology in this respect). 
But it is important to further ask exactly whose lives are being 
captured in this manner. Generally, it is those who have been most 
negatively affected by the recent polarisation of wealth distribution 
as neoliberal capitalism crashes and burns. It is only for this reason 
that we could possibly fathom a firm like Uber to ever see the light 
of day. These workers will serve as on-demand drivers for one-off 
customers for as long as they can sit behind the wheel. An Uber 
employee recently described what it was like: 

Everyone looks like they’re doing fine, but they’re really working 
80–100 hour weeks and even then, constantly feel like they’re 
behind. Working for Uber is a sprint, with marathon hours … At 
Uber, you work nights, weekends, and holidays. Some teams split 
it up so you get some real time off during the week/weekend, but 
that’s rare.87 

And as with their Amazon white-collar counterparts mentioned 
earlier, big data means that these workers are on their own but 
never left alone since they are ranked by customers and constantly 
tracked by the software. 

According to Steve Hill, a tireless critic of Uberisation, we 
are witnessing the coming of the ‘1099 economy’ in the USA 
because these workers file a 1099-MISC form. It classifies them 
as independent contractors for tax purposes.88 Businesses with 
‘perma-tempt’ employees in the 1099 economy can cut labour costs 
by 30 per cent. Based upon Hill’s own experience as a ‘perma-lancer’, 
he explains why any (economically) rational business will find 
these new arrangements attractive because 

it is not responsible for a 1099 worker’s health benefits, 
retirement, unemployment or injured workers compensation, 
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lunch breaks, overtime, disability, paid sick, holiday or vacation 
leave and more. In addition, contract workers are paid only for 
the specific number of hours they spend providing labour, which 
increasingly is being reduced to shorter and shorter ‘micro-gigs’.89 

The socio-economic logic of the Uberised economy is clear. It’s 
not only a process of exploiting workers directly but also eroding 
workers’ rights indirectly and more pervasively. Normal taxi drivers, 
for example, feel under pressure to compete with unlicensed Uber 
drivers, and lower their costs. The same knock-on effect resonates 
through the entire economy. This is an important point. The 1099 
worker is not only bad for themselves and the standard workers they 
compete with but the workforce more generally as more industries 
and sectors gravitate towards zero-hours contracts and the ultimate 
objective of the human capital theorists, a life entirely dedicated to 
commercial activity, day and night … be they a Deliveroo cyclist or 
a desperate student who signs up to the ‘Whats Your Price’ dating 
sight to find a ‘Sugar Daddy’ who will pay their tuition fees. 

White van nation

There are other adverse side-effects rippling through society when 
it turns to Uber as a guiding economic metaphor. In the UK, for 
example, most of us have encountered the classic white van man 
at some point. He helps us move flat, fits our new kitchen, yells 
at us when we drive too slowly or force him to brake by running 
across the road. We don’t mind his rough edges because he’s so 
much cheaper than his smoother rivals.  Well, this is the stere-
otypical and rather snobbish image of the white van man. But it 
seems that he (or sometimes she) is getting too widespread to be 
pigeonholed as an idiosyncratic amateur. A 2016 report by the 
Society of Motor Manufacturers and Traders has revealed that 
there are now more than 4 million commercial vans in Britain.90 In 
2016 van traffic across Britain rose by 6 per cent. Together, those 
millions of vehicles covered 47 billion miles. Almost six out of ten 
of them are actually white, by the way. Silver and blue are the next 
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most popular colours. The report puts much of the increase down 
to online shopping, and many of us will greet the rise of white van 
man with optimism and delight. 

However, there is a much bleaker side to this trend. The service 
and knowledge economy is often touted a cleaner and more envi-
ronmentally friendly way of organising our society. Bill Gates once 
heralded this as the era of ‘frictionless capitalism’, a spotless, shiny 
and pollution-free world.91 But now we are realising that web-based 
business models associated with Uberisation can have concrete and 
very dirty consequences. The dramatic increase in traffic is taking 
a toll on our air quality. In London, for example, air pollutants 
have been linked to a wave of untimely deaths.92 The deluge of 
more and more white vans on our streets catering for our online 
shopping obsession is the gritty underbelly of so-called frictionless 
capitalism. 

The rise of the White Van Nation also tells us a lot about the kind 
of work that has been encouraged and normalised with the rise of 
the gig economy. One in seven workers in this country – 4.8 million 
in all – are now their own bosses, and many of the drivers delivering 
flowers for supermarkets or mattresses for department stores will be 
self-employed contractors, which indicates the spread of the Uber 
principle deep into the employment sector. As mentioned earlier, 
this means a significant drop in real wages compared to permanent 
employees. And, willingly or not, many nominally self-employed 
workers find themselves working full time for a single client, 
without any of the benefits of regular employment. White van man 
can spend 40 or more hours a week delivering parcels for the same 
supermarket or telecom company, without any right to sick pay or 
pension provisions. It’s time, then, to update the cliché of the white 
van man which used to be a famous facet of working-class culture. 
Instead of a self-reliant and contented plumber or electrician, that 
Ford Transit or Citroen Relay is probably being driven by a tired 
and exploited zero-hours worker. And while its shiny bodywork 
may suggest a clean, frictionless capitalism, the reality is a dirty and 
polluted country gasping for air.
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Inhuman capital?

Let’s briefly summarise the argument before proposing some 
solutions. I have aimed to demonstrate how human capital theory 
provides a kind of ideological alibi for the radical individualisation of 
jobs and the workforce. Developed by neoclassical economists such 
as Gary Becker, Theodore Schultz and Milton Friedman, human 
capital theory fundamentally atomises people across all of society, 
placing the costs of economic activity onto the employee, student, 
caregiver and so forth. When it comes to work, the normalisation 
of mass self-employment, on-demand business models, freelancing 
and the Uberisation of the workforce effortlessly follows from the 
idea that people are ultimately responsible for their own economic 
fate. Human capital theory is widely celebrated as a framework 
for explaining how organisations and societies can build skill, 
innovation and economic security. I have argued, however, that 
it can result in the opposite. Instead of being freer and wealthier, 
human capitalists are just as likely to be mired in debt, insecure 
and dominated by authoritarian management systems. Of course, 
not everything wrong with contemporary employment should be 
blamed on human capital theory. But given how it is continuously 
discussed in such positive terms, I have tried to reveal the negative 
side of human capital theory, especially the employment practices 
that have been so patently inspired by it, some of which border on 
the inhuman. 

Is it possible to resist or even reverse these socio-economic trends? 
Given how profitable ultra-responsible autonomy is to big business 
it’s not surprising that they will often resort to drastic measures to 
eradicate opposition. For example, when the mayor of Copenhagen 
banned his staff from using Ryanair in 2015 because of poor pay and 
work conditions, a major fracas arose as the company fought back, 
labelling him the ‘high fare mayor’.93 According to Social Democrat 
MP Peter Hummelgaard, ‘Ryanair has been screwing workers since 
1985’ and emphasised the point by tweeting an image of Ryanair 
CEO –Michael O’Leary – seemingly performing a rather sordid 
sex act with one of his planes. Other Ryanair employees spoke out. 
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An ex-pilot for the firm who now is vice president of the Flight 
Personnel Union said that ‘Ryanair’s style is management by fear. 
There is a widespread disdain for employees, you are not treated 
with trust or respect as an individual – irrespective of whether you 
are a pilot or cabin crew. I cannot comprehend that you can be 
treated like that.’94 

The Danish union said Ryanair workers ought to be covered 
by a collective contract, regardless of whether these workers were 
part of the union, which they weren’t. The company’s response? 
Ryanair simply abandoned the route to Billund airport. CEO 
Michael O’Leary stated his position bluntly: ‘If we sign a collective 
agreement with the Danish unions, we will then be asked to sign 15 
French collective agreements, 55 Spanish collective agreements and 
a lot of Italian collective agreements. We are not going to do that.’95 
This angry anti-union stance is now commonplace in the UK. For 
example, in 2016 it was revealed that major construction firms 
illegally blacklisted workers who were union members, denying 
them jobs.96 Forty major firms, including Balfour Beatty and Sir 
Robert McAlpine, secretly collected and shared information about 
thousands of workers. This reveals the lengths some businesses 
will go to banish unions from the brave new world of work. As far 
as this theory of economic behaviour is concerned, living human 
capital certainly doesn’t belong to a union. 

De-Uberising class consciousness

An important first step is to demonstrate how ultra-responsible 
autonomy isn’t a more effective and efficient form of economic 
rationality. On many levels it is economically irrational once we 
step back and look at its wider effects. Zero-hours contracts, 
Uberisation and low-skilled jobs are tiringly expensive to the 
state and individual workers alike, damaging labour productivity 
and economic growth. Employee wellbeing undeniably declines 
because of poorer pay, onerous management structures and lack 
of investment in training. Neoliberal discourse attempts to cloak 
these dysfunctions by emphasising individual choice and respon-
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sibility once again. If you’re a loser in the new world of work it 
must somehow be your fault. Human capital theory perfects this 
maxim. 

The most obvious conclusion from my analysis is that workers 
today have been grossly disempowered by these employment rela-
tionships. This has allowed the genuine yearning for employee 
autonomy to be hijacked and transformed into an instrument of 
proletarianisation. Rebalancing the employer/employee relation-
ship is the only way the situation might be rectified. This means 
employee collectivisation, breaking the spell of human capital 
theory and its impoverishing ethos of individualism. But is this 
realistically possible? In many ways it is already happening, with 
labour collectives around the world opposing the human capital 
hoax. For example, London Uber drivers took their case to the UK 
Employment Tribunal in October 2016. They claimed they were 
employees (rather than self-employed) and thus eligible to be paid 
the minimum wage. The court agreed.97 From the ‘alt-labour’ 
movement in the USA, to employee cooperatives in Europe (such 
as the inter-European CECOP network) and the rise of employee 
activism.98 Even Uberised workforces, which epitomise the worst 
excesses of radical individualisation, have recently united to fight 
against their ghastly treatment.99 For sure, recall how the disgruntled 
pilots mentioned at the beginning of this chapter formed a 
concerted response to their de facto employer. 

The return to solidarity does not necessarily have to be in the 
name of class interests, which has significantly diminished as an 
‘imagined community’ in recent years. Perhaps championing 
the broader idea of universal workers’ rights is a more effective 
strategy, potentially reaching a richer audience than any appeal 
to increasingly fragile class loyalties. Regardless, a more balanced 
employment relationship is indispensable if self-determination is to 
be successfully renegotiated to create fairer life chances. No doubt 
this may have a positive impact on the economy more generally (in 
terms of engagement, productivity, less cumbersome management, 
higher wages that drive growth, etc.). Only on these grounds can 
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the desire for a socially responsible independence be practically 
achieved. The point needs emphasising, which also highlights the 
flimsy foundations upon which human capital theory is built. One 
cannot truly express individuality, self-reliance and choice when 
desperately dependent on an unequal power relationship. Wider 
societal backup and support is necessary.

Governmental policy must play a decisive role in promoting a 
more just organisation of work. Many Western nation-states have 
been openly hostile to the collective empowerment of workers. 
When the workforce has meaningful input into their occupations, 
however, disengagement will no longer be the overriding 
experience. Democratising the workplace requires legal support 
and incentives, which the state can readily deliver (for example, 
the New Zealand government recently outlawed zero-hours 
contracts after pressure from labour unions).100 Other measures 
are also possible. A universal living wage would effectively 
neutralise the existential fear that has led so many to settle for so 
little in contemporary organisations.101 Detractors wrongly argue 
that society cannot afford such spending and inflation would run 
rampant. However, given the genuine independence that a universal 
living wage permits, which would be a kind of formalisation of the 
gulf that already exists between income and jobs, economic utility 
and work, the bill is typically less compared to the cost of funding 
a vast bureaucratic infrastructure to manage the unemployed and 
working poor.102 Inflation doesn’t rise because no new money is 
printed, only more fairly redistributed. And the presumption that 
businesses must automatically shift the expense of fairer wages 
onto the consumer (via the hiked prices of goods and services) 
was always dubious economic reasoning.103 Of course, a universal 
living wage is open to manipulation by neoliberal capitalists as well, 
becoming an excuse to deepen individual responsibility.104 After 
all, Milton Friedman was a big fan of one variant of the idea (i.e., 
‘negative income tax’) because for him it also meant abolishing 
food stamps and seeing the poor embrace the logic of the open 
market. So if the idea is to be endorsed, it ought to be only done so 
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alongside a broader set of counter-capitalist initiatives that aim to 
reinvent property relations rather than become yet another excuse 
for extending hopeless consumerism and the private tyranny of 
exchange value. 

An important basis of occupational empowerment is skill. 
However, as I have tried to explain in this chapter, major organi-
sational and economic dysfunctions emerge when skill is treated 
simply as a private good. It instead ought to be framed as a public 
one: embodied in specific individuals, work groups and organ-
isations, but if enhanced will substantially contribute to broader 
prosperity in an egalitarian economy. We can already see this ethos 
fermenting in counter-business initiatives related to the creative 
commons and cooperatives. These organisations grow precisely by 
sharing know-how rather than privatising and hoarding it. While 
the much vaunted notion of the ‘sharing economy’ has partially 
fallen prey to corporate interests,105 it has helped spark debates 
about how value might be generated outside the datum of private 
property and competitive individualism.106 

Once knowledge and skill are deemed a public concern, we must 
inevitably abandon human capital theory because it is congenitally 
wedded to the axiom of private, individual ownership. Robert E. 
Lucas’ interesting attempt to square the circle in the human capital 
paradigm only concluded that there must be some external and 
unobservable force that adds value beyond the individual human 
capitalist, a mysterious ‘factor X’ that prevents ‘cities flying apart’.107 
Isn’t this telling of the wilful blindness of neoclassical economic 
theory? A presumably intelligent Nobel Prize laureate feels more 
comfortable using the term ‘factor X’ than the public sphere or 
public goods. 

Written-off forever

De-privatising the skills pool would mean radically rethinking 
the provision of higher education and training, not to deny the 
individual (as right-wing ideology would have it) but allow him 
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or her to shine. In particular, reversing the massive dependence on 
student debt that has disfigured many Western economies today 
is crucial if the skills base is to be rejuvenated and true innovation 
cultivated. The debt refusal movement is gaining traction in this 
regard and holds hope for conceptualising education outside the 
human capital agenda. We have seen some positive movement on 
this front as well. For example, Simon Crowther gained notoriety in 
March 2016 when he sent a letter to his local Minister of Parliament 
complaining that there was something deeply flawed with the 
student loans system. He simultaneously posted the letter online 
and received a good deal of media attention. His initial debt was a 
modest sum, but it had somehow ballooned into £41,976 by 2016 
and was paying £180 a month in interest payments. As Crowther’s 
letter of protest points out, he and fellow students,

feel we have been cheated by a government who encouraged 
many of us to undertake higher education, despite trebling the 
cost of attending university. I was still in sixth form at school 
when I agreed to the student loan. I had no experience of 
loans, credit cards or mortgages. Like all the other thousands of 
students in the UK, we trusted the government that the interest 
rate would remain low – at around 0%–0.5%.108

The government had increased the interest rate on the loan. When 
Crowther had first signed the dotted line this was around 0 per cent 
to 0.5 per cent. Now he was paying 3.9 per cent. Crowther said, ‘I 
can’t see how I will pay it off. The monthly repayments seem geared 
up just to pay off the interest.’109 This might seem like an extreme 
case, but it resonated with the wider public. When Crowther 
posted his letter to Facebook it was immediately shared thousands 
of times. It had hit a nerve. Given the misleading information and 
ill-informed borrowers, there is even talk that student loan debtors 
might have a legal case similar to the mis-selling of Payment 
Protection Insurance that has rocked the banking sector over the 
last few years. The UK government’s most recent response to this 
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slow motion crisis is to announce the sale of the student loans 
book (as securities) to private investors, an example of wreckage 
economics par excellence.110 

Given the indenture-like nightmare that personal debt entails, 
the debt refusal movement is an important first step towards a 
fairer socio-economic system.111 Similarly, governments must 
seriously consider debt relief if we are to dismantle the harmful 
economic edifice that has been built around ultra-responsible 
autonomy. I argue this in the name of social equality. But it could 
also be defended in terms of innovation, productivity and a properly 
functioning knowledge economy. Moreover, it’d be fairly easy to 
calculate the wider socio-economic value that a trained doctor, for 
example, adds to our society (not themselves) due to the education 
they’ve received: the many instructors employed to train them, the 
broad catchment of patients who can now continue to contribute 
(as workers, mothers, etc.) because of the healthcare they receive, 
the higher income collected from a skilled versus unskilled worker 
and all the rest. By the time they’re ten years into their careers 
most university graduates have already paid their dues. A massive 
student debt on top of that is patently short-sighted and ultimately 
a recipe for economic backwardness. 

In conclusion, human capital theory is just one manifestation of 
a set of comprehensive neoclassical economic ideas that accentuate 
self-interested individualism as the only way to envisage the 
organisation of work and society. However, when set upon the 
backdrop of wider socio-economic inequalities and uneven power 
relationships, this excessive individualism recasts workers as 
complete owners of their economic failure. This is why it’s misleading 
to say that human capital theory is about investing in people. It 
may also represent a form of divestment. Given the important 
link between neoclassical human capital theory, individual 
responsibility, personal debt and a massive skills/education deficit, 
it is no exaggeration to suggest that neoclassical economics really is 
for dummies. This economic doctrine has actually dumbed-down 
societies, stunted any meritocratic distribution of skilled know-how, 
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and perhaps most evidently, shot itself in the foot since business 
firms also soon suffer as a result. While this system might easily 
produce another Donald Trump if uncorrected – a man who 
declared in his 2016 US presidential election campaign, ‘I love the 
poorly educated!’ – it’s pretty clear that we won’t be seeing another 
David Bowie anytime soon.
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6
The Quiet Earth

In 2010 JetBlue airline assistant Steven Slater was at the end of his 
shift. Flight 1052 had landed in New York City and was taxing to 
the terminal. What transpired during those few minutes was later 
the subject of much speculation. According to Slater’s version of 
events, a cantankerous passenger persistently ignored the request 
to remain seated and went for her overhead luggage during the 
taxiing process. As Slater rushed to reseat the non-compliant 
passenger, the bag fell and hit him in the face. He was distraught 
and asked for an apology. But the passenger instead decided to 
add insult to injury and called him ‘a motherfucker’.1 According 
to other passengers who witnessed the furore, as well as the Port 
Authority Police investigation following the incident, Slater’s story 
might be a little inaccurate.2 The media tried to seek the overeager 
woman who had allegedly annoyed Slater so much. They guessed it 
might have been a 21-year-old student called Hilary Baribeau, who 
had somehow popped on the radar. But she denied the allegation 
when they tracked her down: ‘I saw the male steward get up and 
say, “please sit down and wait”, and then the female stewardess, said 
“Please wait, please wait until the light has turned off.”’3

Slater’s lawyer provided another version of the scuffle. Two female 
passengers at the beginning of the flight had a heated disagreement 
about the overhead locker space and this escalated when Flight 1052 
landed. Steven Slater was caught in the middle and injured during 
the melee.4 Whatever the initial flashpoint was, Slater’s subsequent 
actions were well documented.5 He stormed to the PA system and 
started to scream at passengers, unleashing a barrage of expletives: 
‘to the passenger who just called me a motherfucker, fuck you. I’ve 
been in this business 28 years, and that’s it, I’m done.’ The drama 
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then only intensified. He activated the inflatable emergency chute, 
grabbed two cans of Blue Moon beer and slid down to freedom 
(this was caught on CCTV). He made his getaway over the tarmac, 
weaving between planes to the parking lot. Slater then drove home 
to Queens. 

The police eventually apprehended the flight attendant that 
same day and charged him with criminal mischief and reckless 
endangerment. According to one Federal Aviation Authority 
official, ‘Clearly, you’re not supposed to pop the slides unless there’s 
an emergency in the aircraft. We’re continuing to investigate cir-
cumstances as well as any violations that may have occurred.’6 Slater 
failed to post the $2500 bail at his arraignment and was detained at 
a South Bronx prison situated on a floating barge. Claiming that he 
was suffering from mental illness and other mitigating conditions, 
Slater apologised for his behaviour. He was eventually sentenced to 
a year probation and order to pay JetBlue $10,000 to cover the cost 
of deploying the escape chute.

Cracking up

Steven Slater’s actions hit a chord with the American public. He 
was front page news. The US service culture was to blame. It had 
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resulted in people like Slater becoming dehumanised, mere slaves 
who had to put up with all sorts of horrible behaviour because the 
customer is always right. Only days after the event, while Slater was 
facing felony charges, a groundswell of sympathy and adulation 
emerged in defence of his actions. Facebook pages such as ‘Free 
Steven Slater’ and ‘I hate the motherfucker who called Steven Slater 
a motherfucker’ became popular.7 According to a Huffington Post 
survey, 45 per cent of its readers stated that ‘Steven Slater is my 
hero’.8 

But it was the idea of someone employed in the service industry 
dealing with humiliation every day, year after year, and then finally 
‘snapping’ that really sounded a note for both fans and detractors 
of Steven Slater. It appeared that millions of working people 
recognised their own predicament in his dramatic meltdown. Even 
staunch business advocates could understand why people like 
Slater sometimes flew off the handle. A writer for the Wall Street 
Journal opined, ‘once we were a great industrial nation. Now we 
are a service economy. Which means we are forced to interact with 
each other, every day, in person and by phone and email. And it’s 
making us all a little mad.’9 Forbes magazine ran an advice piece for 
managers who didn’t want to see another Steven Slater blow-up in 
their workplace. What if he had a gun? In an article titled ‘How to 
head off the Steven Slater in your organisation’, for example, readers 
were told that this is no joking manner.10 Employees who can’t take 
it anymore can cause real and lasting damage to a business. As far 
as Forbes was concerned, none of this was Slater’s fault since he 
had fallen victim to a common neurological imbalance when the 
human brain confronts unbearable stress:

Neuroscientists tell us that under pressure we are far more 
susceptible to emotional hijacks in which the amygdala, the 
primitive emotional center of the brain, overrides our logical 
thought processes, and the flight-or-fight response kicks in. The 
result, more often than not, is neither pretty nor productive. In 
some cases we fight back, becoming aggressive. In other cases 
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we run away. Slater did both, first hurling expletives and then 
absconding down the chute.11 

The commentaries inspired by the Slater incident started to 
get bizarre. For example, according to business health and safety 
experts looking into the case from a risk management perspective, 
‘nobody ever just snaps’.12 There’s always prior warning signs and 
red flags that ought to be identified before the final curtain drops. 
Here are some that managers should be on the lookout for in 
their team:

Indirect threats. John is mad at Jim so he goes to Tom and says, 
‘If Jim does not knock it off, I’ll be waiting for him in the parking 
lot.’ … [t]he person is seeking attention and the situation can be 
defused at this level – if it is reported.
Loud outbursts. Again, this behavior is intended to generate 
attention.
Direct threats. Instead of griping to Tom, John confronts Jim 
directly.
Mood and behavior changes. These include uncharacteristic 
tardiness, absences, poor hygiene, and drug or alcohol use.
Withdrawal signs. For example: An employee taking down 
photos and packing up his desk even though he is still employed.13

Of course, what is not said in this report is that these signs of 
trouble only matter if displayed by subordinates, those lower down 
in the hierarchy. We all know that most employees have seen their 
bosses ‘absent’, engage in ‘loud outbursts’ and issue ‘direct threats’. 
But that doesn’t appear to count as a problem here. Violence is only 
allowed to flow downwards but never upwards. That is no doubt 
the golden rule of most hierarchies. Regardless, in the customer 
service hell that Slater inhabited, his superiors also included the 
customer, his passengers. And this dynamic – control from above 
and below – has been impressively accentuated in the era of crisis 
capitalism, where enduring authoritarianism, even in the most 
banal interactions, has become a fact of day-to-day life.
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Getting even

Whatever the neurological basis or missed warning signs, this 
type of abrupt ‘no’ to an all-inclusive form of capitalism is telling 
of the way our modern socio-economic paradigm is perceived 
today. When we hear terms like ‘cognitive capitalism’, ‘immaterial 
labour’ and ‘semio-capitalism’ often being used to describe the 
current organisation of production, it is tempting to think that it 
is somehow more abstract and less concrete compared to the dirty 
industrial variety. But as I have demonstrated throughout this 
book, in many ways the opposite is the case. Because our work and 
economic lives have become the only way of being in the world 
– with the help of human capital theory and emotional labour as 
previously discussed – the productive process becomes weirdly 
extra-concrete. It feels as if the economy, with all of its fluctuating 
and erratic ups and downs, is both more than us (since we have 
little control over it and are spectators to the ongoing crisis) and 
also part of us; namely, our personalities, bodies and relationships, 
especially when things go wrong because negativity gives the meme 
of worker better ‘stickiness’. Unlike past generations of employees 
in Western economies who could simply walk away at 5 pm and 
mentally check out, many in the Western mode of capitalism today 
feel completely surrounded because the economic abstraction of 
labour has become deeply implicated in daily routines. And once 
again, what we might call the infection of labour is attracted to 
trauma and self-harm to feed its internal fire. We drink excessively, 
indulge in useless sex and search for ways to escape. But that only 
prolongs the process in which a ‘conclusion’ seems tantalising 
near but always just out of reach. For those individuals who have 
completely ‘had it’, to quote Steven Slater, a violent and drastic 
existential ‘snap’ seems like the only plausible way out of this 
eternal drift.

For sure, this abrupt and finalising ‘break’ with the capitalist 
routine appears to be one of the main ways that people resist and 
refuse neoliberal pan-capitalism today. Refusal itself – the way we 
voice our grievances and push back against the institutional forces 
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of the wreckage economy – has suddenly become urgently intimate 
given how homo economicus, or what is presently left of him or her, 
has infiltrated personal and social life on almost every level. Under 
these conditions everything feels so extreme and non-ending and 
requires something drastic to break the spell. 

But what do we actually mean by the term resistance? When people 
resist they have usually come to a simple realisation: I/we cannot go 
on like this and therefore must act. This is an important point because 
those who resist often feel they have little choice. They simply must, 
which renders it less ‘tactical’ in the Foucauldian sense (since there 
is little freewheeling opportunism involved) nor determinist in some 
Marxist perspectives (because there is theoretically still a choice 
not to resist) but more proto-existential, particularly in light of the 
conditions we have mentioned above. That sense of ‘it cannot go on 
like this’ is generally driven by three motives. People resist activities 
that might economically undermine their interests (e.g., a pay cut). 
Individuals/groups resist practices that are politically threatening, 
which is often linked to social identity (e.g., if I am a member of a 
workers’ union who calls a strike over a particular issue, I maintain a 
united front even if not directly affected by the issue in any economic 
sense). And resistance might occur if a practice or circumstance is 
deemed ethically unacceptable (e.g., a whistle-blower who reveals 
dubious corporate behaviour even when those practices do not 
economically or politically threaten the individual). In many cases, 
including gender and race discrimination, people will resist for a 
combination of these reasons. Economic inequality may interlink 
with questions of identity (or political considerations), and ethical 
issues (i.e., hurt, indignity to others or oneself, etc.) may cross-hatch 
with all of the aforementioned.

Defriended

Conventional forms of collective protest have not disappeared 
regardless of what is currently being said about the rise of this 
dangerous brand of pan-capitalism that appears to be able to 
absorb everything – including revolt. And no doubt class is still the 
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central fulcrum for resisting capitalism successfully since it is the 
only emancipatory category that also seeks to abolish itself when 
it confronts the source of economic servitude, not just perpetuate 
its own self-identity, which is why a number of non-class protest 
movements can happily subsist alongside capitalist hierarchies. 

However, something strange has happened to resistance when it is 
being expressed by people like Steven Slater who suddenly ‘crack up’ 
and lash out. The moment of ‘not being able to go on’ takes on overly 
personal qualities that seek a severe and often ferocious moment of 
withdrawal from the roles we have become and our immediate cir-
cumstances. Whereas the schema of resistance outlined above can 
take on collective or social qualities, the individualisation of homo 
economicus (as ultra-responsible human capital, for example) has 
seen the rise of a commensurate I-centred expression of his or her 
discontent. Often this is transposed into self-hate, since what one 
really despises about the economy is not just outside their person 
– the student loan, the corporation, an unforgiving state, a nasty 
manager – but also something inside, especially since we often feel 
but a living appendage to that symptom of hate in these biopolitical 
times. With homo economicus in ruins all around and especially 
in us, apparently now built to fail, we can understand why totally 
unsustainable rituals of self-harm or self-medication have become 
but the flipside of economic man once fully realised. Unsurpris-
ingly, this part of the ‘dollar chasing animal’ is seldom mentioned 
in the economic textbooks. Nevertheless, it underlies the outward 
bursts of revolt that shattered the veneer of normalcy for Steven 
Slater, the Empire State Building shooter, Jeffrey T. Johnson and so 
many others. 

How far an individual gesture of revolt is willing to go is 
generally proportionate to how much the economic environment 
is perceived to be inescapable. At first this seems like a paradox. 
If we are trapped in an all-encompassing ideology that feels 
unstoppable, then resignation or a numbing quietude should be 
the most predictable response. In many cases this is certainly true. 
But for the contemporary worker a slightly different attitude has 
evolved because they have insight into their own futility. A sort of 
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readymade ‘outside’ is part and parcel of the totalisation process. It 
allows people to express a certain self-awareness, a torturous one 
at that. 

Maybe this is somehow linked to the amygdala part of the brain 
mentioned above, functioning more as a dialectic between freedom 
and alienation than any quantitative threshold that we pass across 
before all hell breaks loose. Matters get more complex because 
the hypothetical external point from which we attempt to gather 
perspective on what is happening to us is pure nothingness given 
the vacuous nature of human capital and the type of person we 
have been forced to become. Regardless, the dialectic of capitalist 
realism (i.e., an inevitable and ontological force) and a teasing 
outside (i.e., nothingness) mostly keeps people in place, no matter 
how forlorn their worlds become. 

You won’t quit

This might account for why so many find it difficult to quit their jobs 
or frequently resort to incomprehensible acts when they do. Instead 
of going nuts and hurting oneself or others in a gratuitous manner, 
why not simply walk away? It turns out that things are not so simple. 
When you enter ‘How to quit …?’ into the google search engine, 
the number of results on how to quit your job are only exceeded by 
‘How to quit smoking’ and ‘How to quit smoking weed’. Sending that 
special email to the boss to ‘go fuck yourself ’, to paraphrase Steven 
Slater, ought to be easy. But once again, as with many facets of the 
pan-capitalist socioscape, a dialectical relationship is operating in 
which a negative sense of entrapment actually bolsters and feeds a 
positive vision of an outside that is the polar opposite to the present. 
This vision is often false, of course, like a shimmering light of bliss 
up ahead in the distance that turns out to be nothing more than a 
garish hotel in the Californian desert. In any case, this encourages 
the perception that an extreme incident or breach needs to occur in 
order to reach that lush world of freedom. 

A veritable escape industry (including web-blogs, business 
pundits, consultants, left-wing newspaper commentators, etc.) has 
mushroomed overnight to offer its services to tired middle-managers 
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who want to throw it all in, move to Provence, France and start their 
own cheese business, but don’t quite know how to break the news to 
their spouse and banker manager. Philip Larkin nicely captured the 
futility that often accompanies exit-fantasies like these in his ode to 
the despondent office worker, Toads:

Ah, were I courageous enough, 
To shout Stuff your pension!
But I know, all too well, that’s the stuff
That dreams are made on14

Larkin’s lament concerning the impossible act of quitting still 
holds true. But this acknowledgement of helplessness has assumed 
another, more harrowing dimension. The sense of total ideological 
capture doesn’t just create despondency. It also inadvertently ups 
the ante. In order to break out of this factory of nothingness that has 
no walls and feels infinite, we must do something really desperate. 
Foucault called neoliberalism a ‘culture of danger’ for this reason.15 
To base a society solely upon the image of competition and 
enterprise means convincing its citizens that life itself is a kind of 
life and death struggle, with only winners and losers left at the end. 

For these reasons, I believe, power no longer seeks to garner our 
consent by telling us fanciful lies about how great and wonderful 
society is. In fact, the opposite seems to be the case. It has given 
up on the ‘good life’ rhetoric. We are bombarded on a daily basis 
with dire warnings about how bad things will be if we don’t put 
up with our zero-hours contract, dilapidated pension scheme and 
vindictive boss. Our natural instinct is to recoil and flee. Yet again, 
one of the main reasons we don’t is because of an odd variant of the 
battered spouse syndrome, whereby economic man becomes more 
dependent on and even attracted to institutions that inflict pain. 
This we might call the obscene side of austerity. 

Floating prison in the Bronx

Homo economicus extremis is both singularly attached to an 
economic agenda that flirts with extinction (or what I have labelled 
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homo economicus extinctus in other parts of this book), a sort of 
mad over-identification, but also ultra-detached from its ability to 
act anything like an economic agent in the textbooks, a perverse 
mis-identification with the ideal. The admixture of the two 
inevitably results in worrying behaviour, deeds without moderation 
that seem to come out of nowhere. Steven Slater presents an image of 
a new type of disempowerment and alienation. Deleuze persuasively 
argued (after Spinoza) that schizo-capitalism creates unhappy 
people because it alienates them from their ability to act and do 
beautiful things.16 This is one of the key outcomes of power more 
generally. Either overtly or covertly, it controls us by separating us 
from our potential. We ought to be happy because of the good job, 
kids in the suburbs and a retirement plan waiting for us. All of the 
boxes of civilisation are ticked. But it is all experienced as a major 
subtraction at the heart of our lives. As if something immensely 
beautiful is missing and systematically being denied us. This is 
why a darkening emptiness often accompanies the institutional 
arrangements that are ostensibly meant to rescue us from the gutter.

What is this void, draped in the garb of safety and satisfaction, 
that slowly robs us of our spirit on a daily basis? The missed 
opportunity of living all those lush potentials afforded to us as 
human beings whenever we come together. Over a period of time 
these possible futures that are otherwise essential to the social body 
and individual wellbeing have been systematically removed from 
our field of action. As with a caged tiger that hopelessly paces back 
and forwards hour on end (most notably including those born into 
captivity), the alienated agent of economic mis-practice instinctively 
recognises in its bars a life beyond the cubical-life and its prolix 
emails. Hence the tragic countenance of the white-collar office slave. 

In a short and concise essay on this topic, Agamben argues that 
there is a more serious and depressing form of power than the one 
described by Deleuze.17 And I think it underpins the uncalculated 
outbursts that frequently characterise homo economicus extremis 
in decline more specifically. According to Agamben, power doesn’t 
just separate us from our potential or what we could do, as Deleuze 
would have it: for ‘there is another more insidious operation of 
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power that does not immediately affect what humans can do – 
their potentiality – but rather their ‘“impotentiality”, that is what 
they cannot do, or better, can not do’.18 For Agamben this alienation 
from our capacity to say no mainly refers to the all-American ‘can 
do anything’ attitude where people bullshit their way through job 
interviews and dupe unwitting clients. However, it also might apply 
to the deceptive double-bind that we see operating in relation to 
homo economicus; she sees no alternative to the course of action 
being followed, one that she ought to be able to halt or plead unable 
to fulfil. When someone is unable to do nothing, is separated from 
what they can not do (rather than cannot do), then it’s easy to see 
why he or she might conclude that only some kind of cataclysmic 
line of escape will do, a massive cut into the very fabric of reality. 
Or in the case of the usually calm, pleasant and genial Steven Slater, 
calling passengers ‘motherfuckers’, deploying the escape chute and 
sliding out of this unbearable world with a few cans of larger. 

From this perspective, we can see how being separated from our 
concrete inability (rather than our ability) to continue bringing an 
intolerable mode of being into existence can trigger a sequence of 
events that ultimately ends in carnage. As Agamben puts it, this 
type of disempowerment is in play when a person becomes ‘blind 
not to their capacities but their incapacities’.19 Such as the incapacity 
to ‘go on like this’ experienced by the over-economised, 24/7 
employee in the age of extreme capitalism. Gradually becoming 
wearier and needlessly harassed, months and years can listlessly 
pass by unaccounted for. The sadness regarding what might have 
been (our potential) is nowhere near as bad as the realisation that 
one has betrayed one’s incapacity and created a certain reality that 
really shouldn’t be. Can’t be. That forgone incapacity fuels a grav-
itational field that ties us closer to a way of life that one is unable 
to endure … but does until it’s too late. Not only can I not quit but 
I can’t even redeem by inability to go on. Therefore, I must go on, 
which is painful, so I fuck around on Pokémon Go all day instead. 

This must surely represent a more disturbing form of economic 
tyranny. Someone who sees what is possible but cannot enact these 
various futures is certainly lamentable. They remain profoundly 
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incomplete. But think about someone who sees what is impossible 
but is still forced to act out those incapacities in full: cute-talking 
a vile customer, writing another email, signing a student loan 
contract, ingratiating oneself to a misogynistic boss and so forth. 
After years of that these individuals must be downright unstable. 
This is where my formula for resistance – I/we cannot go on like this 
and therefore must act – probably mutates into a form of delirium 
when it comes to homo economicus extremis, since the impulse 
is filtered through a prism of individual deprivation destined for 
implosion. His or her own intrinsic impossibilities – what they can 
not do – finally catapults them out from the shadows of daily life 
and into a sort of TV-show oblivion, often concluding on a floating 
prison in the South Bronx. 

Steven Slater is no doubt a hero of sorts. But we might not 
say the same of those many others who picked up a gun instead 
and walked into the local school. There has to be another way 
to direct this kind of irate psycho-political impasse if we are to 
undermine pan-capitalism successfully. One problem is that 
hyper-individualised instances of protest are purely vertical. Its 
line runs from the hierarchy, through the enraged person and 
finally to earth like a lightning bolt. People are cut in half by it. 
To be a productive force, resistance has to instead be given more 
horizontal qualities in which rage is couched within a fellowship of 
others facing the same insufferable situation. That is the only path 
upon which relief can be gained; collectivism proper which also 
insulates, protects and is thus doubly menacing to power and its 
divisive class hierarchy. 

Manhunt

It is important to note that Steven Slater like others who find 
themselves hemmed in to an unworkable way of life act out their 
grievances in a way that involves some kind of tactical retreat. This 
too represents a particular articulation of empowerment, since 
disappearing is always liberating. But the gesture of retreat also 
activates a particular framing of the situation as far as power is 
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concerned, as well as a new form of subjectivity for the now-fugitive. 
After he vented and the police were called, Slater naturally went on 
the run, just as so many before him have. The desire to retaliate, 
exit and disappear that has become an important fixture of 
counter-capitalist activism today is understandable given the claus-
trophobic universe we are told to call home. This prison-house of 
faux-universality, as we noted earlier, naturally prompts a reckless 
impulse to swiftly throw in the towel, pull-the-pin and depart the 
game altogether rather than remain and fight for a stake. But this 
creates a different type of medium through which one engages with 
power; just as Steven Slater discovered after his heroic rejection of 
being an airline service mule. When you go on the run, the law 
will follow.

In his book on the topic, Manhunts, Gregoire Chamayou presents 
a brilliant philosophical history of going on the run.20 For when the 
state authorities pursue a suspect or outlaw, the relationship between 
the chased and chaser is very different to other forms of domination. 
In particular, the dynamic changes the subjectivity of both parties 
in important ways. The state is no longer concerned with the bandit 
who might have connections to the peasant masses or stand for social 
justice issues. Nor is the pursuit about territory, such as the millennial 
siege cities of the Middle Ages. The reasons why are complex. To 
begin with there is the individualisation that inevitably takes place. 
The hunted does not connote any broader sociological category 
but are now a unique person, literally stripped of their sociality by 
the indefatigable will of the state and police. As an aside, obviously 
the Western philosophical plea to treat everyone as a standalone 
person is now seeing some very authoritarian chickens come home 
to roost. But none of this matters, of course, if the runaway reaches 
a welcoming territory outside of the jurisdiction of the pursuers, 
as the Amerindians ex-slaves did when they reached the Maroons. 

In this respect, the manhunt process has much wider implications 
once the capitalist state apparatus matures and embraces the broad 
range of war-like surveillance technologies currently available. 
Part of the governance structure of wreckage capitalism is about 
fostering an everyday environment that offers absolutely no friendly 
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support to the fugitive. This may include threats against neighbour-
hoods which are tempted to harbour the escapee. But a general 
environment of excruciating exposure and transparency, including 
spies, surveillance, media broadcasts and so forth, is invaluable to 
the authorities in this regard too. Indeed, it’s not a coincidence that 
Chamayou’s follow-up book focused on the philosophy of drones. 

Chamayou’s observations are very germane when fascinating 
pamphlets like How to Disappear in America are defining the exit 
movement in the present era of capitalist expansion (the anonymous 
author includes tips such as carry little cash, change hair colour, 
destroy all photographs, know that guns and jewellery are quick 
pawns for quick money, and if you’re thinking about taking your 
children with you, DON’T!).21 Tracts like this coupled with urban 
heroes such as Steven Slater give substance to the desire to cut n’ 
run in the popular imagination. But this requires us to rethink the 
new truths of the manhunt as it is practised in the dying wilderness 
of post-industrial society. In particular, when the power/resistor 
couplet changes into a hunter/hunted dyad, a certain transition 
in subjectivity occurs that presents a number of challenges for the 
now hunted/resistor. According to Chamayou, the intersubjective 
economy between the two poles can become mutually reinforcing 
and self-perpetuating, and produce paradoxes for those wishing 
to avoid the oppressive psychological weight of predation. In 
particular,

The first difficulty has to do with the identification of prey as 
being essentially victims. I have tried to show how this kind of 
political identification bore within itself a dilemma, the dilemma 
of the victim, in which the subjects find themselves confronted 
by a false choice between the recognition of their status as victims 
at the price of negating their power to act and the recognition 
of their power to act at the price of negating the guilt of their 
tormentors. This antinomy constitutes a powerful political trap.22 

For those who rely upon retreat to resist wreckage economics and 
will thus also activate the state as a predatory entity, certain tactics 
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can be used to avoid the trap described above. The trick is to 
breakout of the cycle of mutual self-reinforcement, especially where 
the prey is ultra-defined by the force that hunts it. The real problem 
occurs when the victim internalises the gaze of the hunter and thus 
is unable to rethink its political affiliations or strategies beyond the 
confines of the hunt. Even the trapper is trapped in this respect. 

The psychology of economic prey

In order to understand how this mutual reinforcement might be 
overcome, it is perhaps useful to broaden the scope of the present 
discussion. The hunter/hunted dualism is not only applicable to 
those who literally go on the run from the law like Steven Slater and 
hope for the best. With economic precarity, debt and an intrusive 
governmental apparatus constantly harassing homo economicus, 
stalking him or her by commercializing their every move, life 
itself comes to approximate the experience of the hunted. And 
the experience is totalising, as with any mode of predation since 
one must always be on the lookout. In this respect, it seems that 
being hunted implies a number of things. The predator’s rules have 
been violated and this legitimates the chase, of course. The hunted 
person or group has some semblance of mobility and movement. 
This might look like a strength for the victim, but when they are 
being pursued this mobility is converted into transience. This 
therefore predefines them as the weaker party since power enjoys 
geographical stasis, controlling the map or territory. Thus, the 
environment in which the ‘game’ is played out is generally rigged 
in favour of the hunter with the help of CCTV, roadblocks and 
maiming potential sympathisers, sometimes in advance. 

The hunted always understands the value of hiding, of course. 
But in the context of crisis capitalism, it is tempting to suggest that 
hiding itself is part and parcel of the game fostered by extreme neo-
liberalism. Indeed, isn’t the ‘culture of danger’ that ensues, whereby 
wilful invisibility is a rational reaction by those seeking to avoid a 
vindictive gaze of the state, a key feature of our present ideological 
climate? The student debtor who flees their home country to evade 
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crippling repayments is hunted by governmental agencies, using 
various methods of detection (e.g., shared databases) to track 
down its prey. Those who owe tax are pursued in the same manner. 
Indeed, for some, the entire socio-economic system can feel like a 
predator in which withdrawing into the shades and staying out of 
sight is the only way forward, especially for people who have little 
power to fight back. 

Drawing on the previous argument concerning the sadistic 
qualities of wreckage economics, it is important to note the 
‘sport’ with which the hunter or predator treats their prey. This 
is particularly the case if the victim is already trapped just as the 
hunt commences. The victim might be highly dependent on an 
environment that has been prefabricated by the hunter (e.g., an 
auto-loan defaulter who still requires their car to work, etc.). Or the 
end result of capture might already be a forgone conclusion and the 
process simply extended to present a false image of open-endedness, 
indeterminacy and thus fairness. This is the case with state benefit 
recipients in the UK who have their benefits reduced and thus must 
defy the rules in order to get by. A touch of paranoia was recently 
added to the hunt when government posters appeared in bus stops 
stating, ‘Benefit Thieves … Do You Know Who Is Following You? 
Undercover Fraud Investigators Operating in this Area’. However, 
it is clear that when escape is the only practical alternative and the 
authorities are in pursuit, a new set of political coordinates are 
necessary if the hunted is to avoid reproducing a narrative that sees 
them never winning. 

Chamayou evaluates a number of possibilities in this respect. 
For example, one course of action that is much romanticised but 
often ill-fated is trying to turn the tables on power. Here the prey 
internalises the predator’s view of themselves and thus attempts to 
spark fear in the hunter and reduce them to a frightened animal on 
the run. In other words, the hunted becomes the hunter. But there 
is a problem:

A reversal then occurs in which the former prey becomes a 
hunter in turn. But at the same time an aporia appears, that of 
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the simple reversion or nondialectical reversal of the relationship 
of predation, in which the positions are simply inverted, whereas 
the fundamental relationship remains intact. That is the tragic 
irony of the prey who escapes only by becoming what it sought 
to escape from.23 

The thematic of the predator becoming the prey might suit 
bad Arnold Schwarzenegger films from the 1980s, but can be 
practically difficult to pull off without once again ending up in a 
floating prison barge in the South Bronx (or worse). And it does not 
really disrupt the dangerous synergies between hunter and hunted. 
Indeed, if these roles are so unstable that they can be reversed, then 
there is no guarantee that they might revert back to the original 
dyad once the fight is over. What is more, when the hunted – the 
poor, debtor and so forth – internalise the gaze of the hunter, the 
original predator (the state) is often able to displace the now new 
hunter’s aggression onto other prey. Isn’t this how populist politics 
functions with respect to xenophobia? We saw this occur among 
the dispossessed working classes during the 2016 UK referendum 
on whether to remain in the European Union. 

So there is only one way in which this game can be decoded 
and disrupted, whereby the hunted successfully escape their 
burdensome identity as prey. And that is by seeking protection or 
sanctuary: 

The study of predatory relationships among humans and their 
political history raises in a central way the problem of protection. 
If withdrawing the protection of the law produces prey, it also gives 
us, by contrast, an essential clue to what should be the vocation 
of a universal political community, its telos: providing collective 
protection against interhuman predatory relationships.24 

Hence, the importance of social refuge, collective or communal 
forms of life that deindividualise the prey and transform their 
predicament into a moment of solidarity. More importantly, this 
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allows the escapee to divest themselves of the predator’s language, 
which otherwise seems to always lead to the same bad ending, that 
prison barge again. 

Reality shriekback

Putting aside the issue of the escape/hunter dualism for a moment, 
the involuntary sequence of first ‘snapping’ (or ‘cracking up’) and 
then ‘retreating’ is useful for describing how resistance manifests 
today for another reason. In many ways, our acts of withdrawal 
are simply mimicking what is happening in the natural ecosystem 
around us, mirroring the wider event of a pan-global recessional 
resistance within nature itself. For like the human multitude that has 
passed its breaking point and has no other reasonable options, the 
natural environment is simply closing down and fleeing. In order 
to see how this might be the case, we need to return to the meaning 
of resistance in the present capitalist juncture. As I have already 
mentioned, the term ‘resistance’ often refers to people fighting back 
in some way and saying no. This, of course, carries rather romantic 
connotations, with resistance automatically positioned on the side 
of life and self-preservation. 

However, we can also observe the prevalence of a less idealistic 
method of saying no. For those caught up in the never-ending 
factory of economic anxiety, everyday life feels like an underground 
war in which the only reflex that makes any rational sense is to 
either escape or hide. Self-control itself becomes a kind of resentful 
reminder of an uncaring reality. The overworked, over-fixated, 
over-paranoid and over-stressed normalcy that is daily life for many 
in the metropolis means that people only have limited opportuni-
ties for reasonably refusing to do what they otherwise ‘can not’ do. 
They face a deadlocked present. 

And here we arrive at an important point. Under these conditions 
the act of resistance is somehow taken out of the hands of homo 
economicus. We are no longer speaking of deliberative choices 
and decisions because the body itself steps in and begins to fight 
back regardless of what we are thinking about; a fight not against 
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the external enemy like the economic elite, payday lenders or the 
corporate hierarchy, but its own ability to go on. By ‘snapping’ 
the organism takes over the reins from the presupposed rational 
agent and momentarily closes down, seeking the inner protection 
of existential minimalism: pure anger, total madness, complete 
uncontrollability, catatonia and so forth. According to Conway 
and Siegelman’s extended study into people ‘snapping’, Steven 
Slater-like episodes have become an American epidemic.25 They 
investigated hundreds of cases where people suddenly went totally 
berserk, including businessmen, homemakers, students and pro-
fessionals: ‘symptoms included a gradual overloading and breaking 
down of their everyday reasoning and decision-making capacities 
… chaotic swings of emotion, from sudden euphoria to flaming 
outbursts of anger, to states of burnout and an overall numbing of 
emotional response’. 26

For Conway and Siegelman snapping is undoubtedly an individual 
expression of a certain emotional and mental condition. However, 
it is generally involuntary. And moreover, snapping cannot be 
completely divorced from the environment in which it occurs. 
After that, however, Conway and Siegelman fail to really politicise 
the likes of Steven Slater or place them in a proper socio-economic 
climate (eg. neo-liberalism). For example, it is easy to expect major 
synergies and complex feedback loops between a hostile office 
culture and an otherwise ordinary person going ballistic and then 
mentally hibernating. And that office culture, as I have mentioned 
throughout this book, stems from a particular configuration of 
neo-capitalist power relations. In this respect, homo economicus 
begins to carefully track his broader surroundings, as economic 
theory says it should, but with a slight difference. Like the hunted 
creature who imitates its habitat to blend in, economic man too 
is merging with what the natural environment has become in the 
vice-like grip of global commerce: the dead and dried-up lake, a 
retracting high mountain glacier, the last species of a particular 
rainforest lizard and so forth. 

It is no surprise, then, that the retreating environment in which 
the human organism finds itself becomes an intimate part of its 
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way of dealing with modern capitalism. Our metabolism and 
physiology take on qualities that can be clearly identified in the 
dying ecosystem that encloses mankind. For the human body 
senses a crisis, copies its modulations and then also decides also to 
shut down and recede into its private inner nothingness. For isn’t 
mimesis the basic code of life? 

Mother Nature will win

We have suggested that economic recession and human 
withdrawal/retreat map onto each other. Indeed, I don’t think it’s 
an exaggeration to add the natural environment to the mass exodus 
we see everywhere in the human economy. Perhaps the trees, 
wildlife, glaciers and ocean species too are resisting in this manner 
as the present configuration of pan-capitalism hastens the complete 
ruination of earth’s ecology. More precisely, nature is resisting us 
and expresses this in the same form as those humans who have ‘had 
enough’ and withdraw. The only problem is we cannot do without 
the protection nature provides. Let’s survey just a small part of the 
mounting eco-recession that is growing before us. Once the natural 
environment countered human interference by presenting before 
it insurmountable trials: mountainous waves that wrecked ships, 
hurricanes that destroyed villages, the cold and the punishing sun. 
Today many of these ancient obstacles have been conquered. So 
now it has to give mankind the middle-finger in other ways now 
that technology has all but eliminated any impediment to our 
dominion over it. This is when it recedes.27 

We can see this kind of retaliatory eco-exodus almost everywhere, 
and unfortunately for us, and to quote a scientist in the apocalyptic 
film World War Z, ‘Mother Nature can be a real bitch.’ In the winter 
of 2016 something unprecedented occurred in the dark Artic. A 
massive part of the ocean around the North Pole refused to freeze 
as per usual. According to an expert studying the disaster, ‘I’ve 
never seen such a warm, crazy winter in the Artic … the heat was 
relentless’.28 A report released in January 2017 by the US National 
Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration revealed that global 



the quiet earth

235

temperatures intensified to new levels three consecutive years in 
a row, a pattern that is unprecedented.29 Similarly, in the UK we 
have seen successive months of record-breaking temperature due 
to the withdrawal of hospitable conditions and the rapid increase of 
air pollution. Nearly 9500 people die every year in London due to 
the high concentrations of nitrogen dioxide.30 According to a study 
by Royal Botanical Gardens Kew, one in five plant species face 
extinction. With the rise of farming, palm oil plantations, deforest-
ation for timber and the spread of roads, flora have done the only 
rational thing possible: disappear. This is a big problem for humans 
since we couldn’t reproduce ourselves in their absence. As the 
director of science at Kew Gardens puts it, ‘plants provide us with 
everything – food, fuel, medicines, timber and they are incredibly 
important for our climate regulation. Without plants we would not 
be here. We are facing some devastating realities if we do not take 
stock and re-examine our priorities and efforts.’31 Ironically, arable 
land itself is disappearing too at an alarming rate due to soil fatigue 
and so too are many plants of the wrong kind (e.g. crops, etc.).32

If the normally habitable non-sentient ecosphere is retreating 
through melting permafrost, pesticide pollution and untenable 
CO2 emissions, a similar process is underway among the animal 
kingdom too. According to the World Wildlife Fund, 58 per cent 
of global wildlife has disappeared since 1970.33 That’s one hundred 
times more than it ought to be and is only getting worse. Large 
fishing stocks around the world have suddenly collapsed due to 
over-fishing. In the North Sea and the East China Sea, for example, 
fisheries have not had the chance to replenish and have literally 
disappeared en masse. Daniel Pauly, a scientist who has done a 
great deal to demonstrate the negative impact we’ve had on our 
oceans, uses strong words to describe what has happened:

It is almost as though we use our military to fight the animals 
in the ocean. We are gradually winning this war to exterminate 
them. And to see this destruction happen, for nothing really – 
for no reason – that is a bit frustrating. Strangely enough, these 
effects are all reversible, all the animals that have disappeared 
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would reappear, all the animals that were small would grow, all 
the relationships that you can’t see any more would re-establish 
themselves, and the system would re-emerge.34

Other species are also resisting the human-centric war against 
the natural world. The level of extinctions due to the dying habitat 
has shocked some scientists. The last Black Western Rhino died 
out in 2011.35 The Bramble Cay Melomys, the only mammal 
indigenous to the Great Barrier Reef, was eventually wiped out in 
2016 by climate change.36 And the list goes on and on.37

Totality for kids

It is clear that nature is now resisting our developmental presence 
on unprecedented levels as we enter the Anthropocene era.38 Or as 
Jason Moore more accurately terms it, the Capitalocene, since this 
round of mass extinction (unlike previous ones in world history) is 
linked to a very specific, reversible manmade economic system.39 In 
this context, however, some recommendations on the political Left 
seem strange and almost counter-productive. The ‘accelerationist’ 
perspective, for example, is a philosophy of political intervention 
that has recently gained popularity. Accelerationists suggest that 
capitalism is now so totalising that it can absorb almost any form of 
protest or opposition. In fact, it might even thrive on dissent. Thus, 
being against capitalism has become a futile exercise. Instead we 
ought to use its own untenable and destructive principles, speed 
them up, so that it too ‘snaps’ and disintegrates, leaving a clean 
horizon within which we can rebuild a more democratic polity. As 
Steven Shaviro, a leading commenter in the movement suggests in 
his book No Speed Limit, 

the only way out is the way through. In order to overcome 
globalised neoliberal capitalism, we need to drain it to the dregs, 
push it to its most extreme point, follow it into its furthest and 
strangest consequences … the hope is that, by exacerbating our 
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current conditions of existence, we will finally be able to make 
them explode, and thereby move beyond them.40 

In other words, our resistance should focus on pushing the system 
and ourselves to the limit, encouraging a whole multitude of Steven 
Slaters to ‘explode’ and then rebuild a better society from there. It 
is true that nothing has ever died of contradictions. But speeding 
up the destructive forces latent in the deathward gaze of neoliberal 
capitalism must surely be more representative of a death-wish than 
emancipatory thinking. After all, Donald J. Trump and Goldman 
Sachs would probably not discourage what the accelerationists 
have on offer. 

While accelerationism sounds romantically brave (and optimis-
tic) on the surface, we would do well to examine its misguided and 
somewhat nihilistic message more closely, especially as it tries to 
come good on the ideas of Nick Land and his notion of the Dark 
Enlightenment. First of all, accelerationism trades in a rather 
simplistic threshold analytics to make sense of social struggle. It 
implies that when power dominates the weak (and itself) there 
is an inbuilt threshold or tipping point that when crossed causes 
revolt. Continue to deepen capitalism, let all hell break lose as the 
system immiserates everyone, at some point an equal and opposite 
reaction will follow. Revolution. Of course, the study of resistance 
would be rather straightforward if it functioned in such a predict-
able and formulaic manner. But it doesn’t, of course. Resistance is 
no system-effect of power that is triggered after domination crosses 
a limit. We often see very little opposition in situations that are 
otherwise so oppressive that violent revolt would be 100 per cent 
expected. For example, in Nazi-occupied France most did not resist 
and wilfully collaborated. On the other hand, resistance can occur 
in some of the most unexpected moments. Historians have long 
noted how major social revolutions hardy ever transpire when the 
oppressed reach rock bottom. Strangely, it is when socio-economic 
conditions actually begin to improve that revolt becomes a more 
feasible idea. If this is the case, there is a danger that the practi-
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tioners of accelerationism come to look exactly like the capitalists 
they seek to destroy. This is how critical theory can easily slip into a 
de facto right-wing, pseudo-capitalist position, albeit adorned with 
Che Guevara tattoos and a left-wing library. 

If there is no threshold when it comes to human political 
struggle, the same cannot be said for nature. This is where an 
element of nihilism plainly enters into the accelerationist fantasy 
of seeing society (and us) burst. If extreme capitalism continues 
to escalate then, yes, we will probably see an explosive outburst of 
resistance. But not necessarily among Homo sapiens, for they can 
often put up with the worst kinds of bullshit thrown at them, which 
is a somewhat pathetic quality of the species unfortunately. No, it 
wouldn’t be people rebelling in the accelerationist vision of politics, 
but nature; namely, by receding in the manner we have noted above. 
And that would inevitably necessitate the end of humanity. In his 
1976 essay entitled This World We Must Leave, Jacques Camatte 
discusses the difficulty of overcoming capitalism in terms that 
seem remarkably prescient when it comes to the accelerationist 
argument.41 If there is no external point to capitalism’s own dire 
machinations, argues Camatte, we must question whether it is able 
to survive because there is no non-capitalist raw material around 
for it to feed off: 

having subjected humans to its own being, can capital survive? 
Is this not a progression into the absurd, but an impossible 
development? This is thus an end to capital, but also that of the 
species and thus nature … put another way, one cannot and must 
not go to the end of this project.42 

Pushing the totality of the capitalist mode of production to its 
inherent conclusion – as the accelerationists would have it – would 
unleash a new kind of bedlam on earth and probably the demise 
of life itself, of which the evidence is now before us as nature 
pushes back and disappears. And if nature implodes, then we must 
inevitably vanish with it. 
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This world we must leave

Hence, the sense of dark pessimism (if not nihilism) that we see 
in much recent theorising about the fate of the capitalist social 
system and human life as such. This is why the cultural theorist 
Mark Fisher used to call this facet of the neoliberal impasse 
‘nihil-liberalism’. According to the radical ecologist Derrick Jensen, 
for example, ending civilisation might be the only way of saving 
the natural world since humankind has long passed the point at 
which it could have rendered itself sustainable. Now there’s no 
going back. Cities and their dependence on resources, especially 
the megacities ruled by corporations, are intrinsically hostile to 
the natural habitat because (a) resource dependencies inevitably 
generate terrible inter-societal wars that detract attention from 
and deepen (b) the tremendous carnage that occurs when plants, 
water and animals are transformed into mere factory objects to be 
processed. In reading Jensen’s Endgame, as well as other authors 
in this ecocentric and apocalyptic genre, including John Michael 
Greer’s The Long Dissent and Alan Weisman’s The World Without 
Us, we can discern a palpable antipathy towards the human race. 
Earth would be better off without us.43 Alan Weisman even joyfully 
speculates about how long it might take for nature to spring back if 
everyone in the world suddenly disappeared or in Weisman’s words, 
imagine ‘something has just happened that takes us away before we 
can wreak anymore havoc on the environment … to what extent 
could it cover up our traces’.44 Weisman appears to take particular 
delight in reeling off the many ways that mankind might suddenly 
be killed off, which is fair enough I guess. 

Homo sapiens are now so dependent on a violent and exploitative 
way of life, its very existence degrades not only the ecosystem but 
also other human beings on a routine basis. There is little hope that 
globalised capitalism will change its ways by choice. This is notable 
when you listen to the power elite speak. Take for example Gina 
Rinehart, one of the richest women in the world. She inherited 
her father’s Australian mining interests and has little time for the 
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myth of manmade climate change or the scientists who are raising 
the alarm: 

Let’s consider climate change … even before human civilization, 
the world went though ice ages and periods of global warming. 
There will always be changes that affect our climate, even if we 
close down all the thermal-fire power stations, steel mills and 
other manufacturing operations, putting employees out of work 
and drastically changing our way of life. Furthermore, there will 
always be geothermal activity that spew out heat and ash and this 
activity does affect the climate.45 

The denial of manmade climate change and the resulting 
Anthropocene is perhaps unsurprising given the vested interests 
involved. But it’s easy to almost detect a sense of hatred for trees 
and animals in the billionaire’s words, a tone she directs towards 
the poor too. Anyway, Pauly might be correct after all. Capitalism, 
big business and the nation-state is at war with Mother Earth, so we 
can see why Derrick Jensen, in particular, is so pessimistic about the 
prospect of late capitalism’s desire and capacity to change.46 So along 
with its own resistance – by disappearing – Jensen argues that we 
too can help its cause by dismantling the large commercial centres 
that hold the earth to ransom as it slowly dies. 

While Jensen issues a convincing rallying call for people to 
destroy civilisation whenever they can, it’s the overall misanthropic 
sensibility that is particularly interesting. We can note an avid 
strain of human self-disdain that also resonates with the aforemen-
tioned accelerationist school as they encourage us to embrace the 
deathward tendencies of extreme neoliberalism as a way out. Would 
any credible revolt against neoliberal capitalism really endorse 
speeding up the institutional logics of Gina Rinehart? For that would 
surely result in the obliteration not only of society but ourselves. 

James Holmes at the movies

In forensically mapping the present age of global capitalism as it 
spirals out of control, critical theory has embraced the thematic 
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of death in a variety of ways. Most of which seem to end in less 
human beings, which is the ultimate expression of exit I guess. For 
example, some have scrutinised those individuals who sadly follow 
the schizophrenic logic of capitalism to the nth degree and end up 
as suicidal mass murderers. According to Franco ‘Bifo’ Berardi, 
for example, people like Seung-Hui Cho (killed 32 and himself), 
Eric Harris and Dylan Klebold, (killed 13 and themselves), James 
Holmes (killed 24), Anders Behring Breivik (killed 77) and 
Pekka-Erik Auvinen (killed 8 and himself) are heroes: ‘I write 
about spectacular murderous suicides because these killers are the 
extreme manifestation of one of the main trends of our age. I see 
them as the heroes of an age of nihilism and spectacular stupidity: 
the age of financial capitalism.’47 

Berardi spares the reader none of the gory details as he tries to 
demonstrate how the principles underlying the broader economic 
system are lived truly by these mass killers. Perhaps Seung-Hui Cho 
and James Holmes are not the type of modern-day rebels that the 
accelerationists had in mind, but Bifo insists that their moment of 
madness faithfully compliments the psychosis of semio-capitalism 
as it reaches a climax. They and their actions are a fulfilment of the 
secret capitalist message rather than an aberration and thus deserve 
respect for bringing out the ideal form only you and I approximate. 
He calls this murderous authenticity a spasm. In physiological 
terms, a spasm is an uncontrollable ‘acceleration’, ‘intensification’ 
and then ‘exhaustion’ of the nervous system’s own propensities. 
It is not external to the organic structure but an amplification of 
it. As with a physiological spasm, when the lonely and bullied 
James Holmes finally lashed out, the event was not only a form of 
retribution to a deeply unfriendly market society. It was actually 
a more genuine and pure rendition of it, embodying all of the 
madness we’d find if neoliberal capitalism could be boiled down to 
its basic fundamentals. 

And herein lies the problem with Bifo’s analysis. The world 
conjured by Heroes is one that we ought to refuse to recognise 
because in saying it is so, the dark desire of the neoliberal phantasy 
itself comes to the fore. In order to reject the death-drive of the 
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present period of economic development, such a fixation on 
cold-blooded killers is never enough because it partially reproduces 
the same madness it seeks to oppose. Sometimes silence is wiser. 
Bifo’s book reminds me of a friend I used to know in my teens. A 
really kind guy. But he was afraid of violent street bullies, although 
he had never been beaten up. So he took some self-defence classes. 
He really got into it, showing us the different techniques he had 
learnt in the classes with an ex-gang member. If someone grabs 
you from behind, this is how you gouge their eye. The simple 
ballpoint pen can immobilise the average aggressor … like this! 
Of course, as a result, my friend started to get into more and 
more fights. He saw the world in a very different light and the tail 
had begun to wag the dog. Even I was scared of the little bastard. 
As T.W. Adorno puts it, he who imagines disasters in some way 
desires them. This is why high pessimism certainly feels like the 
most authentic response to our broken world, but it clearly has to 
be handled with much care. 

 
After civilisation

This underlying death obsession (that undoubtedly resonates with 
the dying natural and social landscape around us) can manifest in 
critical theories of capitalist society in other, more sophisticated 
ways. A good example is Michael Madsen’s magnificent 2010 
documentary, Into Eternity: A Film For the Future. The filmmaker 
investigates the construction of a deep geological depository for 
nuclear waste situated near the Olkiluoto power plant in Finland. 
Built several miles down into solid granite rock, the facility consists 
of a multilevelled, underground vault that will store dangerous 
radioactive waste. Once completed, it will have enough capacity to 
receive waste for about a hundred years. Then it will be backfilled 
and sealed. The problem is that nuclear waste is deadly for at least 
100,000 years. So in order to protect the facility in the future, it will 
have to be well hidden and erased from official records in case it 
falls into the wrong hands. 
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Of course, we are only talking about Finland’s nuclear waste. 
Around three hundred thousand tons of the stuff exist around the 
world, sitting in special tanks of water that require around the clock 
management and surveillance. The authorities don’t know what 
else to do with it. The genius of Into Eternity lies in the way it is 
pitched as a letter to future civilisations, races who will walk the 
earth long after our society has destroyed itself and been forgotten. 
The film opens with the following narrative, a warning to anyone 
who might inadvertently discover the facility: 

I would say that you are now on a place where we have buried 
something from you, to protect you. And we have taken great 
pain to be sure you are protected. We also need you to know that 
this place should not be disturbed. You should stay away from 
this place and then you will be safe. I am now in this place where 
you should never come. We call it Onkalo – Onkalo means 
hiding place. Where I stand is not finished, although it began in 
the twentieth century when I was a child. It will be completed in 
the 22nd century long after my death. It must last 100,000 years. 
Nothing built by man has lasted even a 10th of the timespan. But 
we consider ourselves a very potent civilisation.48

The narrator continues, ‘if we succeed, these will likely be the 
longest lasting remains of our civilisation, and if you in the future 
find it, what will it tell you about us?’49 One of the more intriguing 
parts of the film is a discussion about what symbolism or language 
ought to be used to warn people away from the site many thousands 
of years from now. It is likely that wars will ravage the surface in 
coming millennia, as well as earthquakes and volcanoes, and the 
entrance of Onkalo might be accidentally exposed. Therefore, some 
kind of visual caution is needed. But how does one communicate 
such a thing? English, Mandarin and modern Finnish would have 
all certainly disappeared by then. Will signs reading ‘DO NOT 
ENTER’ and ‘RISK OF DEATH’ make any sense? Probably not. 
What kind of remote inner primitivism do we need to tap in order 
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to discern the correct tone and lexicon when making contact with 
those who will come long after us? 

Perhaps more relevant to us is the underlying image of a 
non-present that the narrative masterfully weaves in the imagination 
of the viewer. They gradually enter a world without them, perhaps 
long after modern civilisation has collapsed and all signs of you and 
I have disappeared forever. Our only lasting testament to future 
generations a highly toxic cavern of radioactive waste; and going 
one step further, the film implies our civilisation will undoubtedly 
be incommensurable with any possible future peoples, not simply 
because the sands of time naturally erode human continuity but 
because of us, as bringers of death over a period of aeons. They 
will ask themselves, what kind of people were these that they can 
still kill so long after they have vanished? We are encouraged to see 
that disconnected and standalone incommensurability in ourselves 
from a future age. This subtly places a gaping hole of nothingness at 
the centre of our present. Into Eternity is disturbing for this reason. 

The narrator continues by asking the people of this imagined 
future whether the world’s nuclear waste has accidentally made its 
way into the natural environment, perhaps after another vicious 
global war, causing large-scale death and devastation: ‘did that 
happen? Are their forbidden zones with no life in your time?’50 
We are neither able to identify with our future selves (because an 
unknown species has replaced us) nor our present selves (since all 
we really add up to is deadly poison in the ground). In this manner, 
the ultimate exit-fantasy is accomplished because we are paradox-
ically able to be present after it occurs, witnessing our own passing 
and the coming funeral of civilisation itself, which is, of course, 
ultimately impossible. 

No exit 

The motif of exit and separation has significantly reshaped how 
we think about resisting the governance structures of wreckage 
economies in neoliberal societies. Proponents of exit present a very 
different scenario to how the accelerationists engage with protest. 
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The point is not to exacerbate the contradictions of capitalism, 
but collectively withdraw and escape them instead. We see this 
model of praxis in the works of Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri, 
especially their books Empire and Commonwealth.51 They refine the 
idea of exodus, drawing on the obvious biblical connotations, but 
also the US black power movement and its separatist mandate for 
autonomy and self-governance. The idea is fairly straight forward. 
Most political activism has aimed to fight against an oppressor, 
either taking over its organisational base or cutting a better deal 
with it to achieve freedom. We might term this recognition politics 
because the point is to be seen and heard so one can engage with 
power. Resistors strive to be recognised as a legitimate voice so that 
certain grievances and claims can be made. 

We might contrast this petition for recognition with the politics 
of exodus. Whereas the former involves acts that seek to be 
understood and included by power, exit politics follows a different 
type of political grammar. Here actors are sceptical about partici-
pating in dialogue with those whom they resist, since it often turns 
out to be merely a ruse for identifying troublemakers and silencing 
collective grievances, especially by way of consultation and other 
forms of inclusive exclusion. Exit politics does not want anything 
to do with the enemy or its sad institutional structures. As a North 
American militant group recently put it, ‘One does not tidy up in a 
home falling off a cliff.’52

This type of separatism is refreshing since it correctly identifies 
the completely wrecked nature of power, so why even bother 
engaging with such a catastrophe in the first place? What political 
exit exactly entails in this regard was always a bit problematic, 
however. The idea, of course, is loosely based on the collective 
self-reliance and communal independence of the working class. 
Moreover, this isn’t some faraway space of exteriority. Independence 
may actually already be partially formed given the way capitalism 
so heavily relies on an autonomous substratum of sociality among 
the 99%-ers in order to reproduce itself (e.g., self-organisation, 
knowledge sharing, amateurism, informal knowhow, self-help, 
etc.). But translating that latent potential into a wider social reality 
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has proven difficult. The freeloading and parasitical clutches of the 
ruling class have consistently undermined the full and independent 
realisation of the common. For sure, look at what happened to 
Aaron Swartz, who we discussed in Chapter 1. He defied copyright 
law and was unforgivingly crucified as a result. The message has in 
fact been very clear over the last few years. There’ll be absolutely no 
self-valorisation of the multitude’s commonwealth and its ‘invisible 
republic’ if capitalism has anything to do with it. 

When obstructed in this manner, the thematic of exit can 
easily morph into escapism. Indeed, if the wish for absence is 
filtered through the grid of ultra-scepticism it can easily lead to 
some extreme individual behaviour. Once again, because the 
surrounding economic stasis is deemed so impregnable, some 
sort of outlandish ‘breakout’ is seen to be the only possibility left. 
And no other occupation has been so successfully individualised 
in this manner than academia. For example, in 2010, Jonathan 
Gottschall was sitting in a cubicle, thinking his career was ‘dead in 
the water’.53 Moreover he was bored, frustrated, constantly hassled 
by petty demands and his life was not indistinguishable from the 
job he hated. Jonathan was in his late 30s, had a PhD, worked as 
an adjunct professor in English and was paid $16,000 a year. As 
he paced about his office and looked out the window, he suddenly 
noticed something he’d not seen before: a sign reading Mark 
Sharder’s Academy of Mixed Martial Arts. In the shopfront display, 
two men inside a chain-linked metal cage were dancing, kicking, 
punching and falling over: ‘they were so alive in their octagon 
while I was rotting in my cube’. It was then the idea suddenly came 
to him: ‘That’s how I’ll do it ... That’s how I’ll get myself fired.’54 He 
soon began training as a cage fighter at Mark Sharder’s academy, 
gradually building up his skills. A few years later Jonathan found 
himself in a cage in a Las Vegas hotel, face-to-face with a young 
man he had never met before and who he was about to beat 
unconscious. 

Jonathan’s story represents a new genre of academic writing that 
has recently emerged called ‘quit lit’.55 A similar theme reoccurs 
in this literature. Most quitters report a deep investment in 
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developing an academic career, train for decades and sacrifice large 
parts of their lives for it. They become successful and suddenly 
get dejected with the extreme demands placed upon them by 
retarded bureaucrats and students, excessive workloads, high 
levels of insecurity, increasingly meaningless work, and impossible 
performance targets set by bosses who have never taught and so on. 
Fighting back is no longer an option – these people just want out. 

Plughole of the present

The problem is that quitting is not an option when life itself has 
become inextricably implicated with the hated totality one seeks 
to escape. For sure, the desire for withdrawal represents a kind 
of failure in itself. The dream of social independence dies and 
prompts a commensurate, yet inferior individual isolationism that 
seeks to acquire some existential compensation. What’s more, the 
failure to detach the social common and realise its rich possibilities 
for freedom has unfortunately seen some commentators disappear 
down the plughole of nihilism. This has been especially so when 
the exit-drive is introverted and the solitary individual begins to 
flirt with his or her own nothingness. As the lone rebel confronts 
the giant goliath of late capitalism, it must surely seem impossible 
to overcome no matter how accurate their aim may be. As the 
horizon of hope slowly disappears it is either (a) internalised as a 
personal threshold that one must cross (e.g., escaping yourself in 
evermore dangerous ways) or (b) matures into a hardened shell of 
despondency, as we saw with Bifo and his heroes above. 

It is sadly telling that one of the founders of Marxist autonomism, 
who influenced a rich cadre of writers including Hardt and Negri 
and Paolo Virno, has apparently succumbed to this black hole of 
individual escape. Mario Tronti’s writing in the 1960s had a major 
impact on the anti-capitalist movement in Italy and beyond. He 
and others helped form the basis of autonomism, demonstrating 
with acuity that capital was dependent on the working class, not 
the other way around as previously thought. The implications of 
this viewpoint are still being worked through today. In any case, a 
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deeply candid 2013 interview found the man in total despair, only 
kept going by his retreat into t’ai chi. Tronti was asked if he ever 
dreamed things would end so badly:

Tronti: I always expect the best. Then come the knocks. Coming 
up against facts without an airbag can do you damage. I was a 
communist, Marxist, operaista. Some things end. Some things 
last. I have learnt and applied the lesson of political realism: you 
can’t ignore the facts.
Interviewer: Do you feel like you’ve been defeated, or you’ve 
failed?
Tronti: I am defeated, not a victor. The victories are never final. 
But we have lost – not a battle – but the war of the twentieth 
century.
Interviewer: And who has triumphed?
Tronti: Capitalism. But without class struggle, without an 
adversary, it has lost its vitality. It has become something of a 
monstrosity.
Interviewer: You don’t expect anything else?
Tronti: The future is stuck in the present. It’s impossible to 
imagine anything that isn’t just a continuation of the present 
state of things. This is the eternal present of which we’ve been 
speaking. I’m very happy to be obsolete.56

One has to give the man credit. At least he’s honest. But there is 
something worrying about this interview. Tronti (as with Bifo) is 
convinced that capitalism has won. We need to face the facts. This 
discourse of despair is inevitable when the quest for exit is stripped of 
its collective moorings, particularly in the face of an all too totalising 
totality that feels insurmountable. As Hardt and Negri accurately 
state, exodus only makes sense as a socio-political category when 
a new territory of protection and sanctuary is formed. Otherwise, 
it plays very much into the hands of the Thatcher-Trump-Theresa 
tripartite to come. This mis-individualisation undermines the very 
refuge of sociality that people like Tronti ought to be attracted to. 
But for this unhappy consciousness even the ultimate sanctuary to 
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this barrage of economic persecution – the social itself – is now 
bereft of any redeeming qualities. Hence, the withdrawal into t’ai 
chi, an activity that is also popular in California. Perhaps the most 
tragic facet of this mass privatisation of the withdrawal process is 
that the wonderful security of being together is denigrated and 
perhaps even exploited, just as that primary provider of shelter is 
today, the natural world. When the ecosystem flees, aghast at the 
atrocities being committed against it, so does the nihilist subject, 
who just wants to get out and evaporate into nothingness. 

The super-individualisation of the exit-desire expressed by 
Jonathan Gotschall, Steven Slater and Mario Tronti usually turns 
to shit when enacted in real life. Even t’ai chi becomes a vacuous 
reminder of the intense possibilities that one can no longer realise, 
not even partially. The main reason everything goes bad is because 
the force of capitalism is often mistaken for actual people and 
sometimes humanity itself. Gotschall only sees academic admin-
istrators and students. Slater irate passengers and unsympathetic 
bosses. Tronti a compliant and defeated working class. But we now 
know that the totality of neoliberal capitalism gathers its power 
chiefly as a lifeless abstraction. The defeated escapist, on the other 
hand, mistakes this tormentor for real folk, be they co-workers, 
customers, children and perhaps even the overall tyranny of the 
human face. In other words, the ‘nihil-liberalized individual’ 
wrongly perceives universal oppression in everything, everyone 
and sometimes even themselves. In many ways this is understanda-
ble given how money hides its virtuality in the concrete, immediate 
human deed, which accounts for its ‘real abstraction’. 

As we discovered in the preceding discussion, when life and the 
economy blur into each other and abstract economic woes are lived 
as personal ones, some begin to see real human beings as part of the 
problem rather than the solution. This represents a sort of converse 
nihilism. The individual finds him or herself languishing not just 
in their own nothingness but in that of other human beings. This 
is then introjected back into the individual’s cognitive map and 
is frequently expressed as a desire to depart mankind. Following 
a brief but twisted euphoria this persona quickly descends into 
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psychosis, of course, since they can only see themselves in the 
complete absence of everyone else. 

Misfutures of the past

This was the theme of one the most underrated sci-fi films ever, 
Geoff Murphy’s mysterious The Quiet Earth, made in 1985.57 Zac 
Hobson, played by the brilliant, late Bruno Lawrence, is a scientist 
based in New Zealand, working for Delenco, a multinational 
corporation that is developing a radical new energy source called 
Project Flashlight. The film opens with Zac asleep in bed as a new 
day dawns, still wearing an employee ID card around his neck. 
Then for a brief split second the sun blacks out, glows red, and 
then quickly returns to normal. When Zac awakes something is 
amiss. The clock has stopped at 6.12 am. The radio simply emits 
white noise. He tries to call someone on the phone. No answer. As 
Zac begins his daily commute to work he cannot believe what he 
sees. Nobody is around. The city is totally abandoned. Planes have 
dropped out of the sky. But where are the bodies? No one. Empty 
cars lie in the middle of the road, or have veered into the sidewalk, 
as if their drivers somehow instantly vanished. He begins to explore 
this bizarre people-less wonder-world. Part One of Zac’s fantasy 
has been fulfilled. He turns on his voice recorder, and logs the first 
diary entry to nobody in particular: 

Zac Hobson, July 5th. One: there has been a malfunction in 
Project Flashlight with devastating results. Two: it seems I am 
the only person left on Earth.

The protagonist begins to feel playful. He sleeps in the mansions 
he could never afford. The expensive wine flows. Posh champagne 
and raw egg cocktails. Caviar. Shopping malls are plundered of 
their luxurious treasures, free of the stifling guilt that such a bounty 
would otherwise invoke in someone like Zac. For there is nobody 
around to judge him. Thus, he is relieved of the duty to judge himself. 
No obligations or responsibilities. This double sense of freedom to 
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act as one pleases and the simultaneous acknowledgement that the 
gaze of conscience is impotent under such unusual circumstances 
could only be captured by the studied, silent brutalism of Bruno 
Lawrence. Easily New Zealand’s finest actor during this period and 
perhaps ever. But for Zac, there is a catch. In the back of his mind 
is a growing concern. It’s the worldwide malfunction he terms ‘the 
Effect’. Another might soon occur … very soon. But that doesn’t 
mean he can’t have fun in the meantime. Society drained of people 
presents an entirely new way of being. He is literally able to do 
anything he likes. Pure and unalloyed liberty. 

Soon the excitement subsides, however. And as the days drag 
on it is obvious that Zac is slowly losing his mind. He dresses in 
women’s underwear, perhaps something he always wanted to try 
but never dared until now. Gazing into a mirror, he weeps in joy 
as he adorns a woman’s silk slip. Now Zac begins to extend his 
newfound empire. Uncontrollably giggling to himself, he declares 
that he is President of the Quiet Earth. When God didn’t appear 
after Zac demanded him in an abandoned church, the lingerie-clad 
President pointed his shotgun at the Crucified Jesus and asked 
again – ‘if you don’t come out I’ll shoot the kid’ – and blew him 
to pieces. He quietly whispers to himself, ‘and now I am god’. Zac’s 
mental health declines even further. In his new mansion on the hill, 
he creates life-size cardboard cut-out figures of Elizabeth II, Bob 
Marley (in full football regalia), Pope John Paul II, Elvis Presley and 
Adolf Hitler among others. He addresses them as their President, 
giving a short and rather compelling speech about the way power 
can corrupt. Zac is particularly irked by Hitler. He jeers at the 
dictator, ‘look, I haven’t got time to talk to you, I’m a very busy 
man! Besides, you’ve had your turn.’ 

Inherit the dust

Then something even more shocking happens in the film. Zac 
unexpectedly finds another survivor. Joanna is also alone and 
confused. They immediately embrace and Zac begins to feel a 
glimmer of hope. After becoming a romantic couple, they wonder 
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if anyone else might be out there. And indeed there is. Zac finds a 
large man called Api, played by Maori actor Pete Smith. Zac has 
rediscovered the wonders of sociality in this new family. He is lifted 
from himself, which offers both a fundamental sense of relief and 
an abiding feeling of sanctuary that frees him from the immense 
weight of being. 

Although very different people, the three survivors learn that 
they were all about to die when ‘the Effect’ occurred. Joanne was 
being electrocuted by a defective hairdryer, Api was drowning and 
Zac was committing suicide using pills. Then while Zac is away 
trying to devise a plan to prevent the next Effect, Api and Joanne 
fall in love and have sex. Joanne explains her understanding of 
friendship to Api and perhaps touches on the underlying truth of 
togetherness, albeit in blunt kiwi dialect:

You know, the interesting thing about friendships is that they’re 
not logical. You know how somebody will come up to you and 
they’ll ask you why do you like so and so, and you’ll give them all 
these interesting reasons why you do. But you’ve actually made 
them up after you’ve decided you like them. I reckon you decide 
that you like somebody in the two seconds that you meet them – 
you stick to it regardless. So, if you like them, you’re gonna find 
good things in all the bad things they do, and if you don’t, you’re 
gonna find bad things in all the good things they do, ay?

This is obviously a retrospective theory of friendship. We like 
people and then invent a rationale for that connection. In this 
manner, Joanne expresses an interesting theory of time with respect 
to the social, as something that is always catching up with itself. 
But what does it mean to be together, in those backward-looking 
terms? It certainly isn’t instrumental. Nor has it anything to do 
with furthering your career, like a networking event. One must 
conclude that it is its own destination, a final resolution. Being 
together consists of internalisation of the other as a reciprocal 
guarantee for one’s own self-understanding, an a priori stance of 
attraction, perhaps what is calculated before the calculations begin. 
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This is the connectedness Zac had lost in the real world before 
the Effect struck. Even more unfortunate is what the quiet earth 
reveals to him in the glaring daylight of a New Zealand town. Zac, 
the suicidal nihilist, perhaps not dissimilar to one of Bifo’s heroes, 
discovers that a habitat without faces is a crime to life. He must 
reach out in order to find himself again. 

But here is the nub of the problem. This newfound sociality 
has betrayed him once again, just like it did back in his previous 
life, which made him want to die. This is when he calculates that 
another ‘Effect’ is imminent, and decides to blow up the Delenco 
complex with a truck of high explosives. As he nears the plant 
the truck accidently explodes with Zac still at the wheel. Now the 
second ‘Effect’ takes place. The sun briefly flickers and an intense 
red light spirals into infinity, cutting a singularity in this quiet 
universe. At the end of the film Zac awakes alone once again, this 
time on a beach watching hundreds of mushroom clouds far out to 
sea. The last scene shows our anti-hero holding the voice recorder 
unable to speak, staring in astonishment as a giant, ringed planet 
rises on the horizon. Now he’s really alone. 

The Quiet Earth

The film was ostensibly about the mass paranoia that matured 
towards the end of the Cold War. In 1984, New Zealand had banned 
nuclear powered/armed vessels from entering its waters and the 
Americans were angry. Ronald Reagan was president and he liked 
violence, as we know. At the same time, the newly elected 1984 
Labour government was undertaking what would later be known 
as the ‘New Zealand Experiment’.58 The then Finance Minister 
Roger Douglas applied a strict, verbatim version of Thatcherism 
and neoclassical economics to the tiny country and watched what 
happened. Short-term pain for long-term gain was the motto. This 
included mass privatisation, abolishing trade unions (they folded 
surprisingly quickly) and spreading self-centred individualism into 
all facets of society. These changes too had a swift ‘Effect’ in the 
national culture as money rather than people was privileged above 



the death of homo economicus

254

all else. Within the span of only two years, the country was viewed 
by neoliberal wonks around the world as a faraway, ultra-capitalist 
utopia. The Quiet Earth correctly predicts the outcome. And the 
country never really recovered. Just look at the outlandish child 
poverty figures, for example, an entire generation has truly been 
disappeared. 

In this respect, Zac provides an accurate picture of the nihilistic 
fetish underlying homo economicus in its essence, the dream of 
forever separating the individual from his or her society. So-called 
economic man, after the torrent of caveats provided by behavioural 
economists and liberal philosophers, really is a distorted synthesis 
of the self-regulating marketplace and its human nobody-ness. But 
we can also see in Zac the fate of a certain type of exit politics when 
it is filtered through frustrated hopelessness; not homo economicus 
in full bloom but its radical opposite, the resisting ‘hero’. The 
experience of being the only person left on earth who is able to do 
anything seems empowering at first. No cops or bosses. Women’s 
underwear. But this freedom is lived in the first half hour of the 
movie as a vacillation between joy (or pure agency) and escalating 
terror since Zac requires others to see himself. In a disappeared 
world, one where the ‘other’ has been erased completely, it is the 
face of another that is first missed. When Zac finally does find the 
shelter of people, he is betrayed. The gift of being-unto-others – Zac 
instantly regains his sanity when he meets Joanna and Api – turns 
bad. Perhaps it is the fear of being double-crossed that inspires the 
nihilistic dream of nothingness, something we see in the privative 
narcissism and the ultra-individualism that passes for humanity 
today. When de-collectivised in this manner, the social is something 
to be repelled since even a single face symbolises a totality of 
despair. This is so even when people like Zac fully understand that 
ironically they are nothing without the face of someone else. This 
is why his first attempt at escape – suicide – actually results in what 
he really wanted all along, the disappearance of everyone else, not 
himself. Finally he is alone. 

Of course, Zac finds out the hard way that under these conditions 
there can actually be no such thing as individuality. To be someone, 
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subject-object relations are required since a unique self can only 
flourish in a supportive social environment. Otherwise the person 
becomes a weird type of madness, without shape, qualities or dis-
tinctiveness. In The Perfect Crime, Jean Baudrillard argues that this 
is why the modern individual probably no longer exists. The subject/
object dynamic has been decompressed, rendered into a theatre of 
narcissism: ‘since he has become truly indivisible, and has thus 
achieved his perfect- that is to say, delirious, self-referential – form, 
we cannot speak of the individual any longer, but only of the Selfsame 
and the hypostasis of the Selfsame’.59 This really summarises what 
has happened to the once vibrant form of emancipatory politics 
that centred on the notion of exodus. Hopes of escape and exit have 
quietly moved from a clean theory of freedom to a universalised 
economy of being alone. And that increasingly results in an eternal 
stalemate, a world that reverberates its own abandonment deep into 
our future, as Zac Hobson and Steven Slater sadly understood. Is 
that dark and spinning biosphere now looking for new inhabitants 
to play the game of life? Perhaps somebody like me or you?
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Conclusion:  
A Marginal Model of Nothingness

Oscar Wilde once observed that the modern industrial personality 
is extreme precisely because it inhabits its self-imposed chamber 
of horrors with such calm and diffident normalcy. In particular, 
that strangest aberration of them all – money – has somehow 
transcended all other qualities like an ill begotten deity. It’s no longer 
just part of our world. No, money is our world, which is crazy given 
how unreal and immaterial it actually is. As a result, Wilde quips, 
people now know the price of everything, but the value of nothing. 
A mute blindness sets in when money rules the world, eradicating 
all faculties of judgement concerning what goods, service or 
even life itself actually are. Of course, this represents a complete 
inversion of how humanity had hitherto approached social reality, 
one that turns all values upside down in the most diabolical jinx. 
Foul made fair, wrong right, base noble, coward valiant.1 Hence, 
perhaps the ghostly qualities of currency. As a token or idol that we 
interminably pray to, it stands in for an absent mankind that has 
never learnt to live, a darkness that haunts every human exchange 
to its roots. 

Oscar Wilde’s insight hasn’t dated at all and is particularly 
prescient for unpacking the economic mania that has so thoroughly 
colonised the present age. Maybe through it we might find a way 
out, forge tools to break free from the mass cash psychosis that we 
have been forced to call everyday life. So what exactly did Wilde 
mean? Price and its limitless abstraction from the concrete product 
or service ironically leaves the commodity holder with nothing to 
hold onto. Human values originate from what we consider to be 
the ultimate ends of what we do, allowing us to decide whether 
collectively behaving this or that way is best for everyone, including 
the natural environment. At some point, all individuals and 
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societies must inevitably encounter this moral reckoning. It is the 
good part of being alive. What broader social objectives ought we 
commit to? What do present institutions truly stand for? Should 
they exist in their current format? Even if you have no answer to 
such questions, a significant sense of communal empowerment is 
derived from the ability to pose them in public. However, there is 
one catch. This is no exercise in beige pluralism, where all views are 
equal to others. No. There are correct answers to these questions. 
But are we worthy of them? 
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Phantom prices

In the richer countries of the West the significant provocation 
that these value-questions open up can no longer be avoided by 
recourse to biological survival that we so often hear from the 
power structure; as in, we’re all struggling to secure our physiolog-
ical self-preservation and these are the only organisational forms 
(e.g., capitalism) that can allow us to do that properly. Bad (and 
dangerous) economics has for too long been justified by the conceit 
of necessity, as if being stuck in an office all day sending pointless 
emails somehow coincides with hunting and gathering from a 
previous age. I say, leave my body out of it! 

But there are other ways to undermine our wish to take stock 
and look at the big picture concerning what we are collectively 
doing. One is to transform performative means into ideological 
ends. That erases the horizon of thought almost immediately. 
Money, prices and the endless quantification of social behaviour 
ought to be considered mere means for getting things done, for 
accomplishing value-laden goals. But today they move centre 
stage and shine on their own accord, an object of desire in and of 
themselves. As a result, public debate about how we should live 
disappears. What once used to be the sedate countenance of the 
bureaucrat has now become the worldview of an entire civilisation. 
Life itself is simply about being endlessly concerned with solving 
technical problems, many of which have none (e.g., debt, etc.). For 
example, it’s crucial for any civilised society to have a functioning 
and affordable nationwide public transport system (value). But 
the job of delivering it has been handed over to organisations who 
view that value-goal as secondary to making money (means). So 
much so that it utterly fails in its wider mission. The problem is that 
society as a whole is being run pretty much in the same way. 

The reign of instrumental means (money rather than societal 
goals) and pragmatism is now deeply institutionalised. Just to be 
clear, none of my argument here is against pragmatism and its 
concrete pressures. Who doesn’t think that the ability to unblock 
a drain, for example, is important? Or mathematical models in 
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relation to pension schemes? But when pan-practicality becomes 
the centre of all things, the instrumentalism I’m speaking of 
inevitably enters into dangerous territory for two reasons. 

First, because practical reason is now constantly being set against 
itself, usually by conditions not of our own making. For example, 
if I have insufficient funds and wish to enrol at university the 
practical thing to do is take out a student loan. As the years pass I 
am increasingly pressured to honour that student debt … but how? 
I’ve long left university and am in my early 30s. I have a family and 
elderly relatives. For sure, this is the real travesty being visited upon 
younger generations at the moment. Responsibilities for them that 
later ought to be satisfying (e.g., caring for loved ones) are now 
deemed impossible in light of, say, that loan repayment plan or 
stagnating income. Henceforth, the good things in life are forever 
marred by the stain of some invisible sun that is being fuelled by 
bad economics. 

And second, the simulacra of practicality proliferates as a cultural 
ideology that provides an alibi for activities that are much more 
sinister, deeds that are not practical to anyone you and I know. 
Without the emblem of usefulness, how else could technocracy 
justify the ongoing litany of horrors of the present phase of 
capitalism? We must work to earn our keep. Budget cuts are about 
society living within its means. Privatisation serves the utility 
preference of a customer far better than a public service. And so 
on. Of course, the irony is that this particular form of practicality is 
fairly impractical much of the time. Even anti-social and against the 
needs of large swathes of the population. But when it colonises our 
imaginations, as it was perhaps invented to do, the act of valuing 
fades into the fringes of nothingness, a non-entity that lies beyond 
the reach of even the sharpest and most perspicacious specialist, 
especially economists and policy advisors. When Sir Paul Collier 
recently argued we all ought to forget ideology (reading Marx is 
like consulting Harry Potter) and get down to sorting out practical, 
non-partisan solutions, what he really ends up supporting is a weird 
type of proto-nationalism.2 
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Economics does not exist

The singular focus on abstract means has reduced the study and 
practice of economics to a simple exercise of calculation. If it has 
any ethos, it’d be a sort of self-referential mysticism of numbers. 
In the mainstream economic discipline, including micro, macro, 
game and even new-wave behavioural economics, you will be 
hard-pressed to find any normative deliberation on exactly 
why our society is designed as such. For the modern economist, 
marginal utility, interest rates, capital gains, price signalling and 
a host of other means-oriented mechanisms are all that matter. 
This can lead to some serious lapses in judgement. After the 2008 
global financial crisis, many asked why economists and business 
school experts missed the warning signs. A few years before the 
crisis, Nobel Prize laurette, Robert E. Lucas even said, the ‘central 
problem of depression-prevention has been solved, for all practical 
purposes, and has in fact been solved for many decades’.3 If these 
economic minds were so smart, then why couldn’t they predict 
such a catastrophe? 

The answer has to do with the dire lack of perspective that 
conspires against the mind when only concerned with means. The 
Romanian playwright Eugene Ionesco captures this wronghead-
edness in his 1959 anti-fascist play Rhinoceros.4 A herd of unruly 
rhinos (symbolising 1930s fascism) have unexpectedly roared 
through town, upsetting the tranquil calm of the market square. 
After the dust settles, the Grocer, Proprietor and the Old Gentleman 
begin to discuss what’s just happened. They are interrupted by the 
Logician. He is the only one qualified to theorise the situation 
properly given his training. The Logician convinces the small 
crowd that the primary and most logical question is whether the 
rhinos had one horn or two? This consumes much discussion. 
Bérenger, the play’s anti-hero, a thoughtful and dishevelled drunk, 
looks on in disbelief. He’s the only one alarmed enough to ask the 
most appropriate question under such circumstances. Who cares 
how many horns they bloody have! People, there are rhinos taking 
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over our town! Although nobody listens to him, Bérenger puts the 
calamity into perspective by calling it as such.

So what does economics do besides speculating about horns? 
One might be tempted to conduct a deconstructive reading of 
neoclassical economics in the style of Jacques Derrida to try and 
discern what precisely is the ‘absent presence’ quietly animating 
this vast machinery of means in the dark margins of its own 
impossibility. On the other hand, perhaps there’s good reason 
why Derrida steered clear of economics as such. For its social 
centre is strictly void, a perceptive abyss that is bereft of wider 
political reflection. This variant of nothingness is frightening since 
it consists of interminable tautologies: ‘the reason you do this is 
because you do this … now let’s model it’. From the rise of the 
Chicago School onwards, we are no longer permitted to ask why, 
for example, we have banks, prisons, markets, the cumbersome 
institution of work and so forth. Challenge any official about this 
and their gaze slowly drifts away into nothingness with a dumb 
‘huh?’ expression. In a universe ruled only by means (especially 
prices and money) the unassuming margins that Derrida argued 
were so important for grasping a discourse (i.e., it’s what is not 
said, continuously deferred that gives a text its deceptive positivity) 
are suddenly missing. 

Obsessive marginality takes over at this point, with problems of 
less and more the only ones that really count. As a result, a gaping 
hole of present non-existence destroys the ethical texture of the 
semantic system. One suspects that Derrida might arrive at an 
equable conclusion. Economics does not exist. It can’t account for 
itself even in the unspoken whispers we’d expect it to draw upon 
to make itself whole. Perhaps this marginal absence explains the 
latent mindlessness that characterises economics as a discipline. 
Not stupidity as such. Econometric theorists and practitioners, 
for example, are often very smart people. The trouble is that this 
intelligence is without value. Once again, in making this criticism 
I don’t want anything to do with the populist right-wing attack 
against ‘experts’ that has recently become fashionable in the 
UK and USA (or what climate change sceptics like Myron Ebell 
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– Donald Trump’s advisor on the environment – deride as the 
‘expertariat’). That’s just an excuse for barring informed opinion 
from the sphere of democratic process. I’d rather listen to a doctor 
concerning the state of my health (or the healthcare system) than 
Michael Gove any day.5 And much more besides. No, the issue here 
is the opposite. Doctors are hands-on professionals who deal with 
their subject matter at the coalface on a daily basis. They should 
be listened to. Mainstream economics on the other hand is meant 
to speak about how best to organise our society, yet continuously 
proffers an erroneous, detached and out-of-touch worldview 
that might sound ‘real’ to cloistered free market think-tanks and 
politicians. But only them. 

Market malice

None of this would be a problem if economics was confined to 
the endowed chairs of the academy, esoteric journal articles and 
boring conferences. But the lexicon of neoclassical economics is 
the leading language game in (post-)neoliberal societies of control. 
And this economisation of life in general has only gathered 
strength following the global financial crisis, an event that mainly 
become notable because it affects rich people (the Global South 
has had its own global crisis for many years, it’s called poverty). 
The marginal nothingness that marks theoretical economics is 
seductive if you get too close to it and can spirit the enthusiast 
away from reality very quickly. When it is accepted as the practical 
basis for organising large patterns of human behaviour, however, 
deep dissonances appear and reality starts to go crazy because it 
cannot cope with that kind of nihilistic self-referentiality. This is 
what ‘utility maximisation’ and ‘enhanced revenue streams’ mean 
for everyone beyond the corporate boardroom.

Here are a few disconcerting examples of what happens when 
social values drop out of the picture and profit is perused purely 
for its own sake, the dominion of lost means that actually end 
up defying the mandate of ‘practically’ in the wider sense of the 
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term. Given the popularity of the horror porn genre in British 
youth culture, a company called Hunters Knives and Swords made 
a killing by selling thousands of ‘Zombie Knives’ over the last 
few years. These are machetes, swords and hand-blades inspired 
by horror films. When a teenager was murdered by an assailant 
wielding a ‘Zombie Killer’ machete, the police called for them to be 
banned. As far as they were concerned, the weapons had no value 
to society whatsoever. An official stated, 

‘Zombie knives’ are monstrous weapons that serve no practical 
use whatsoever. They are being banned because they are 
dangerous and companies should act responsibly. They are not 
your average kitchen knife or garden tool: they are pointless, 
over the top weapons that glamorise violence with names such 
as Head Splitter and Death Dagger. After a year of campaigning 
by my office, I am glad they are finally being banned.6 

But the firm was mesmerised by the economics of nothingness or 
what an undergraduate university student learning the correct lingo 
might call utility maximisation. Means – shifting more units – were 
all that mattered. Even the above reminder of value-based ends by 
the police couldn’t shake the spell. When the impending ban was 
announced the firm merely intensified its advertising campaign 
on its website: ‘Order now – after 16th August 2016 you will no 
longer be able to purchase zombie knives in the UK, so grab them 
while you can!’7 It would be fascinating to have the opportunity to 
sit down with the CEO of Hunters Knives and Swords, so clearly 
besotted by marginal cost issues, and press him or her about what 
purpose the company fundamentally serves. Beyond the blatant 
profiteering (which is also a means without substantive ends), the 
answer would probably be found in the pointless knives themselves: 
certainly nothing … but perhaps even less than nothing. 

The second example comes from the USA. Food politics is a 
huge sore point in the neoliberal capitalist global economy. The 
use of so-called markets and the predominance of only a handful 
of multinational firms has created artificial scarcity, a decline in 
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biodiversity and eroded the self-sufficiency of growers. Not to 
mention an obesity epidemic. The ultimate point of any food supply 
system ought to be the efficient, safe production and allocation of 
foodstuffs to the consumer, even according to the official narrative 
of capitalism.

However, once again the means for achieving this objective 
(particularly quantitative measures) have taken front seat and now 
the tail is undeniably wagging the dog. This is the case not only in 
terms of abstract profits (e.g., the completely unsustainable meat 
supply chain) but also the actual, physical food itself. For example, a 
recent report found that the US food industry probably discards half 
of everything it produces because the apples, tomatoes or whatever 
don’t have the right appearance. While we know that ‘down-stream’ 
waste (in households and restaurants, for example) is a serious 
problem, it is incredible that ‘up-stream’ foodstuff corporations 
intentionally rubbish perfectly fine fruit and vegetables because 
of the way they look. And all of this in the context of widespread 
hunger and poverty. According to a fruit and vegetable merchant 
in Florida, ‘It’s all about blemish-free produce … What happens in 
our business today is that it is either perfect, or it gets rejected. It 
is perfect to them, or they turn it down. And then you are stuck.’8 
Similarly shocking figures can be found in relation to unsold 
supermarket food. In the UK, for example, 115,000 tonnes of 
surplus food is thrown out every year.9 Each tonne is equivalent to 
2380 meals. At the same time, 875,000 Londoners admit to having 
at some time experienced financial difficulty in paying for their 
next meal.10 

In reality, the market economy has nothing to do with the 
competent distribution of scarce resources. It instead represents a 
tyranny of pure means unconnected to the logic of social needs. 
This is what markets have actually amounted to in the era of 
wreckage economics. It seems like they only gain traction by 
positing an expansive chasm of nothingness where values ought 
to stand (e.g., what is the final purpose of the food industry? 
That is not my concern). Utility without purpose and a spiralling 
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value-of-nothing myopia drives mainstream business models and 
much of its consumer culture. 

The last example takes us back into the workplace. Huntley 
Mount Engineering in Manchester took advantage of a government 
youth apprentice scheme that allowed the firm to hire teenagers and 
pay them £3 per hour. In July 2015, 16-year-old Cameron Minshull 
was employed under the programme. As he was working at a lathe 
his oversized overalls became caught in the rotating chuck and 
turned metal, tossing him onto the equipment in a split second.11 
The injury was fatal. An investigation revealed the worst aspect of 
the economics of nothingness – the treatment of people as no more 
than an instrumental means rather than an ends in themselves, a 
violation of the great Kantian ethical code. 

The case almost epitomises wreckage economics for a number 
of reasons. First, the apprentice scheme was part of the overall 
campaign by the government to deepen the ideology of work in 
society. Whether the work serves any useful social function or 
provides a fulfilling way of life is secondary to the imperative of 
simply having a job. As we noted in an earlier chapter, jobs become 
a quantitative output (politicians only talk about them in terms of 
faceless numbers) rather than a qualitative or substantive input that 
might serve some wider social and existential role. In other words, 
a job is no longer a means to achieve other things but a (dead) end 
in itself. 

Second, the owners of Huntley Mount Engineering were only 
interested in the apprenticeship scheme because it provided a 
source of extraordinarily cheap labour. Since they had little concern 
for Cameron Minshull’s wellbeing more generally, they gave him 
dangerously ill-fitting work wear (which eventually led to the 
accident), no safety training and permitted youngsters to work 
unsupervised. 

And third, Lime People Training Solutions, the recruitment 
agency that placed Cameron, fast-tracked his application in order 
to receive a £4500 fee from the government’s Skills Funding 
Agency. At the court hearing the engineering firm was found guilty 
of corporate manslaughter, with one of the boss’s receiving a prison 
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sentence and a large fine. Cameron’s mother was interviewed about 
the tragedy:

Our child going to work on a pittance apprentice wage through 
a proper agency on a government approved apprenticeship. 
How could this happen? Where was the safety? Where was the 
training to help my boy? No day is ever going to be the same and 
it is all caused by people failing to pay that little bit of attention 
to make sure our boy was safe.12

For her, Cameron was everything. Without a price. For Huntley 
Mount Engineering he was nothing, only a price. 

Subprime justice?

These examples – and we could reel out many more – typify the 
commercial standpoint that prevails today, spellbound by money 
and reducing everyone and everything to a negative exchange 
value. Of course, the means/ends inversion has probably always 
been an elemental component of capitalism given the way it relies 
so heavily on objectification and exploitation. And as Max Weber 
alerted us to many years ago, bureaucratic managerialism, which 
has engulfed everyday life on a scale even he wouldn’t believe, 
has converted the instruments of life into a purpose(less) way of 
living as such. The price-fixation of everything, excessive auditing, 
aggressive performance targets and monetarisation of even the 
air we breathe all fit hand in glove with neoliberal capitalism 
because it yields to the myth of commensurability; namely, that it is 
possible to create systems of measurement that permit the diverse, 
variegated and disparate entity we call society to be approached 
from a singular cash-perspective, especially given now values 
no longer matter. It is no surprise, then, that the business mind, 
something that almost every institution has adopted today (e.g., 
we demand x many widgets, students, surgical operations, etc.), 
becomes so detached from the professed raison d’être of civilisation, 
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mechanically pursuing ‘units’ (money, savings, etc.) for their own 
sake; increasingly to the point of madness and self-destruction. 

Perhaps above all this fetishisation of means serves to depoliticise 
the popular imagination. Rationality is mistaken to reside in the 
financial exchanges that are now the only way the social body can 
function. It’s like an addict hooked on ‘ice’, the worse type of meth-
amphetamine ever concocted. Nothing seems more reasonable than 
to chase another hit. Similarly, rent, debt, marginal utility, market 
clearing price and all of the other arithmetical interactions that 
have been modelled to death have nothing to say about the broader 
normative question of whether any of this is right. Economic 
rationality might look like the most sobering act of demystifica-
tion since it exposes the naked self-interestedness at the centre of 
reality and can be calculated with mathematical accuracy. But the 
opposite is probably the case. It runs on a crazy ideological fuel, 
pregnant with distortion, nonsense and misrepresentation. 

Was this not the lesson of the September 2008 subprime debacle 
and the litany of injustices that have ensued ever since, often draped 
in the incontrovertible language of necessity? Economic rationality 
turned out to be nothing more than the deformed bastard child of 
reason. Not a glorious sun of coming prosperity but an anti-sun, 
eclipsing the face of the globe under a formidable dead eye that 
has darkened the world. Now we’re only allowed to be obsessed 
with the microrelations between subsets (a, b and c) and never the 
master set itself. Seldom are we called upon to consider whether 
ours is a worthy world, whether it should exist. That represents a 
significant abnormality in our society. Major collective pathologies 
have been born from less. 

To see the totality again we need to foreshadow ourselves, 
the 99%-ers, and move out of the pallid gloom that the 
economics-for-the-1% has cast across the face of society. Given the 
preceding discussion, reclaiming perception (or perspective) and 
challenging capitalism’s ontological precedence is the most urgent 
task we face today. The wildly financialised ‘pseudo-realities’ that 
have infiltrated our imagined non-communities are falling apart 
and dying. Perhaps they were never alive in the first place. But 
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make no mistake. The growing winter of a wasted world, a vapid 
monoculture of nothingness, is encircling us as we speak, and it’s 
time to leave. That ticket isn’t going to be served on a paper plate. 
For the future to begin again and history to be made, one has to 
be correctly poised. Be ready. And therein lies the most important 
question: will we ever be worthy of that history, still yet to come, but 
certainly demanding a response from us very soon.
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