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power shifted from the UK to the US. Out of the sustained political and economic
crisis of 1929-45 came a political-economic settlement that created more wealth,
distributed more broadly, than any era in history. With active government,

large hierarchical companies, and expanding public services, Western societies
prospered. Then out of the cultural, political and economic upheavals of 1968-

74 came what has come to be known as neo-liberalism. Financial markets took
advantage of rapid advances in telecommunications and processing power to
globalise beyond the reach of national regulators. A sixties culture of individual
expression and feminism fed into the economy to produce an economy and society
based around dual-earner households, rampant consumerism and debt, nurtured
by a more psychoanalytically attuned advertising industry.

%m& these examples indicate is that, while breakdowns in the economy may
be what make a moment of political and cultural judgement unavoidable,
crises are complex, multi-faceted affairs. The desire for the new can be suppressed,
so long as other institutions and practices are functioning successfully; the

future needn’t arrive, while someone is still making money out of the past. 1960s
America could happily absorb the civil rights movement, anti-war movement,
growing pressures of the Bretton Woods international financial rules, burgeoning
conservative antipathies, growing welfare budget and increasingly flabby
corporate structures, but only so long as domination of the world economy

enabled its profits to grow. This domination was creaking by the late 1960s.
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the revolutionary. Justifications for our dissatisfaction grow greater by the day,
as more and more facts are brought to light regarding the economic, political and
environmental disasters that are upon us.

ut this is not a transformative or empowering revelation, but a curiously

stabilising one. Our ‘financial literacy’ is rising, as the scale of our debt crisis
becomes plain. Bureaucracies and parliaments are exposed, by the distributed
surveillance of bloggers, aggregators and newspapers. And scientific advances
into the deeper recesses of biology and ecology strip away mysteries, and replace
them with numbers. In the transparent age, we become spectators and auditors
of crisis, and therefore guarantors that it will never entirely erupt. Transparency
does away with both hope and fear, offering explanation and disappointment in
their place. Neither disruptive nor reassuring, the expression of the current era
would be that “our situation is being monitored”.
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mistakes, rather than to question the values and power structures underpinning
the economic model. A year on from the supposed world-historical moment of
upheaval, The Word Economic Forum, the intellectual elders of neo-liberalism,
ranks London as the world’s number one financial centre.

ritain’s financial crisis was soon accompanied by a constitutional one. In May

2009, The Telegraph newspaper began to publish details of expense claims
lodged by Members of Parliament, which were being compiled anyway due to a
Freedom of Information (FOI) request. The government had initially attempted to
make these details exempt from FOI rules, presumably because they were aware of
the embarrassment that would be caused. Details of expense claims, ranging from
the fraudulent to the ludicrous, from the shockingly excessive to the downright
petty, were dripped slowly into the public domain by The Telegraph, to achieve
maximum humiliation and outrage. It was an unprecedented parliamentary crisis,
that saw the Speaker of the House of Commmons reluctantly resign, Ministers
sacked, and various gruesome revelations of the domestic tastes of politicians
and their families, including the pornography enjoyed by the Home Secretary’s
husband. Trust placed in politicians had been low anyway, but this surely marked
the moment at which Britain would have to reinvent its fundamental principles of
representation and accountability.
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Yet as a form of sociological art, The Wire has the unique capacity to communicate
this message, not through imagining things differently or demonstrating their
frailty, but displaying the capacity for failure to reproduce and stabilise itself. It is
the very sustainability of failed institutions that shocks. The mood of waiting for
crisis often contains a secret yearning that failures will get worse, in order to then
be transformed. As economists recollect the dread they felt in October 2008, when
the possibility loomed that ATMs would be emptied and whole high streets boarded
up, many of us have to suppress a tinge of dark regret that such history was not
made after all. Economic judgement day was put off. Which perhaps inspired the
deferral of political judgement day.

And cultural.

And environmental...

Obm way of understanding the stagnant historical period of the present is

in terms of the dominant visual metaphors that are at work. Consider the
following ways of seeing and concealing. The notion of the modern crisis is
accompanied by a metaphor of stripping away and revealing. The scientist who
makes a dramatic breakthrough attacks the dominant way of seeing the world,
and reveals a truth that had previously been hidden. Marx constantly employed
metaphors of visual illusion and ghosts. What appeared to exist, was in fact false;
what actually existed had been rendered mysteriously invisible. The purpose of
his critique - that would be confirmed by the final crisis of capitalism - was to strip
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its radically transformative impact upon nature, class mobilisation and geo-politics
during its short history. Carbon will one day be replaced as our primary source

of energy. But we should have already put it behind us. Some scientists believe we
have left things too late. Surely we couldn’t be allowing a catastrophe to occur,
without first admitting to a crisis?

his essay considers the contemporary experience of crises. In particular,

it looks at the disappointment and frustration of waiting for crises to
become critical. The economic, political, environmental and - for those of a
more conservative stripe — moral crises of the present feel either delayed or too
protracted to register as moments of upheaval. Maybe we have crisis fatigue,
having become so familiar with the notion that ‘change’, ‘insecurity’, ‘innovation’
and ‘uncertainty’ are ubiquitous, that no upheaval can now feel quite sufficient
to propel us into an alternative future. Our contemporary crises are dull,
sluggish affairs, that leave us dissatisfied but unable to transform dissatisfaction
into action. There is a widespread sense that the present is unsustainable, yet
nevertheless enduring. Why is this?

X
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so periodically. The management gurus who preach constant chaos, throwing
scorn upon all routine, repackage post-modern philosophy for the elites of the post-
modern economy. From the 1970s onwards, the teachings of Schumpeter became
absorbed into economic policy-making and corporate strategy, in the hope that
through harnessing perpetual innovation, underlying economic power structures
themselves would be unthreatened by creative destruction.

n what became known as the post-modern era, crisis lost its definition. It was no

longer an interruption of any kind, no matter how protracted. It was constant,
and therefore normal and deadening. As George Soros said of financial markets “I
cannot predict anything except unpredictability”. In such circumstances, there is
no grand narrative or coherent scientific paradigm, waiting in the wings to replace
its predecessor. There is only the banality of flux - new products, new policies, new
ideas, new styles, flowing in a constant stream of sameness.

LR

%mﬁ are we now to make of crisis, at the end of a period that rendered it
constant and banal? How are we to imagine real change, in the suffocating
managerial atmosphere that sees change everywhere and nowhere? Our current
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in the 1780s and 90s, Immanuel Kant reinvented philosophy as a critical
tribunal, before which the principles of Western thinking would be judged. In his
Critique of Pure Reason, Critique of Practical Reason and Critique of Judgement,
Kant set about re-establishing the foundations of knowledge, morality and
aesthetics respectively through testing them and establishing their limits. The
Enlightenment itself made this necessary, having thrown doubt upon the old
certainties that had once wedded science, ethical practices and artistic creation
into a single theological system (as manifest in the Renaissance). Kant’s aim
was not to exacerbate this sense of uncertainty, but to bring it to a climax and
therefore to a close, issuing the philosophical decision that would allow modern
thought to continue on a new, surer footing.

mwm critical philosophy aimed to bring something to the boil, to introduce

a new future by issuing a judgement on the past. Certainly there was

a negative dimension to this - only through greatly restricting the scope of
science, for example, did he hope to save it. But this is not so different from the
negative function of a theatre critic: without the possibility, and sometimes even
expectation, of a negative judgement, there is no meaning in an affirmative one.
Modern philosophy had, after all, begun with a moment of radical doubt, when
René Descartes asked how he could be sure of the existence of the outside world,
or indeed himself. His famous answer - cogito ergo sum - was a foundation of sorts,
but modern theory has been a recurring throwing-into-doubt ever since. This is not
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