“Imagined Recovery”:
Cultural Political Economy and the 2007-2009 Finance-Led Crisis
One-Day Workshop on 4th June 2010 at Swansea University

Keynote Speaker: Bob Jessop
External Speakers: Ngai-Ling Sum, Michael Pryke, Matt Davies, Earl Gammon and Eirikur Bergmann

Speakers from Swansea: Christian De Cock, Marcus Doel, Alan Finlayson, David Berry, Peter Bloom and Claes Belfrage
Sponsoring Institutions:
Swansea University:  Centre for the Study of Culture and Politics • School of Business and Economics • The Callaghan Centre for the Study of Conflict • Centre for Urban Theory; Lancaster University:  Cultural Political Economy Research Centre
Workshop Abstract: 

The 2007-2009 financial crisis represents a failure not only of Economics but also of an entire economic culture. The crisis is a painful reminder that decades of freeing financial markets from social and political constraint in fact made them ever more embedded not just in our economic life but in our everyday social and cultural experience. Financial markets promised freedom from work, endlessly rising property prices, and protection from risk. Traders in the financial markets became convinced that risk had been tamed by mathematised software algorithms that perversely legitimated ever greater risk-taking and the buying and selling of dangerously complex derivatives. Popular television programmes promoted property investment and get-rich-quick schemes. As pension funds increased their trading on international markets our personal futures became a commodity on which others could speculate.  
 

What the Classical Political Economists called ‘the full range of the passions’ has been historically marginalised from economic theory by neo-classical assumptions about the rationality of market actors. But we cannot assess the meaning and impact of the financial crisis without attending to that full range of feeling, thinking and acting. Political Economy must cease believing in effective sovereignty of individual rational choice. Greater attention has to be paid to the role played by processes and institutions of financialisation, not least to the promotion of particular cultures of finance. Walter Benjamin (at the time of the Wall Street Crash) criticised Historical Materialism for its lack of ‘sensuousness’. The same charge can be made against much of contemporary economic theory. 
 

This workshop will explore the potential contributions of contemporary developments in Cultural Political Economy which focus on the cultural, semiotic, subjective, aesthetic and phantasmatic aspects of economic thought and activity. Leading scholars from across the UK will debate and develop approaches that can measure up to the task of understanding and moving beyond our social, cultural and political as well as economic crises.   
 

Programme, 4th of June, 2010, The Singleton Abbey Senate Room (Ground floor)
8:45-9:15am Coffee and Registration

9:15-9:30am Introduction: Pro-Vice Chancellor Noel Thompson, Professor of Economic History, Swansea University, and Welcome by Claes Belfrage

9:30-10:30am Keynote Speech: Bob Jessop, Department of Sociology and the Cultural Political Economy Research Centre, Lancaster University
Title: “A Cultural Political Economy of Crisis Recovery: The Role of States in Re-Imagining Post-Crisis, Post-Neoliberal Futures” 
Abstract: 

This paper adopts a cultural political economy (CPE) approach to examine the discourses and practices of crisis recovery. States played a major role in rolling out neo-liberal, finance-led accumulation, state projects, and societal visions as well as in providing flanking and supporting mechanisms to sustain neo-liberalism when its adverse effects became apparent. States were often the crisis-manager in the first instance once the crisis of neo-liberal, finance-led accumulation became increasingly evident during 2008. This paper presents some preliminary remarks from a major research project on the cultural political economy of crisis-management. It examines the struggles over the interpretation of the crisis (including the attribution of causality and blame), their implications for crisis-management, and the prospects of alternative post-crisis, post-neoliberal futures. Early findings from case study material from the USA, UK, Germany, France, the EU, and several international economic agencies are drawn. The preliminary results have interesting implications for arguments about the hegemony of neo-liberalism, varieties of capitalism, and state strength.

10:30-11am Christian De Cock, Department of Business Studies, Swansea University

Title: “Financial Phantasmagoria: Corporate Image-Work in Times of Crisis”

Abstract: 

Over the period January-December 2008 we collected 241 separate advertisements from 61 financial institutions published in the Financial Times. Reading across the ensemble of advertisements for themes and evocative images, sketching an outline in symbolic space, provides an impression of the financial imaginaries created by these organizations as the global financial crisis unfolded. In using the term ‘phantasmagoria’ we move beyond its colloquial sense of a set of strange images designed to dazzle towards the more technical connotation used by Rancière (2004) who suggested that words and images can offer a trace of an overall determining set-up if they are torn from their obviousness so they become phantasmagoric figures. The latter connotation encourages a search for dissonances, juxtapositions and contradictions in particular imaginaries and is thus close to Jameson’s (1998, 2007) notion of dialectical criticism. Such an approach is a response to the realization that too much has been ceded too readily to powerful naturalizing forces which have made certain aspects of the recent period of ‘capitalism in crisis’ very hard to question.
11-11:15am Coffee

11:15am-12pm Michael Pryke, Geography, Open University
Title: “The culture of financialized time-space: Seductive models and the ‘interactive complexity’ of financial risk and uncertainty”
Abstract: 

Prior to the recent financial crisis terms such as ‘flow’ and ‘circulation’ dominated accounts of financial markets. In the shadow of the crisis such terms are found wanting; they capture neither the complex interrelationships, the entangled time-spaces, which accompany the movement of contemporary finance and the dynamic traffic in financial instruments, nor do they help make sense of the sheer spatial disruptiveness when things go wrong, as the present financial crisis illustrates only too well. Why? Well, as analytical concepts they story half-way through; they miss out the formative stages: the socio-technical-cultural practices and processes that generate an increasingly mathematised and coded time-space – the agencements that is of global finance through which everyday spaces are woven continually and with novel consequences, as the crisis has made clear.  By joining those who attend to the ‘stuff’ of finance this paper offers a tentative exploration of how the culture of financialized time-space might be reflected upon and brought more actively into accounts of financial market practices and their consequences.

12-12:30pm Claes Belfrage and David Berry, Department of Political and Cultural Studies, Swansea University, and Eirikur Bergmann, Centre for European Studies, Bifrost University, Iceland

Title: “Justifying Worth in the Imagined Recovery from the Icelandic Collapse”
Abstract:

Iceland provides an extreme case study into financialisation and the “imagined recovery” from a profound financial crisis facilitated by the collapse of democratic structures and processes of checks-and-balances. A powerful shift towards a neoliberal policy paradigm in the 1990s set the stage for rapid financialisation and the uprooting of an inward-looking industrial paradigm embedded in traditional culture and corporatist structures. Spearheaded by “Viking Capitalists”, Iceland became the proud explorer of finance-led growth constructing a deep semiotic and extra-semiotic platform in society. With the financial crisis, however, the limitations of the Icelandic finance-led growth regime have become painfully apparent. Its collapse has led to the asking of profound questions about what kind of Cultural Political Economy should be developed in Iceland. After giving a brief analysis of the Icelandic collapse from a Cultural Political Economy approach, it proceeds by exploring competing “justifications of worth” (cf. Boltanski and Thevenet 2006) in the imagined recovery from the crisis. 
12:30-1:30pm Lunch

1:30-2:15pm Earl Gammon, Department of Political, Social and International Studies, University of East Anglia

Title: “Towards An Anthropology of Financial Derivatives”
Abstract:

In this paper, we seek to lay the groundwork for a novel socio-political theorisation of the phenomenon of financial derivatives in the contemporary global political economy. Rather than providing an analysis of the technical specificities of derivatives in their functional role in terms of controlling risk, or of their instrumental role in abetting capitalist accumulation, we aim to flesh out a much broader social theory of derivatives. By a ‘broader’ social theory, we mean to re-evaluate derivatives as a social institution enframed within an historically particular symbolic and cultural economy. Here, akin to a more classical and inductive political economy, we look to roll back our instrumentalist assumptions about the nature of wealth and prestige--typically defined in narrow monetary and material terms, aspiring to a more anthropological view on contemporary rituals of wealth creation and destruction.

2:15-3pm Ngai-Ling Sum, Department of Politics and International Relations and the Cultural Political Economy Research Centre, Lancaster University

Title: “A Cultural Political Economy of Crisis Recovery: Transnational Imaginaries of 'BRIC'”
Abstract:

This paper adopts a cultural political economy (CPE) approach to examine the discourses and practices of crisis recovery. Most analyses of crisis recovery in the current period tend to be national- and state-oriented, focusing on what, if anything, governments should do to rescue their respective economies and restart growth. This paper adopts a different perspective. It looks at crisis recovery from the perspective of fractions of capital and focuses on financial capital’s response to the crisis, which includes an escape route from crisis-ridden national economies to expanding economic spaces. Specifically, it investigates the role of transnational forces (e.g., investment banks, international organizations, business magazines) in constructing imaginaries such as ‘BRIC’ as an investment and growth category. The latter is narrated as being the powerhouse that will provide continuous impetus for growth despite the crisis elsewhere and does so via several knowledging technologies (in a neo-Foucauldian sense). These discourses resonate in (trans-)national arenas and facilitate the building of alliances between particular forces in the north and south. This is not a frictionless process but encounters local resistance. Cultural political economy explores this too.
3-3:15 Coffee

3:15-3:45pm Alan Finlayson and Claes Belfrage, Department of Political and Cultural Studies, Swansea University

Title: “Mapping Financial Literacies: Capabilities and Processes in the Taking of Everyday Financial Decisions”

Abstract:

In the context of financialisation, individual financial literacy is a matter of increasing concern for a range of agencies and institutions, including governments, banks, international organizations and voluntary associations. In the UK a number of government policies are oriented towards helping individuals develop financial literacy. These cross traditional departmental domains, forming part of social policy, pensions policy, housing policy, educational reforms and savings policies. Significantly, financial literacy policies are central to strategies of financial inclusion. Despite the diversity of their provenance, financial literacy policies and strategies share in the presumption that the central problem to be addressed is the absence of something – a lack of knowledge which the policy can remedy. However, this paper explores the idea that far from a lack of financial literacy there is in fact a surfeit of financial literacies promoted by a range of institutions and agents and that this is partly the result of counterproductive policies of financial inclusion, but also partly the result of a lack of joint-up policy implementation. Largely neglected by the literature, however, are the largely neglected existing forms of ‘local’ or ‘traditional’ financial knowledge passed on within families, social and religious communities and other networks, forms which themselves partly result from a lack of economic and institutional opportunities. In short, there are multiple financial literacies that are part of cultures of finance formed from the complex interaction of ‘high’ finance with ‘everyday’ life. Attitudes towards, and uses of, finance are importantly also developed in familial, local and communal contexts into which a range of commercial, mediated and governmental agencies intervene providing advice or training, promoting or recommending lifestyles and aspirations. The challenge for social science research is thus to understand not financial literacy but financial literacies and how these interact with each other in the context of social, economic and institutional constraints. By means of research on the UK Child Trust Fund initiative and the Swedish Pension Reform, we demonstrate that this idea indeed holds true and that it continues to present a profound policy challenge to policy-makers.
3:45-4:15pm Matt Davies, School of Geography, Politics and Sociology, Newcastle University

Title: “Ad Valorem – The Financial Crisis Read through John Ruskin: Work, Culture, Politics”

Abstract: 

Studies of financialization have contributed broadly to our understanding of the consequences of new financial instruments for accumulation and for the organization of consumption. Yet while contemporary economic transformations have as much to do with struggles over the control of the labour process as with financialization, examining finance has tended to obscure work for political economy. The separation of economic life from politics and from culture effected by finance runs concurrently with a fragmentation of social experience and of knowledge of the social; both this separation and its critique have unfolded in the context of capitalist development. What light can culture – or, more particularly, aesthetics – shine on the effects of finance and the financial crisis? This paper looks back to John Ruskin as an early critic of political economy who refused this fragmentation. Ruskin is better known as a critic of art and architecture; his writings on political economy, though influential in certain circles, were widely reviled in his time and are little read today. But Ruskin’s political economy grew organically from his aesthetics and he placed great emphasis on creativity and craft in work as the basis of an ethically defensible political economy. This paper critically reads Ruskin’s aesthetics and his critique of political economy to highlight the latent consequences of financialization for a politics of work, to examine the limits of a “moral economy” or “social economy” critique of financialization, and to see how Ruskin’s social and aesthetic theory might contribute to an aesthetic and political theory of work.

4:15-4:45pm Marcus Doel, Department of Geography, Swansea University

Title: “Just excess: from restricted economy to global financial crisis”
Abstract:

Given renewed impetus by the recent global financial crisis, miserly thinking is once again on the ascendancy. Pitching itself against miserly thinking, the paper unfolds a form of thought animated by excession rather than immiseration; by a world given as excess rather than as privation. This is accomplished in four parts, each of which is illustrated with reference to the global financial crisis. The first part of the paper dislodges the grip of miserly thinking by recourse to George Bataille’s notion of general economy. The second part then considers arguably the best-known form of excessful thinking: Marxian political economy, as rendered by David Harvey. Nevertheless, while this successfully reveals how social formations are animated by surplus rather than scarcity, its desire to restitute excess remains mired in miserly thinking. Consequently, the third part of the paper considers the fate of excess once it suffuses the whole of existence. With its ontology of association, Bruno Latour’s actor-network theory has gone the furthest in this regard. However, this ontology runs aground upon an inconsistent excess held in reserve: plasma. The final part of the paper addresses the limitations of Latour’s actor-network theory by way of Alain Badiou’s ontology of subtraction. In the final analysis, the sequence of ‘lack,’ ‘surplus,’ and ‘association’ gives way to the constellation of ‘multiplicity,’ ‘situation,’ and ‘event.’
4:45-5:15pm Peter Bloom, Department of Business Studies, Swansea University

Title: “Back to the Future: Fantasies of Capitalism Past Arising from the Financial Crisis”
Abstract: 

At the centre of the most recent financial crisis there exists a contradiction. While the crash produced broad calls for a “paradigm shift”, little change to values, assumptions, and practices responsible for the downturn is discernible. This tension reflects the paradox at the core of the crisis phenomenon. Namely, narratives of crisis by definition demand transformation yet create longings for an idealised past positively opposed to the uncertain present. It is imperative therefore to understand how previously dominant ideologies ironically resonate with subjects psychologically even while being challenged by the reality of current conditions. The Lacanian concept of fantasy is especially useful for this purpose in its proffering of a “lacking” subject consistently seeking fulfilment in an ever unreachable promise of perfection attached to dominant social ideologies. (Roberts, 2005; Arnaud and Vanheule, 2007; Bloom and Cederstrom, 2009). The paper is concerned with how aspirations for psychic completion pre-dominantly revolve around attempts by subjects to recapture past feelings of wholeness as all identities are “supported by a reference to a lost state of harmony, unity and fullness...”(Stavrakakis, 1999). It therefore analyses how ideologies retain their power even as crisis threatens its very survival by appealing to a fantasy of itself promising a return to past periods of triumph and satisfaction. This is particularly potent during times of dislocation as fantasies play into a crisis narrative of a system once working that has now broken down. The central claim of this work is that capitalism ideologically is reinforced through the construction of a capitalist fantasy connected to an attractive promise of a return to its past glory. In the context of the present crisis, both elites and resistance actors remain committed to a capitalist ideology through attaching their desire to the recapturing of a “lost” capitalist utopia.  This is witnessed equally within popular discourse, concrete struggles, and as connected to organisations. More precisely, this phenomenon is perhaps best illustrated in current elite level rhetoric promising a return to the “success” of the 1990s, or prominent progressive desires to “reregulate the market”, as well as the more tangential promise by politicians and businessmen alike to “get the economy growing again”.  As such capitalism remains paradoxically stronger in the face of its own crisis, ensnaring aspirations for change within the confines of its own idealised past, preventing in the process the possibility and potential ascent of new ideologies and with it fundamental social transformation.
5:15-5:25pm Concluding Remarks: Alan Finlayson, Department of Political and Cultural Studies and Co-Director of C-SCAP, Swansea University

5.25pm- For those of us who will still be around in the evening, we will go to a nearby pub for a drink or two to be followed by a visit to a local Indian restaurant.

Contact Details: 

Dr. Claes Belfrage

E-mail: c.a.belfrage@swansea.ac.uk
Phone: 01792-418595

Professor Christian De Cock
E-mail: c.de-cock@swansea.ac.uk
Phone: 01792 602454

