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The World or Capitalism?

Introduction: Do We Need Clichés?

In 1979, the Dutch sociologist Anton C. Zijderveld described the strange dual role that clichés play in modern society.1 On the one hand, clichés can be pernicious, even outright destructive. They obscure any real, original meaning to social and political events – they enable a type of gestural dismissal of the facts. If we believe, for example, that ‘there is no smoke without fire’, we will happily abandon any fair or neutral investigation into a scandal. Stereotypes are a fruitful example of this negative dimension to clichés. Employing racial or nationalistic stereotypes – that Mexicans are freeloaders, that Jews are antisocial – only inhibits our capacity to ask the serious questions. In their isolated form, then, clichés only conceal or actively oppose the truth. At the same time, Zijderveld argued, there is nevertheless a ‘real’ or truthful dimension to clichés: not only do they express an uncomfortable truth about how the social sphere functions, they even allow it to function by furnishing ‘shortcuts’ and convenient mileposts which reduce the need for interpretation, questioning and second-guessing of every finite detail of the world. Clichés abandon any factual, reasoned meaning, and yet by implication this is what makes them ‘functional’ and infectious – they allow the wheels of civilisation to keep turning without our having to pause and validate our every action by infinite rational enquiries. The social sphere works because we sometimes ignore information – we employ heuristics without which we might remain in a permanent state of questioning. In this sense, clichés play a necessary role. In other words, and in a sociological sense, clichés are even more real than the ‘real’ state of things, insofar as their repetitive use reflects the everyday ignorance necessary for things to carry on: we all know that ‘ethically sourced’ products are not necessarily free from ecological and economic exploitation, but seeing this label on my coffee allows me to feel good enough about myself to continue shopping. Similarly, the cliché that Canadians are polite may not be true, but things work out better if, when visiting Canada, I nonetheless treat them extra politely. The efficiency of the cliché shows that, at its core, meaning and fact by themselves are not enough. In order to function, humanity often needs to disown rational facts.

Contrary to the common-sense perspective, one of the great insights of the French structuralists was that language is more social and performative than it is factually communicative. Animals, who lack language (they cannot for example entertain hypothetical discourses on art or engage in abstract linguistic speculations), nonetheless have overwhelmingly sophisticated communication systems. Let’s take meerkats as an example. Meerkat societies – or mobs as they are in fact called – are highly organised and have sophisticated communicative practices perfectly adapted to their environment. If, for example, a danger to the mob is spotted by one of its members, that meerkat will let out one of multiple alarm calls, depending on whether the threat is a predator or a parasite, whether it is approaching by air, by land, or underground, and specifically how far away it is. Instantly, the other meerkats will react appropriately to this alarm call, whether by scattering, hiding in their burrows, or mobilising to confront the attacker. In other words, animal communication is highly effective. The lesson from meerkats (and zoology more generally) is that effectiveness and cooperation are the principal features of communication.

Language, on the other hand, lacks this communicative efficiency. Language is rich and complex enough to often obscure any smooth or fluid collective communication. It refers primarily to itself, acting at an obscure distance from the ‘natural’ world. In other words, the immediacy of communication is incompatible with complex, often contradictory sentences that allow for multiple interpretations, opposing meanings, and a similarly obscure linguistic responses. Language implements a new ethical and aesthetic regime, and discourse (in its Rancièrian and Foucauldian sense) emerges at the cost of an interpretation-free, direct communication. Language perhaps allows us to discuss film and literature, but renders us very ineffective against serious, imminent threats. In a strange inversion, and as Jacques Derrida argued,2 the animal therefore represents something enigmatic that is absent or has failed to be realised in their human counterpart: an efficacy which we do not possess. As we all know, especially those who have embarked on learning a new language, there is rarely anything self-explanatory or communicatively straightforward about language. Certain words have relative meanings, or can mean multiple, even opposed, things. Sentences themselves can often be misleading and lead to multiple interpretations. Take, for example, the well-known example of the sentence ‘I did not say she stole the money’. Depending on where emphasis in the sentence is placed (and emphasis is often just as important as the sentence itself), or even if no emphasis whatsoever is used, this sentence can have multiple contradicting meanings. ‘I did not say she stole the money’ implies that she did in fact steal the money, but that I never made this accusation. ‘I did not say she stole the money’ suggests that money was indeed stolen, but not by her. ‘I did not say she stole the money’ implies that I might have hinted at the fact, but never went so far as to make any real accusation of this fact.

In other words, and as opposed to simple communication, language obscures just as much as it relates. The infinite possibilities of sentence construction often mean that language serves purposes deeply removed from the practical ones of simple communication for survival or reproduction. Language serves a third, more obscure, purpose. It is a cultural, uniquely human, category: it is inseparable from aesthetic, ethical, and social questions. The basic ‘social fabric’ of language, in which direct meaning is less important than function, or where obscurity itself becomes efficient, is therefore the paradox that is concentrated in the dual purpose of clichés.

But this is not the whole story. Clichés may mimic the basic coordinates of the social, but they are not limited to everyday discourse, and we should not simply accept them because of their functional value. Politics, academia, and philosophy all routinely deploy clichés in the precise way that Zijderveld defines them: as possible, valuable insights that quickly lose any worthwhile meaning by being indefinitely and performatively repeated. It is, in fact, the most established ‘high-end’ philosophical clichés, or even presuppositions, that are the most problematic. Two specific examples are useful in highlighting this point: the cartesian-psychological notion of the self-evidence of the ‘I’, and the Judeo-Christian valuation of life.

With Descartes’3 formulation of the cogito in 1637, we were introduced to the solipsistic insistence of the I as a philosophical premise, and to the privileged philosophical position that is granted by reflection upon the knowledge held by the self.4 Following Descartes, and with the dawn of scientific or empirical psychology in the nineteenth century, we were told that the only thing one can be certain of is one’s own experience – that ‘you know yourself better than anything else’, or ‘better than anyone else knows you’ – hence the popularity of Wilhelm Wundt’s method of introspection, as well as the basis of much modern psychological research: emotional self-report. The central theme of psychology became the fact that you are first and foremost a judge or knower of yourself. Knowledge of the other requires the mediation of their own knowledge of themselves – you will never know anything about them better than they know themselves. This epistemological self-certainty rose to the level of an academic cliché, even furnishing the image of a rational, self-transparent agent that became the foundation not only of academic psychology, but of the Western legal subject: legal responsibility should (in most cases) first and foremost be placed on the individual criminal, since (except in instances where they might have been compelled) they acted in complete identity with their rational, internal agency. In other words, people very clearly know what they are doing and can (with a little bit of help) reflect on their motives for doing so.

But Freud eventually exposed the radical inconsistency lodged in this apparent subjective self-transparency. Psychoanalysis introduced the alien subjective discrepancy of the unconscious, of an internal division of the subject that reframed the cause of our behaviour as entirely inaccessible to self-reflection. With psychoanalysis, the ‘interiority’ (or essence) of the subject is absolutely incompatible with the subject’s self-knowledge. The driving force of subjectivity and personal action is an obscure, impersonal otherness that in no way reflects the ego’s mastery, but rather reflects its basic displacement in relation to an inarticulable, uncomfortable alterity internal to ourselves. As the French psychoanalyst Jean Laplanche put it in his famous New Foundations for Psychoanalysis, if there is one defining theme to the Freudian discovery, it is that no utterance, gesture, or action is ever transparent to itself. Fettered to our behaviour is a self-alienating otherness, an irreducible division which inevitably renders the subject profoundly divorced from itself. This impossibility of accounting for subjective action by the subject’s reflection on this action – the impossibility of a transparent understanding of ourselves – is what we have come to call the ‘unconscious’. Since Freud, therefore, it is yourself that is most foreign to the self; contrary to the well-defined Western idea of the homo psychologicus (the ‘rational man’ accessible by psychological self-reflection), the Freudian subject is internally marked by an alien anonymity. The cliché of Cartesian (or psychological) self-accessibility definitively served a function: it laid the ground for the modern legal subject, providing a rationale for the necessity of personal accountability for one’s actions, and laid the foundations for multiple schools of therapy that encourage you to think about and construct the meaning of your own behaviour. But its logic was untenable. Through Freud, this cliché was problematised, and it was shown to conceal the profound self-alienation, or unknowability, of the self.

Christian Clichés

The paradoxical status of clichés recurs at the heart of Christianity. For example, today’s dominant Judeo-Christian ethic provided us with the now clichéd notion that ‘life is the most precious thing’. God created man in His own image, and gave man a superior and central position in the broader natural order. As many conservative-Christian commentators argue, it is through Christianity that we have a moral and legal system founded on the supreme rights of the individual. Ultimately – and more than any other ethical-ideological system – Christianity claims to champion the individual, to value the sublime beauty of individual life more than anything else. Life is precious, and anything antithetical to life, whether murder or abortion, is a sin. Yet, we encounter the paradox here that one of the greatest transgressors of this cliché is in fact Christianity itself. Let’s not forget that it was first and foremost Christianity that, like any truly effective ideology, was prepared to throw this sacrosanct ‘life’ itself under the bus, to sacrifice thousands, in the name of its own cause, in holy wars and crusades. Many such ‘holy sacrifices’ of life – as has already been so expertly dramatised by authors like Strindberg or Brecht – were in reality grounded in economic motives and hegemonic concerns of political domination. Hence the ‘virtue’ of courage – of submitting a particular (individual) life to the greater cause of a universal life of the people and the state – became a necessary piece of propaganda. Brecht was one of the first to point out this paradox of virtue.5 Through his character Mother Courage’s challenge to the Protestant recruitment officers of the Swedish Empire during the Thirty Years’ War in Europe, Brecht notes that the virtues and duties that the soldier is commanded to defend are invoked only when a nation is most desperate to exploit this soldier. In any functional society, where needs are met and universal rights are recognised, virtuous self-sacrifice would not be necessary. Virtue is required only where a state has failed in its real purpose, where the insufficiencies of the state are reframed as responsibilities, which are in turn displaced from the state onto its subjects. Life may be virtuous and even sacrosanct, but this virtue is called on precisely in order for life itself to be sacrificed.

If life is precious for the Christian, then it is paradoxical that Christianity is first in line to sacrifice this very life at its own convenience. The value of life is in this sense a religious cliché, one that is invoked only where it has most acutely lost its original meaning. In order for this cliché to persist, it has to functionally contradict itself. This is not, however, an explicitly anti-Christian sentiment. The great medieval theologian Meister Eckhart had already recognised this paradox, central to our belief in ideology, in the early fourteenth century. The basis of the spread of Christian ideology as such, he claimed, worked only insofar as the believer maintained a symbolic or epistemic distance from his own belief. Direct and excessive belief could all too easily distort the thing believed in. Christianity spread, Meister Eckhart claimed, not by the immanence of an overwhelming, spiritual knowledge of God. This ‘immediate knowledge’ belongs to the ascetic, to the man who denies himself and society, and thereby has little political influence. In an ideological or political sense, it was better to abstractly proclaim one’s faith and to privately realise it afterwards than to wait until one had meditated on one’s faith just enough to proclaim it, by which time you were either left behind or tried for heresy. As Meister Eckhart suggests, the mechanism behind the spread of Christianity throughout the world was not a profound or direct knowledge of Christian ‘truths’ held by its followers (not, in other words, by an immediate personal knowledge), but rather by the strange proposition that ‘I know that I know’. In order to ‘truly’ believe, we must suspend this same belief and affirm our knowledge from a distance. In other words, Eckhart was very well aware of the fact that, in order to be a faithful Christian, one must only performatively know that one knows what is believed in, to act as if one knows even without a continuous, direct affirmation of this knowledge.

The central point I am making is that it is not necessarily a problem for Christianity that it contradicts itself – this contradiction can very easily be in its own service. Around six hundred years after Meister Eckhart, in the early twentieth century, Eckhart’s claim would be further elaborated by the British satirist and Christian apologist G.K. Chesterton. Chesterton noticed a strange logic central to the Christian doctrine: for every claim regarding Christianity (or orthodox Christianity), the obverse also appears to be true.6 For example, Christianity preaches a form of loving passivity – it tells us to turn the other cheek, to love thy neighbour. Yet Christianity has at the same time been one of the most aggressive and dominating forces of world history in the last couple millennia. The survival of Christianity lies in the fact that it has very often refused to turn the other cheek, refused to show mercy to its enemies, and instead embarked on campaigns of violent redemption against the threat posed by other religions. Similarly, we are told that Christianity stubbornly upholds the family structure. It insists on the closed familial unit of mother, father, and children. At the same time, it puts this unity aside for the transcendent place held by God. In other words, the supposedly closed family is submitted to the universal ‘openness’ of the Lord.

We may want to criticise any given Christian doctrine, yet we are forced to recognise that the opposite criticism is very often also true. This paradox at the heart of Christianity is, for Chesterton, nevertheless one of its more interesting strengths. It is easy to be a heretic, Chesterton argues, to single out a portion of the biblical literature that does not contradict itself, and to abandon the rest of the literature in order to establish a smaller, yet rationally self-consistent, doctrine. Orthodoxy, on the other hand, is forced to contend with the multiple possible contradictions internal to biblical literature. It necessarily embodies this inconsistency and recognises in it a more indirect truth. To be orthodox, for Chesterton, is to avow contradiction as constitutive of reality itself – we cannot, and should not, avoid contradiction. In the same way, he claims, it is very easy to assume the perspective of a madman. The madman (and here Chesterton echoes Foucault’s discursive reconstruction of the history of madness) is often too logical for his own good: he recognises inconsistencies and irregularities inherent in reality as such, and subsequently rejects them, thereby rejecting a significant portion of reality itself. To be sane, on the other hand, requires the inconsistencies of reality to be accepted alongside its consistencies, and not as a mere deviation from reality. Sanity does not logically resolve contradictions, nor does it naïvely argue that they do not exist. Instead, sanity enables a perspective shift that the excessive logicality of madness cannot account for: these contradictions are avowed as constitutive of the totality of reality itself, rather than dismissed as incompatible with reality. The French philosopher Emmanuel Levinas shared a similar sentiment when he wrote that every totality comprises something that this totality cannot account for: an ‘infinity’ which is always in excess of the totality it is situated in.7 The contradictions of Christianity would in this case be the irreducible excess that belongs to the totality of the Christian doctrine and yet which contradicts this doctrine. Hence Chesterton provides the analogous argument that chess players go mad, while poets do not. It is the uncompromising application of logic (the position of the chess player), rather than an absence of a unifying logic (the position of the poet), that causes madness.

There is perhaps an infinite storehouse of clichés that can be recycled today – they play the same unavoidable social function today as they did when Zijderveld was writing about them in 1979 – but they should nevertheless always be questioned and problematised. Clichés may be necessary, but so is our ability to question them. As old as the biblical clichés may be, the self-contradictory yet fruitful status of the cliché has not lost any traction in recent years, and it is here where we get to my central argument. With the serious blow dealt to the left by the recent revival of right-wing populism, and the persistent failure of the left to collectively provide serious alternatives to the aggressive, global precarity of late capitalism, we should in fact not be afraid to question even the well-established aphorisms of the anti-capitalist struggle. From the radical leftist perspective, it is in fact politically ‘convenient’ phrases in contemporary Marxism and socialism that we should today put to the test more than ever, to avoid their clichéd reproduction, and to avoid erecting false bulwarks against the fundamental threats to civilisation as such.

In the last few years, our collective obsession with post-apocalyptic and end-of-the-world zombie films seems to have been the subject of renewed investment. Within the space of only a year, productions such as 28 Years Later, 2073, Apocalypse Z, and The Last of Us all conveniently bring to mind a more modern, anti-capitalist aphorism that has taken on an almost prophetic status for the left – an aphorism, in other words, that has quickly risen to the ranks of cliché: the famous motto of Mark Fisher’s Capitalist Realism, that ‘it is easier to imagine the end of the world than the end of capitalism’.8 For every hundred films imagining some form of the collapse of civilisation, hardly any films present reasonable visions of a civilisation that continues after capitalism comes to an end. The historically more recent problem of the end of capitalism, it seems, is more difficult to face than the older question of the end of the world as such.

This impossibility of conceiving of economic alternatives to capitalism, and the preference for imagining the total destruction of the world in which capitalism operates, is what the term ‘capitalist realism’ means for Fisher. Capitalism presents itself as being without alternatives – or rather, the alternative to capitalism is itself ‘capitalised’, rendered internal to capital appropriation. Capitalism is dynamic and globalised enough to ensure that its own obverse, its own end, is impossible. This is the crucial shift, Fisher argues, from Fordist factory capitalism to decentralised (global) late capitalism. This latter capitalism persists not only by infiltrating the world beyond the factory – private life, the basic forms of social communication (Facebook, iMessage, or WhatsApp) and interpersonal relations as such – but also by simultaneously presenting itself as an alternative to itself: free expression, the ideology of the individual, and the forms of meaningful ‘self-realisation’ so common to the self-help industry are all apparently isolated expressions of freedom that in fact maintain the impersonal, collectivising forms of exploitation that capitalism has implemented. To reject collectivism by manufacturing a commodified individual is little more than an elaborate affirmation of this same collectivised economic globalisation. Or put simply, in the post-war period, anti-ideology has been appropriated as the central theme of the dominant capitalist ideology.

With the contributions of Fredric Jameson and Slavoj Žižek – who Fisher relies on in outlining the mechanism of capitalist realism – we are therefore left in a paradoxical deadlock: it is easier to think the end of the world than it is to think the end of capitalism. This phrase persists even today on the left, and with the continued sales of Fisher’s book, this slogan is quickly attaining the level of a decisive diagnosis of our present political situation. But is there not a risk that even this astute critique is attaining the level of cliché? Is there a risk that we are taking for granted the basic opposition that the capitalist realist slogan frames? The opposition between the world and capitalism. In this book, I want to give a different account of this predicament, to argue that the opposition between capitalism and the world – that we think the end of the one at the cost of thinking the end of the other – is a false opposition. The problem with capitalism, as we will see, is not simply located at the level of the end of capitalism, nor the end of the world. The problem is instead a broader one: knowing what we in fact mean by the end as such. A long history of ideas – many of which will be touched on in this book – suggests that humanity is exceptionally ineffective when it comes to thinking any type of end, limit, or termination. In fact, it is this problematic status of ‘the end’ that capitalism effectively exploits and utilises in order to prevent us from rationally confronting it. In order to begin thinking of the end of capitalism, a broader perspective is first of all required, a perspective that recognises the severe difficulties we have faced in merely knowing what is meant by ‘the end of something’. The problem of capitalism lies in its reflection of a limitation within out conceptual framework of limits. The first task, then, is to understand what is meant by the end as such.

The World of the End

One of the big problems with the capitalist realist motto is that, while we have indeed struggled to coherently think the end of capitalism – no large-scale realistic alternative, including steps to get there, has been presented yet by the left – we have also been just as inefficient in fathoming a convincing image of the end of the world. That we have thought the end of the world with ease (at the sacrifice of thinking the end of capitalism) is, in fact, the wrong conclusion to draw from the endless proliferation of apocalyptic literature and films in the last few decades.

The British author J.G. Ballard, one of the great literary thinkers of the grotesque and perplexing essence of whatever is meant by ‘apocalypse’, can be read as perfectly staging how it is that the ‘end of the world’ comes to be most clearly defined by the extent to which it obscures itself. His 1962 novel The Drowned World depicts a small research team living in the abandoned ruins of what used to be London, which has been submerged underwater following an ecological disaster. While climate change and melting icecaps would only raise sea levels by a few metres, landslides and silt build-ups have massively diverted and reshaped natural rivers, eventually creating a lagoon covering most of Europe. Temperatures are continuing to rise quickly, triggering a type of accelerated reverse-evolution of biological life: animals are appearing to return to prehistoric dimensions, with giant predatory reptiles, jungle-like flora, and enlarged, vicious insects occupying the rooftops that house the London-based researchers. Eventually, the team (led by a man named Robert Kerans) uncovers the grave reality of the climate disaster – that the drowned, scorching-hot Europe will continue to become even more inhospitable. In only a few weeks, fuel reserves will run out across European research stations and temperatures will render human survival impossible. The only solution, therefore, is to move to the colonies further north. But somehow – and here we see the brilliance of Ballard – their admission of this destruction paradoxically inhibits any effective reaction. As both Kerans and his team are increasingly confronted with their slim chances of success in staving off the impending catastrophe, any acknowledgement of the reality of their situation becomes immediately entangled with an enigmatic dismissal of the severity of its implications. Having once agreed on the disastrous state of the world, their preoccupations shift elsewhere, onto dream-like, existential, and even trivial preoccupations – onto anything, in short, but the reality of the situation itself.

In The Drowned World, the catastrophe has already taken place, but the protagonists seem unable to understand what this really means. Faced with yet another catastrophe, or with the knowledge that London (and Europe) will soon kill them and that they need to evacuate, the protagonists seem strangely preoccupied with anything but this imminent end, and in fact choose to stay behind – not out of a pessimistic resignation to their hopeless situation, but because they seem utterly indifferent to it. At the same time, however, if we compare The Drowned World with Ballard’s subsequent apocalyptic novel, published two years later, The Burning World, another difficulty appears. In the former book, Europe lies underwater due to a solar storm which has rapidly raised the temperature of the Earth. The disaster depicted is, in other words, irrelevant to human industry: it is a purely natural event. However, in The Burning World the continuous flushing of industrial waste into the ocean has eventually interrupted the precipitation cycle, causing a global drought. Here, in other words, the event which threatens the collapse of civilisation is entirely man-made. A different sense, not only of urgency, but of criticism, is hinted at between these books – at a first glance, the second one appears to be more concerned with condemning, implying that we are responsible for this mess (rather than a distant cosmological event).

Martin Amis suggested that this shift between 1962 and 1964 – from representing the ecological catastrophe as a natural disaster to depicting it as a man-made one – reflected Ballard’s growing awareness of the human factors predominantly contributing to climate change. Is this really how we should read the two novels: as a more-educated Ballard simply correcting his naïveté of two years earlier? I would argue that this reading is wrong. Instead, between these two novels it seems that Ballard was very intentionally depicting a certain inconsistency in both accounts. The ambivalence towards the origin of the apocalypse reproduces our ambivalence towards what the apocalypse as such looks like even while it is taking place. The end of the world could take the shape of anything from global infertility to nuclear fallout, and this opaqueness of the future is ‘played with’ by Ballard in his mockery not only of the origin (whether natural or man-made, or whether the man-made can also be described as natural) of the climate catastrophe, but of our ultimate indifference towards this catastrophe. For Ballard, whatever it is that will cause the end of the world, it is always too late by the time we ask the question, and we will never truly be able to realise what this end
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