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In order to think realistically and creatively about matters of  socialist strategy – how to resist 
austerity, how to defeat austerity and, even more than this, how to set about winning power 

LQ�RUGHU�WR�EULQJ�DERXW�IXQGDPHQWDO�FKDQJH�WRZDUGV�D�PRUH�GHPRFUDWLF��KXPDQH��HTXDO�DQG�VXV-
tainable society – we need to be clear about the economic and political context in which we are 
seeking to operate. In the following article, I shall put forward some broad-brush observations 
on the origins, development and trajectory of  the current crisis of  capitalism, focusing in par-
ticular on Europe before giving brief  consideration to a series of  possible ‘exit routes’ – two 
which might be imposed by capital, and one which might be implemented by anti-capitalist forces.

Some General Points about the Crisis

It must be emphasised that the current global capitalist crisis is, precisely, a crisis of  capital-
LVP��7KDW�LV�� LW� LV�D�V\VWHPLF�FULVLV��,W�LV�QRW�VLPSO\�D�GHEW�FULVLV��,W�LV�QRW�DERXW�¶SURÁLJDWH�JRY-
ernment spending’ as the neoliberal right have sought to present it – very successfully, given 
the way in which this narrative frames much of  the debate in the political and media main-
stream. It’s not even really about ‘greedy bankers’ or a ‘failure of  regulation’, as the dominant 
QDUUDWLYH�RQ�WKH�FHQWUH�OHIW�WHQGV�WR�VXJJHVW��7KH�ÀUVW�RI �WKHVH�WZR��FRPSOHPHQWDU\��HOHPHQWV�
of  the centre-left story moralises the crisis simplistically, and the second presents it merely as 
a failing of  administrative/ managerial competence. Deeper, underlying structural and sys-
WHPLF�GHWHUPLQDQWV�²� WKH� HFRQRPLF�SUHVVXUHV�GULYLQJ� ULVN�WDNLQJ��SURÀW�PD[LPLVLQJ�EHKDYLRXU�
(i.e. the driving logic of  capitalism) and militating against the imposition of  regulatory con-
VWUDLQWV� RQ� WKRVH� EHKDYLRXUV� �DQG� WKXV� RQ�PD[LPLVHG� UDSLG� ÀQDQFLDO� UHWXUQV�� ²� DUH� H[FOXGHG�
from the picture. It must be insisted, against all this, that the crisis is rooted in the dysfunc-
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tional logic of  capitalism and that this is an extremely serious crisis from which it is very hard 
to see how capitalism has any immediate prospect of  recovery. It is likely to drag on for years.
    Just like capitalist growth and expansion, capitalist crisis unfolds in processes of  combined 
and uneven development. The close international integration of  national economies means that 
a crisis emerging within one of  them can be transmitted widely very rapidly. However, while this 
entails generalisation of  the crisis internationally in some respects (and indeed the crisis takes on 
VRPH�VSHFLÀFDOO\�DQG�LUUHGXFLEO\�LQWHUQDWLRQDO�JOREDO�IHDWXUHV���WKH�HIIHFWV�RI �WKH�FULVLV�DUH�QRW�
evenly distributed and its intensity varies from state to state and from region to region. This une-
YHQQHVV�LV�VKDSHG�E\�QDWLRQDO��DQG�LQ�(XURSH�WR�D�FHUWDLQ�H[WHQW�E\�UHJLRQDO��VSHFLÀFLWLHV�DQG�¶SDWK�
dependencies’ – such as the relative weight and health of  particular economic sectors, the par-
WLFXODU�FRQÀJXUDWLRQ�RI �SROLWLFDO�HFRQRPLF�LQVWLWXWLRQV�DQG�WKH�SDUWLFXODU�FRQVWUDLQWV�DQG�FDSDFL-
WLHV�WKDW�DULVH�IURP�WKHP��DQG�WKH�VSHFLÀF�SROLF\�UHVSRQVHV�WR�WKH�FULVLV�FKRVHQ�E\�JRYHUQPHQWV�
    One important feature of  this international unevenness is that the crisis tends to become 
concentrated at any given time in one or two particular locations. Developments in those par-
WLFXODU�ORFDWLRQV�WDNH�RQ�D�JHQHUDO�VLJQLÀFDQFH�²�WKH�XQIROGLQJ�RI �WKH�FULVLV�LQ�WKHVH�SODFHV�PDQL-
fests a sort of  concentrated expression of  the international crisis in general. Certainly the in-
ternational development of  the crisis can turn very rapidly on developments in these locations. 
These sites in which the crisis is concentrated and condensed need not include the location in 
ZKLFK� WKH�FULVLV�ÀUVW�HPHUJHV�²� LQGHHG� WKH�JHRJUDSKLFDO�HSLFHQWUH�V��RI � WKH�FULVLV�FDQ�VKLIW�� ,Q�
the current crisis, the epicentre of  global economic instability has moved from the US to Eu-
rope. It began as a crisis in the US mortgage market and has been transformed into a Euro-
SHDQ� VRYHUHLJQ� GHEW� FULVLV� DQG� D� FULVLV� RI � WKH� LQVWLWXWLRQV� RI � WKH�(8� DQG�(XUR]RQH�� )XUWKHU-
more, this European crisis, which condenses the global crisis, has a particular focal point of  
its own – Greece. It is in Greece, then, that the global crisis is manifested in its most concen-
trated form and it is for this reason that whatever happens in Greece over the next few months 
²� HFRQRPLFDOO\� DQG�SROLWLFDOO\� ²� LV� OLNHO\� WR�KDYH�KXJHO\� VLJQLÀFDQW� LQWHUQDWLRQDO� UDPLÀFDWLRQV��

Dimensions of  the Crisis in Europe

We’ve been told regularly over the past few months that the European crisis has ‘turned the corner’. 
(DFK�WLPH�WKH�SURFODPDWLRQ�KDV�EHHQ�SURYHQ�ZURQJ�E\�VXEVHTXHQW�HYHQWV��RQO\�IRU�WKH�SURFODPD-
WLRQ�WR�EH�UHSHDWHG�D�IHZ�ZHHNV�ODWHU�DQG�SURYH��RQFH�DJDLQ��WR�EH�PLVWDNHQ��5HFHQW�HFRQRPLF�ÀJ-
XUHV�VKRZ�WKH�VHULRXVQHVV�RI �WKH�VLWXDWLRQ��(XUR]RQH�*'3�FRQWUDFWHG�IRU�WKUHH�FRQVHFXWLYH�TXDU-
WHUV�LQ�������IROORZLQJ����JURZWK�LQ�WKH�ÀUVW�TXDUWHU�RI �WKDW�\HDU��7KH�IRXUWK�TXDUWHU�VDZ�JURZWK�
IDOO�E\�������IROORZLQJ�D�GURS�RI ������LQ�WKH�SUHYLRXV�TXDUWHU��&OHDUO\�WKLQJV�DUH�QRW�LPSURYLQJ��
7KH�ODVW�TXDUWHU�RI ������DOVR�VDZ�VRPH�RI �WKH�ZRUVW�*'3�ÀJXUHV�IRU�PDMRU�VWDWHV�LQ�WKH�(8��,WDO\�
PLQXV�������)UDQFH�PLQXV�������DQG�HYHQ�*HUPDQ\�VDZ�LWV�*'3�GHFOLQH�E\�������¶3HULSKHUDO·�
southern European economies such as Spain, Portugal, Cyprus and particularly Greece are, of  
course, suffering the worst effects of  this crisis. In Spain, for example, unemployment currently 
VWDQGV�DW�DERXW������DQG�\RXWK�XQHPSOR\PHQW�DW������,Q�*UHHFH��ZKLFK�KDV�VHHQ�D�FXPXODWLYH�
UHGXFWLRQ�LQ�*'3�RI �DERXW�����RYHU�WKH�SDVW�IRXU�\HDUV��H[SHFWHG�WR�KDYH�FRQWUDFWHG�E\�����E\�
WKH�HQG�RI ��������WKH�XQHPSOR\PHQW�UDWH�VWDQGV�DW�DERXW������ZLWK�\RXWK�XQHPSOR\PHQW�DW��������
About a third of  Greece’s population (about 3.9 million people) are now thought to live in poverty.
    The fact is that Europe is in a deep, intractable crisis and nobody really knows how 
it can be overcome. As we’ve seen, the crisis in Europe (the most acute, focal point of  
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which is Greece) condenses the global crisis and so stagnation in Europe both mani-
fests in sharp form, and also itself  drives and reproduces, the great world recession.

How did we get here?

The current crisis represents the breaking down of  a series of  temporary solutions to a major crisis 
of  capitalism that emerged in the 1970s. In effect, the international economy has gone full circle and 
UHWXUQHG��DIWHU�D�IHZ�GHFDGHV�RI ��ODUJHO\�GHEW�IXHOOHG��JURZWK�EDVHG�RQ�YDULRXV�WHPSRUDU\�À[HV��WR�
the relative stagnation in which it languished around forty years ago. In order to understand the crisis 
today, then, we need to examine the development of  the global economy over the past few decades.
����5REHUW�%UHQQHU�KDV�DUJXHG�WKDW�WKH�DGYDQFHG�FDSLWDOLVW�HFRQRPLHV�HQWHUHG�D�FULVLV�RI �SURÀWDELOLW\�DW�
the end of  the 1960s. Indeed, according to Brenner, these economies have suffered from relatively 
ORZ�UDWHV�RI �SURÀW�HYHU�VLQFH�����2QH�PDMRU�UHDVRQ�EHKLQG�WKH�FULVLV�RI �SURÀWV�WKDW�HPHUJHG�LQ�WKH�ODWH�
����V�ZDV�WKDW�ÀUPV�HQFRXQWHUHG�LQFUHDVLQJ�FRQVWUDLQWV�RQ�RSSRUWXQLWLHV�IRU�SURÀWDEOH�LQYHVWPHQW�
as the post-war boom petered out. The effects of  this can be seen in the marked slow-down in rates 
of  growth from the 1970s onwards compared to previous decades (the average rate of  annual GDP 
JURZWK�LQ�:HVWHUQ�(XURSH�IURP���������ZDV��������ZKLOH�IURP�����������LW�DYHUDJHG��������
    Capitalism responded to this crisis in several ways. It sought to ‘go global’ in order to seek out 
cheaper pools of  labour and to open up new investment opportunities abroad. Under Thatcher 
and Reagan especially, it launched an assault on trade unions and pushed up unemployment in or-
der to weaken organised labour and drive down wage costs at home. Finance was also increasingly 
GHUHJXODWHG�LQ�RUGHU�WR�VRDN�XS�H[FHVV�FDSLWDO�ORRNLQJ�IRU�SURÀWDEOH�RXWOHWV��6RPH�RI �WKHVH�LQLWLDO�
solutions, however, soon created further problems for capital. Repression of  wages, of  course, 
drove down workers’ spending power and thus reduced the rate of  effective demand. Capital’s 
solution to this problem was to extend the credit system and to ramp up debt-fuelled consumer 
VSHQGLQJ��7KLV�VWUDWHJ\�LQWHUWZLQHG�ZLWK�ZLGHU�PRYHV�WR�GHUHJXODWH�ÀQDQFH�DQG�ZLWK�WKH�UDSLG�DF-
FHOHUDWLRQ�RI �¶ÀQDQFLDOLVDWLRQ·��&UHGLW�IXHOOHG�FRQVXPSWLRQ�WRJHWKHU�ZLWK�DVVHW�SULFH�LQÁDWLRQ�GURYH�
growth for a while. Yet this solution in turn became the source of  serious problems for capitalism 
because it ‘ultimately led to working-class over-indebtedness relative to income that in turn led to 
D�FULVLV�RI �FRQÀGHQFH�LQ�WKH�TXDOLW\�RI �GHEW�LQVWUXPHQWV·���7KH�FULVLV�WKDW�HPHUJHG�LQ�WKH�86�¶VXE�
SULPH·�PDUNHW�IXOO\�UHYHDOHG�WKH�H[WHQW�WR�ZKLFK�PDMRU�ÀQDQFLDO�LQVWLWXWLRQV�KDG�EHFRPH�SHULORXVO\�
overextended and, indeed, the extent to which growth had been reliant on the ballooning of  debt.
� � � �:KDW�ZH� VDZ�� WKHQ�� IURP� WKH� ����V� RQZDUGV��ZDV� D� VHULHV� RI � WHPSRUDU\� À[HV� WR� D� GHHS-
HU� VWUXFWXUDO� SUREOHP� LQ� ZKLFK� HDFK� À[� UDLVHG� IXUWKHU� SUREOHPV� WKDW� WKHQ� KDG� WR� EH� WHP-
SRUDULO\� VROYHG� ZLWK� IXUWKHU� À[HV�� ,QGHHG�� FDSLWDOLVP�� DV� 'DYLG� +DUYH\� SRLQWV� RXW�� QHY-
er really resolves its crisis tendencies – they are merely shifted around, postponed and 
KHOG� RII�� � &DSLWDOLVP� ÀQGV� D� ZD\� RI � RYHUFRPLQJ� RQH� FULVLV� RQO\� WR� GLVFRYHU�� VRRQHU� RU� ODWHU��
that the terms of  this solution throw up new problems which develop into a new crisis. 
� � � � ,W� LV� ZRUWK� QRWLQJ� WKDW� ¶ÀQDQFLDOLVDWLRQ·� UHSUHVHQWHG� D� UHVSRQVH� WR� YHU\� UHDO� SUHVVXUHV� RQ�
SURÀWDEOH� DFFXPXODWLRQ� ²� LW� ZDV� D� ZD\� RI � VRDNLQJ� XS� H[FHVV� FDSLWDO� JLYHQ� WKH� ZHDNQHVV� RI �
SURÀWDELOLW\� LQ� WKH� SURGXFWLYH� VHFWRU�� 7KH� GHUHJXODWLRQ� RI � WKH� ÀQDQFLDO�PDUNHWV� DQG� WKH� FRQ-
comitant extension of  credit and debt did not simply represent, as social democratic and 
Keynesian theorists tend to suggest, an ideologically-driven bad policy choice on the part of  
neoliberals. A solution to the problems we face cannot be as simple as some sort of  return 

1 brEnnEr, robErt (2005) thE EConomiCs of globAl turbulEnCE (london, vErso)
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WR�WKH�SRVW�ZDU�¶.H\QHVLDQ�FRQVHQVXV·�LQ�ZKLFK�ÀQDQFLDO�UHJXODWLRQ�LV�WLJKWHQHG�XS��DQG�WKH�À-
nancial markets put back in the box from which they escaped after the 1970s. The real struc-
WXUDO� SUHVVXUHV� WR� ZKLFK� ¶ÀQDQFLDOLVDWLRQ·� ZDV� D� UHVSRQVH� DUH� VWLOO� WKHUH� DQG� UHPDLQ� XQVROYHG�

The Eurozone Dimension

7KH� FULVLV� LQ� WKH�(XUR]RQH� LQWHUVHFWV�ZLWK� WKH�ZLGHU� FULVLV� RI � FDSLWDOLVP�PRUH� JHQHUDOO\�� 7KH�
(XUR]RQH�FULVLV��KRZHYHU��KDV�D�QXPEHU�RI �VSHFLÀF�IHDWXUHV�DQG�HPHUJHG�LQ�D�UHODWLYHO\�GLVWLQFW�
historical process closely bound up with particular effects emerging from the institutional archi-
WHFWXUH�RI �WKH�(XUR��(XURSHDQ�0RQHWDU\�8QLRQ��(08��ZDV�D�ORJLFDO�FRQVHTXHQFH�RI �FORVHU�DQG�
closer economic integration among European economies and from the institutional/legal struc-
WXUHV��VXFK�DV�WKH�6LQJOH�(XURSHDQ�0DUNHW��ZKLFK�UHÁHFWHG�DQG�DFFHOHUDWHG�WKLV�SURFHVV��2QH�RI �
the key factors driving economic integration in Europe – from the mid-1980s especially, after a 
period of  so-called ‘Eurosclerosis’ in the 1970s – was the intensifying global competition which 
set in after the petering-out of  the post-war boom. Monetary Union, as the most advanced and 
ambitious form of  economic integration in Europe, functioned as a joint strategy among Euro-
pean elites for defending and improving the global competitiveness of  the region in the context 
RI �D�JHQHUDO�DQG�VXVWDLQHG�FULVLV�RI �SURÀWDELOLW\��(08�ZDV�URRWHG�LQ�ZRUOG�FULVLV�IURP�WKH�VWDUW�
²�LW�KDV�DOZD\V�EHHQ��LQ�D�VHQVH��DQ�H[SUHVVLRQ�RI �WKLV�XQGHUO\LQJ�FULVLV�RI �SURÀWV��$V�WKH�PRVW�
UHFHQW�LQ�D�VHULHV�RI �VXFFHVVLYH�À[HV�WR�WKLV�XQGHUO\LQJ�JOREDO�FULVLV��ÀQDQFLDOLVDWLRQ��EURNH�GRZQ��
EMU itself  became a key source and driver of  the global recession we are now experiencing.
� � � � 7KH� NH\�ZHDNQHVV� RI �(08� IURP� WKH� VWDUW�ZDV� WKH� ¶RQH� VL]H� ÀWV� DOO·� DSSURDFK� HPERGLHG�
in its ‘discipline and convergence criteria’ for membership and perpetuated in its ‘stability and 
growth pact’. This yoked together economies as diverse as Germany, Greece, Finland, Ireland, 
WKH�1HWKHUODQGV� DQG�&\SUXV� LQ� D�GHHSO\� LQÁH[LEOH� V\VWHP��2QH�RI � WKH�NH\�SUREOHPV�ZDV� WKDW�
some of  these economies are strong exporters and others are not. Inevitably major trade im-
EDODQFHV�EHWZHHQ�QDWLRQDO�HFRQRPLHV�ZLWKLQ�WKH�(XUR]RQH�HPHUJHG��*HUPDQ\�LQ�SDUWLFXODU�UDQ�
huge trade surpluses (driven in part by sustained wage repression), while countries like Spain and 
*UHHFH� UDQ� FRUUHVSRQGLQJ�GHÀFLWV��)XUWKHU�� WKH� VXUSOXV� IURP�H[SRUWHU� HFRQRPLHV� �SDUWLFXODUO\�
Germany) was increasingly recycled into the property market in Spain, driving the speculative 
SURSHUW\� ERRP� WKHUH�� DQG� DOVR� LQWR�ÀQDQFLQJ�*UHHN� ERUURZLQJ� WR� FRYHU� LWV� WUDGH� GHÀFLW�� )RU�
countries like Greece, a vicious cycle of  debt emerged in which, unable to deploy the traditional 
LQVWUXPHQWV� IRU� UHFWLI\LQJ� WUDGH� LPEDODQFHV� �GHYDOXDWLRQ�� DOORZLQJ� LQÁDWLRQ� WR� ULVH��EHFDXVH�RI �
the constraints imposed by EMU membership, it had to borrow more and more to cover its 
JURZLQJ�WUDGH�GHÀFLW�²�DQG�WKH�PRUH�LW�ERUURZHG�WR�ÀQDQFH�LPSRUWV��WKH�ODUJHU�WKLV�GHÀFLW�JUHZ�
    It is worth making plain that for a several years this dysfunctional arrangement suited coun-
tries like Germany very well – after all, it bound stronger and weaker economies together in an 
intra-European core and periphery relationship which helped to underpin export-driven growth 
in Germany in particular. It was only after the eruption of  the Euro crisis that Greek ‘prof-
ligacy’ was suddenly discovered and loudly denounced by German politicians and EU elites.
    The ‘credit crunch’ of  2008 brought these structural imbalances to the surface. As the ef-
IHFWV� RI � WKH� VXE�SULPH� FULVLV� LQ� WKH� 86� ULSSOHG� RXWZDUGV� DQG� GHHSHQHG� LQWR� JOREDO� ÀQDQFLDO�
crisis, the money loaned to southern Europe by northern banks suddenly looked very vul-
QHUDEOH�� 7KH� FULVLV� LQ�*UHHFH�ZDV� ÀQDOO\� SUHFLSLWDWHG� LQ� ��������ZKHQ�� RQ� FRPLQJ� WR� SRZHU��

2 hArvEy, dAvid (2010) thE EnigmA of CApitAl: And thE CrisEs of CApitAlism (london, profilE books), p. 117
3 ibid. p. 117
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the new Papandreou government announced that the country’s debts had reached 300bn Eu-

URV� DQG�� VKRUWO\� DIWHUZDUGV�� DQQRXQFHG� WKDW� LWV� ����� EXGJHW� GHÀFLW� ZDV� IRXU� WLPHV� WKH� OLPLW�
imposed by EU rules. The emergence of  an acute sovereign debt crisis in Greece heightened 

IHDUV�DERXW�KHDY\� LQGHEWHGQHVV�HOVHZKHUH� LQ�WKH�(XUR]RQH�²�SDUWLFXODUO\� LQ�6SDLQ��,UHODQG�DQG�
Portugal.  The EU’s and IMF’s response was to insist on severe austerity measures in return 

for emergency loans and bailouts to stricken economies. It soon became clear that EMU (and 

perhaps even the EU itself) was in no small danger of  disintegration and possible collapse.

����2I �FRXUVH��WKH�FXUUHQW�FULVLV�LQ�(XURSH�LV�QRW�FRQÀQHG�PHUHO\�WR�PHPEHUV�RI �WKH�(XUR]RQH�
– the current situation in the UK, for example, cannot be attributed directly to effects arising 

within the structures of  EMU. Nevertheless the various sovereign debt crises that have emerged 

ZLWKLQ�WKH�(XUR]RQH�DUH�NH\�GULYHUV�RI �WKH�FULVLV�LQ�WKH�(8��ZKLFK�LV��LQ�WXUQ��VLQFH�WKH�HFRQRP\�
of  the EU as a whole is the largest in the world), at the core of  the continuing global turbulence. 

Austerity in Europe

Austerity has been implemented unevenly across Europe, though it is evidently the favoured 

UHVSRQVH�RI �(XURSHDQ�SROLWLFDO�DQG�HFRQRPLF�HOLWHV�WR�WKH�FULVLV���,W�LV�TXLWH�FOHDU��KRZHYHU��WKDW�
as a strategy for economic recovery, austerity is failing miserably and is in fact making the eco-

nomic situation far worse. As James Meadway explains, there is a simple mechanism at work here:

� � � � &XWV� LQ� JRYHUQPHQW� VSHQGLQJ� VKULQN� GHPDQG� LQ� WKH� HFRQRP\��$V� GHPDQG� VKULQNV�� ÀUPV�
sell less. Firms that sell less cut wages and make redundancies. Demand falls still fur-

WKHU�� DQG� D� YLFLRXV� FLUFOH� RI � GHFOLQH� LV� HVWDEOLVKHG�� &XWWLQJ� VSHQGLQJ� WR� UHGXFH� D� GHÀ-

FLW� OHDGV� WR� ELJJHU� GHÀFLWV� DV� XQHPSOR\PHQW� ULVHV� DQG� WD[HV� IDOO�� $XVWHULW\� LV� VHOI�GHIHDWLQJ��
    The self-defeating logic of  austerity is most obvious in Greece, where it has been im-

plemented in its most vicious forms and where the economy has contracted severely. 

    Given its clear failure, why do states remain committed to austerity? The basic intention 

behind the austerity drive is to ensure that the costs of  the crisis are shifted away from capi-

WDO� DV�PXFK�DV�SRVVLEOH�DQG�ERUQH�� LQVWHDG��E\�RUGLQDU\�SHRSOH�� ,Q� WKH�(XUR]RQH� WKLV�DOVR�KDV�
a key international dimension, in that it is the loans of  over-extended northern banks in par-

ticular that ‘the troika’ is seeking to protect, and it is the ordinary population of  the southern 

states who are being forced to pay the price. The determination to stick to austerity despite its 

GLUH�HIIHFWV�UHÁHFWV�WKH�GHWHUPLQDWLRQ�RI �(XURSHDQ�HOLWHV�WR�GHIHQG�WKH�EDQNV�FRPH�ZKDW�PD\��
    Austerity is plainly not succeeding as a means of  overcoming the crisis. This must be 

just as clear, now, to the political elites driving austerity as it is to those being forced to en-

GXUH� WKH� VXIIHULQJ� LW� LQÁLFWV��7KH� GHWHUPLQDWLRQ� WR� VWLFN�ZLWK� WKLV� DSSURDFK� E\� QR�PHDQV� LP-

SOLHV� WKDW� (XURSHDQ� HOLWHV� VWLOO� KDYH� DQ\� FRQÀGHQFH� WKDW� LW� ZLOO� ZRUN�� ,QGHHG�� WKH� FXUUHQW� VLW-
uation seems to be characterised by a certain ideological bewilderment on the part of  those 

elites.  They do not know how to end the crisis. They continue with austerity because they 

have no idea what else they can do – they can see no other acceptable alternative. The strat-

egy, such as it is now, is simply to keep going in the desperate hope that something turns up. 

The Future

How might the crisis in Europe unfold over the next few years, and what ‘exit routes’ might 

HPHUJH"�2I � FRXUVH� QR� ÀUP� SUHGLFWLRQV� FDQ� EH�PDGH�� EXW� LW� LV� SRVVLEOH� WR� GLVFHUQ� WKUHH� GLV-
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WLQFW� SRVVLEOH� SDWKV�� 7KH� ÀUVW� RI � WKHVH� ²�ZKLFK� LV� DOVR�� LQ�P\� YLHZ�� WKH�PRVW� OLNHO\� ²� LV� WKDW�
the crisis simply drags on for several years. That is, Europe remains mired in a condition of  
relative stagnation as political leaders attempt to ‘muddle through’ the crisis in the hope that 
JHQHUDOLVHG�DXVWHULW\�FDQ�VTXHH]H�ZDJHV�DQG�WKH�¶EXUGHQ·�RQ�FDSLWDO�SUHVHQWHG�E\�SXEOLF�VSHQG-
LQJ�HQRXJK�WR�UHVWRUH�SURÀWDELOLW\�WR�WKH�SRLQW�DW�ZKLFK�¶QRUPDO·�UDWHV�RI �FDSLWDOLVW�JURZWK�FDQ�
UHWXUQ��1HYHUWKHOHVV�� LW� LV� TXLWH�KDUG� WR� VHH�KRZ�SURÀWDELOLW\� FDQ� UHFRYHU�ZLWKRXW�PDVVLYH�GH-
struction of  overaccumulated capital – the underlying basis of  the current crisis. In other words, 
capitalism probably needs a major slump to purge itself  of  the dead weight which currently 
weighs it down – but, of  course, the political and social costs of  a severe depression would 
be so high that most governments are unlikely to let this happen. All of  this raises the inter-
esting prospect of  the possible political ‘normalisation’ of  capitalist crisis and stagnation.
    A second path of  development – something that has been mooted among EU elites – is 
VRPH� IRUP�RI �PDQDJHG�EUHDN�XS�RI � WKH�(XUR]RQH� DV� LW� LV� FXUUHQWO\� FRQVWLWXWHG� DQG� LWV� UDGL-
cal reconstruction. This would involve the ejection of  southern European economies from 
WKH�(XUR� DQG� WKH� IRUPDWLRQ� RI � D� VPDOOHU� DQG�PRUH� WLJKWO\� LQWHJUDWHG�(XUR]RQH�PDGH� XS� RI �
FRUH� QRUWKHUQ� (XURSHDQ� HFRQRPLHV�� )XOO� ÀVFDO� DQG� EDQNLQJ� XQLRQ� DPRQJ� WKHVH� FRUH� HFRQ-
omies would occur: responsibility for the banking system and for taxation and public spend-
ing would be taken away from constituent states and given to supranational institutions. This 
PLJKW� EH� D� ZD\� RI � DEROLVKLQJ� WKH� VWUXFWXUDO� SUREOHPV� DQG� LPEDODQFHV� ZLWKLQ� WKH� (XUR]RQH�
and ensuring that they do not re-emerge. This process might be accompanied by the break-
up of  the EU as it currently exists, or perhaps the emergence of  a ‘twin-track’ EU in which 
WKH� WLJKWO\� LQWHJUDWHG�(XUR]RQH� VWDWHV� FR�H[LVW�ZLWK� D�PRUH� ORRVHO\� LQWHJUDWHG� ¶RXWHU�(XURSH·�
����+RZHYHU��WKLV�ZRXOG�EH�D�GLIÀFXOW�SDWK�IRU�WKH�(XUR]RQH�WR�WDNH�IRU�VHYHUDO�UHDVRQV��)LUVW��LW�ZRXOG�
put northern banks’ loans at great risk and the process of  disentanglement as southern European 
economies left the Euro would be pretty perilous for all concerned. Secondly, there are considerable 
SROLWLFDO�REVWDFOHV�LQ�WKH�ZD\�RI �ÀVFDO�DQG�EDQNLQJ�XQLRQ�DPRQJ�FRUH�(8�VWDWHV�²�QRW�OHDVW�WKDW�PDQ\�
FLWL]HQV�LQ�WKH�VWDWHV�LQYROYHG�DUH�OLNHO\�WR�EH�KRVWLOH�WR�WKH�LGHD��$�WKLUG�SUREOHP�LV�WKDW�WKLV�URRW�DQG�
EUDQFK�UHFRQVWUXFWLRQ�RI �WKH�(XUR]RQH�ZRXOG�WDNH�VHYHUDO�\HDUV�WR�RUJDQLVH��DQG�WKXV�FRXOG�QRW�SUR-
YLGH�D�TXLFN�URXWH�RXW�RI �WKH�(XUR]RQH�FULVLV��7KH�ÀQDO�SUREOHP�LV�WKDW�WKLV�SURFHVV�RI �UHFRQVWUXF-
WLRQ�ZRXOG�QRW�QHFHVVDULO\�SURYLGH�DQ\�PHDQV�RI �DGGUHVVLQJ�WKH�XQGHUO\LQJ�FULVLV�RI �SURÀWDELOLW\�
    There is a third path, however. This is probably the least likely of  all to happen – but it is 
WKH�RQH�WKDW�VRFLDOLVWV�PXVW�ÀJKW�IRU��7KH�SRLQW�RI �GHSDUWXUH�IRU�WKLV�URXWH�ZRXOG�EH�WKH�EUHDN-
ing of  austerity by mass resistance and the implementation of  a series of  reforms which would 
alter the balance of  class power in favour of  the working class and other popular forces, and 
which would set in motion a process of  transition beyond capitalism. What happens in Greece 
over the next few months is key to this process. We have seen that it is in Greece that the crisis 
of  capitalism is condensed in its most acute form. This makes Greece the weak link in the con-
temporary imperialist chain, and a socialist breakthrough at this point would send shockwaves 
WKURXJK� WKH� HQWLUH� V\VWHP�� ,Q� WKH� JHQHUDO� HOHFWLRQ�RI � -XQH� ����� 6\UL]D� ²� WKH� FRDOLWLRQ� RI � WKH�
UDGLFDO�OHIW�LQ�*UHHFH�²�QDUURZO\�PLVVHG��E\������RI �WKH�YRWH��EHFRPLQJ�WKH�ODUJHVW�SDUW\�LQ�WKH�
Greek parliament. A situation which would have been unthinkable a few years ago – a radical 
anti-capitalist party in Europe on the verge of  winning power (in a country where the present 
JRYHUQLQJ�FRDOLWLRQ�PLJKW�IDOO�DSDUW�DW�DQ\�PLQXWH��²�KDV�EHFRPH�D�UHDOLW\��,I �6\UL]D�FDQ�WDNH�SRZHU�
and bring austerity to a halt in Greece, it would provide an inspiring example to people else-

4 sEE http://WWW.nEWEConomiCs.org/blog/2012/04/17/mission-impossiblE-spAins-AustErity-progrAmmE
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where in Europe and help to deepen and radicalise anti-austerity struggles across the continent. 

    Of  course, a party seeking to utilise the capitalist state apparatus to implement a radical left-

ZLQJ�SURJUDPPH�RI �UHIRUPV�ZRXOG�IDFH�PDQ\�JUHDW�GLIÀFXOWLHV�DQG�GLOHPPDV��+HUH�ZH�VWDUW�WR�
encroach on one of  the oldest controversies in socialist thought – the classic reform/revolution 

debate. It seems unlikely to me that there is any strictly reformist road to socialism, but there is no 

reason why revolutionary transformation should not emerge organically and dialectically from a 

programme of  transitional reforms. In any case, it is hard to see how a process of  socialist trans-

formation in countries with established parliamentary democratic institutions could entirely bypass 

these structures. One of  the interesting things about the unfolding crisis in Greece is the way in 

which it maps closely onto the classical Marxist conception of  a pre-revolutionary situation in all 

but one key respect. We can observe, for example, a certain level of  decomposition of  some state 

apparatuses in Greece (demoralisation of  the police for example and its increasing penetration by, 

and collusion with, far right forces), the collapse of  the political centre, and the increasing polarisa-

tion of  social forces. However, there is little sign, as yet, of  any proliferation of  workers’ councils/

soviets, and nothing corresponding to the emergence of  a ‘dual power situation’. The resistance of  

RUGLQDU\�*UHHN�SHRSOH�LV�ÀQGLQJ�SROLWLFDO�H[SUHVVLRQ�LQ�WKH�ULVH�RI �D�SDUW\�FRPPLWWHG�WR�IRUPLQJ�D�
united government of  the left within (and against) capitalism. One of  the most urgent tasks for the 

international radical left today is to return to, and rethink, the idea of  the ‘workers’ government’, 

EHFDXVH�LW�LV�LQ�WKLV�GLUHFWLRQ�WKDW�6\UL]D�²�DW�WKH�YDQJXDUG�RI �VRFLDOLVW�VWUXJJOH�WRGD\�²�LV�KHDGLQJ�

Ed Rooksby is tutor in Politics at Ruskin College in Oxford and is a supporter of  the Left 
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