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Capitalism has not failed nor is it in retreat. It is just an idea.  
But, argues Malcolm McIntosh, it is an idea, which in its current  
form, is in real need of being re-thought

In 2012, the UN High Level Report 
Resilient People, Resilient Planet called 
for a new international political 

economy that would include objectives 
such as sustainable development and 
welfare issues:

“For too long, economists, social scientists 
and social activists and environmental 
scientists have talked past each other 
– almost speaking different languages,  
or at least different dialects. The time has 
come to unify the disciplines, to develop 
a common language for sustainable 
development that transcends the  
warring camps; in other words, to bring 
the sustainable development paradigm 
into mainstream economics... That is why 
the Panel argues that the international 
community needs what some have 
called ‘a new political economy’ for 
sustainable development.”

One of the greatest challenges we face in 
an interdependent, neurally networked 
21st century was summed up by a 
prescient Aristotle several thousand years 
ago, before we were technically wired: 

“In a democracy if you have a small 
number of rich people, and a large 
number of poor people, the poor people 
will try to seize the rich people’s assets. 
The answer is either reducing democracy 
or reducing poverty”. 

Re-organising the 
political economy

Democracy in Aristotle’s time was not 
unlike the world today. Only some could 
vote, only some people had power and 
the bias was very much in favour of rich 
men. Today there are those who would 
reduce or diminish democracy for their 
own ends and today what we mean by 
democracy is up for discussion in a 
world where mass connectivity and 
participation are matched by total 
surveillance, instant gratification and 
systems instability. 

Capitalism, like justice, education and 
freedom, is an idea that cannot and will 
not go away. It was a term unheard of 
until the publication of Karl Marx’s Das 
Kapital in 1867 and was never used by 
the man often cited as “the modern 
founder of capitalism”, Adam Smith. 

As Marx and Smith were both moral 
philosophers as much as economists, 
capitalism is a term associated with 
the study of political economics rather 
than what is sometimes referred to as 
the “science” of economics. 

How many times have I been at academic 
symposia, street demonstrations and  
in classrooms and been told that 
“capitalism is in crisis” or that “capitalism 
is incompatible with equality”. And, 
obversely, there is often a reactionary 
attack against this “attack on capitalism”.
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In a democracy if you have a small number  
of rich people, and a large number of poor 
people, the poor people will try to seize the  
rich people’s assets. The answer is either 
reducing democracy or reducing poverty

Aristotle
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Most of the discussions are in reality 
discussions of political economy and 
not lambastings of the idea of capitalism. 
Also, many of the current discussions 
in the 21st century about capitalism 
are discussions about supraterritorial 
corporations (STCs) or banking. 

It is the current model of capitalism that is 
in need of rapid change and not the idea 
itself. To study Smith, Marx or Thomas 
Piketty, or indeed Tony Judt or Colin 
Crouch, is to read about the moral, social 
and political economy issues involved in 
interpreting, enacting and implementing 
the idea of capitalism. 

I dispute that capitalism is per se a bad 
idea or has a tendency to be bad. 

Capitalism simply means investment 
of some sort in an idea for a return of 
some sort with the risk taker being 
allowed to retain some of the rewards. 
This is why the ideas behind capitalism, 
such as risk, investment, returns, 
property rights, the rule of contract, and 
management, come back for discussion 
on a regular basis. It is not capitalism  
that is normally being discussed but 
management and governance issues. 

It is the current organs, institutions and 
ways and means of capitalism that are 
to blame for the apparent current crisis. 
It is not the idea of capitalism that is 
wrong but the current interpretation. 

If the “capital” is only financial and is blind 
to social and environmental investment 
and if the returns are only measured in 
monetary terms, then it will inevitably fail 
to satisfy the wider and more complex 
societal inclinations for the good society. 

The new capitalism is neither left  
nor right nor classical, neoliberal nor  
Marxist. The new capitalism is based on 
connectivity, accountability, transparency, 
networks, values, relationships, 
enablement, entrepreneurship and 
rethinking the meaning of capital; it  
can be financial, environmental, cultural, 
manufactured or social. 
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Capitalism and economics did not fail in the 2008/9 
crash because capitalism and economics have no 
memory, soul or conscience. It is simply an idea  
given substance by its political context. It was that 
context that failed then and continues to fail now

21c
Many of the current 
discussions in the 
21st century about 
capitalism are 
discussions about 
supraterritorial 
corporations (STCs) 
or banking

Increasingly, the units of currency and 
power are cities and corporations and 
the issue is how to make them more 
efficient, more responsive and more 
accountable. 

The issues are the same in both cases but 
at the present time both are subsumed 
within nation states and their hold on, 
literally, international governance regimes. 

How can we, as individuals, be both 
located and grounded in affective 
communities and yet virtually 
connected and concerned in effective 
global communities? How can we be 
both local and global citizens and how 
can government and corporations be 
responsible to both local and global 
citizenships? 

Capitalism and economics did not fail 
in the 2008/9 crash because capitalism 
and economics have no memory, soul 
or conscience. It is simply an idea given 
substance by its political context. It was 
that context that failed then and 
continues to fail now. 

The model of economics that dominates 
many large national economies and 
international trade and banking is illusory 
but, in the eyes of commentators such  
as Philip Mirowski, the logic of the 
neoliberalists is that the market “is  
the ultimate information system”. 

It is omnipotent and superior to human 
intelligence and should, like God, be 
beyond our control because, if we dally 
with it, it will fail us. 

Mirowski, Yvonne Roberts, Piketty and 
others observe that this model, which 
espouses freedom through liberalisation, 
marketisation, commodification and 
objectification, has enslaved us all by 
quantifying all human activity only in 
financial terms. 

According to Mirowski, business  
and management schools have been 
factories for the production of the 
managers of profit maximisation and the 
growth of the corporate body. And when 
the private body goes belly up, the public 
state, which under neoliberalism should 
wither away, is supposed to bail it out, so 
enmeshed is the state with the pursuit of 
private profit. 

It mirrors the new cosmological and 
neuroscience understanding of field 
theory: the space between things is more 
important than the things themselves. 

These spaces are energies. We have 
objectified too much. And we have 
created institutional arrangements that 
support complex financial systems that 
are out of control and have been set to 
reward those inside more than society 
as whole. 

Some of our institutions come naturally  
– the family, the village and myths,  
for instance – while many others have 
developed over the millennia due to the 
state of our knowledge and environmental 
conditions – tribes, nation states, 
corporations and, in the last few decades, 
virtual networks.

I argue that this century means coming 
to terms with realising one shared space 
and I call this globality; that there is a 
necessity to rebalance what we think we 
know and can do with a sense of wonder 
and I call this rebalancing science and 
awe; that sharing one space and taking 
time to acknowledge the limits of 
knowing, being and doing require a  
new way of managing, and I call this  
the feminisation of governance; and, that 
many of our institutional arrangements 
and organisations are not suitable and  
are therefore in need of re-organising. 

In the Age of Globality, the biggest 
impediments to reasonable global 
governance are nationalism, tribalism 
and masculinity. 
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The triumph of capitalism since 1945 is 
the triumph of freedom, accountability, 
collective strength, enterprise and 
innovation, not the triumph of free 
markets. 

But in the last 40 years the former has 
been closely allied to the latter. 

However, the evidence is that unless 
markets, enterprise and freedom are 
closely allied to accountability, good 
governance, the rule of law, mutuality, 
and recognition of the intrinsic value 
and rights of labour and the Earth, it fails. 

Where business and management 
schools – and, indeed, departments of 
economics – have been most useful is 
where they have been interdisciplinary 
and non-fundamentalist and understood 
that managing the political economy  
is about managing complexity. And  
this is so different from managing the 
comparative simplicity of the single 
bottom line: that is, for accountants, 
not for the art of political science and 
the good society.

How have we come to this point where 
STCs effectively rule and what can be 
done to regain control? 

We are currently mining the lithosphere 
and ourselves and we will either burn out 
or transcend this madness and ascend to 
a higher way of being. 

Just as it took the first and second world 
wars before we decolonised and saw  
the need for universal human rights  
and obligations and social welfare safety 
nets, will it take a further collapse of 
corporations and this model of capitalism 
for us to wake up and smell the future? 

In my new book, I argue that the 
necessary changes are already underway 
but we could give the inevitable a push in 
the right direction.

This article is an edited extract from 
Thinking the Twenty-First Century: 
Ideas for the New Political Economy 
by Dr Malcolm McIntosh, April 2015, 
Greenleaf Publishing.  
www.greenleaf-publishing.com/thinking

Just as it took the first and second world wars before  
we decolonised and saw the need for universal human 
rights and obligations and social welfare safety nets, will 
it take a further collapse of corporations and this model 
of capitalism for us to wake up and smell the future?




