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NOTES ON OUR MELANCHOLY PRESENT

Juliano Fiori1

Requiem for a Dream

In 1904, British political and social theorist L.  T.  Hobhouse bemoaned 
a ‘wave of reaction’ that for thirty years had washed across the 
‘civilised world’, invading ‘one department after another of thought 
and action’.2 The ‘great humanising movement’ of the mid-nineteenth 
century, to which he attributed responsibility for social reforms, 
trade liberalisation, and the advance of ‘moral sciences’, had entered 
a period of lassitude, leaving the minds of the people—‘empty, 
swept, and garnished’—to be taken by ‘bad teaching and spurious 
philosophy’.3 For Hobhouse, as for fellow ‘new liberal’ J.  A.  Hobson, 
the old laissez-faire liberalism that had produced this humanising 
movement was defunct. Liberal doyens, such as Bentham, Cobden, 
Mill, and Gladstone, left important legacies, but their ideas had been 
unable to protect the moral authority of Western civilisation and 
colonial empire from the onslaught of an expansionist ‘new imperial-
ism’—the primary expression of the political reaction—which pro-
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voked ‘endless frontier wars’, legitimated a burgeoning militarism, 
and reinforced the racist subjugation of foreign peoples.4

 From the 1870s onwards, totems of liberal ideology had been chal-
lenged across Europe and the United States. The Panic of 1873 and 
subsequent depression checked economic liberalisation on both sides 
of the Atlantic, as governments increased trade tari!s and attended to 
the clamour for easy money. Movement of labour was restricted—for 
example, through the Chinese Exclusion Act in the United States, in 
1882, and the Aliens Act in the UK, in 1905—in response to an 
upsurge in ethnonationalist sentiment, which also fuelled widespread 
anti-Semitic violence. To progressives in Britain, a decade of 
Conservative rule, straddling the turn of the century, seemed to con-
"rm liberal decline. But, of course, liberalism had not disappeared as 
a political force. In the 1870s and 1880s, Gladstone had passed liberal 
reforms of electoral law and poverty relief. The rise of collectivism in 
this period re#ected disa!ection with individualism but by no means a 
categorical disavowal of liberal ideals.5 And, unlike Hobhouse and 
Hobson, many British liberals were sympathetic towards new imperi-
alist adventures. In 1906, a radical liberalism asserted itself over British 
politics, following the election of Henry Campbell-Bannerman.
 Hobhouse believed that the close of the nineteenth century had 
distanced the ‘civilised world’ from the humanitarian morality he 
associated with an evolved rational self-development. But his 
expressions of anguish also performed a rhetorical function in the 
revision of liberal history through which he justi"ed the incorpora-
tion of socialistic methods into liberal political theory. In 1911, he 
a$rmed that ‘[i]f liberals had been defeated, something much worse 
seemed about to befall liberalism. Its faith in itself was waxing 
cold.’6 His questionable pronouncement of defeat would seem to 
have followed from the #uctuation of his own faith. In its very con-
trivance, then, this formulation betrays the role of imagination in 
Hobhouse’s liberal declinism.
 The long-drawn-out requiem o!ered for liberal norms and insti-
tutions over recent years suggests a similar collapse in faith. Indeed, 
although comparisons with the 1930s have become a mainstay of 
conjunctural analyses in our ‘disorderly moment’, the late nine-
teenth century is arguably more instructive for re#ections on con-
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temporary liberal disillusionment.7 There are signi"cant theoretical 
di!erences between the new liberalism and the Rawlsian egalitarian-
ism that has dominated philosophical liberalism over the last half-
century.8 (There are those who would even question the liberal 
credentials of new liberal theory.)9 But like disillusioned progres-
sives in !n de siècle Britain, self-de"ned liberals who now perceive 
grave challenges to liberalism expose in their lamentation assump-
tions about its boundaries.10 That such challenges often emerge from 
within liberal politics raises questions about the reality of liberal 
decline—about possible, if not necessarily wilful, con#ation of the 
real and the ideal. It is arguably in the moment of liberalism’s putative 
decline that the extent of its dominion is revealed, and that the 
struggle for its soul is vigorously renewed.
 Conservatives, such as Patrick J.  Deneen and R.  Emmett Tyrrell, 
Jr., have also been quick to pronounce liberalism’s downfall.11 But 
the doomsayers overlook the intrinsic function of liberal ideology in 
the unfolding, and indeed the unravelling, of capitalist modernity—
not its promotion of ‘free markets’ or individual rights or rule of law, 
but, through adumbration of politics, its ordering of social expecta-
tions. Emerging with capitalist modernity, liberal ideology extends 
the promise of freedom in a real world whose limits and possibilities 
are determined by the bourgeois order of civil society. From the 
Coup of 18 Brumaire onwards, it has promised revolution without 
revolutionaries.12 As elements of liberal utopia are realised—through 
social struggle within civil society and the pressure it exerts on the 
state—the gap between liberal expectation and experience closes. 
But no sooner is politics negated than liberal capitalism itself alters 
society’s material base, undermining hopes of a liberal millennium. 
Liberal utopias are autophagic.
 Over the last decade or so, politics seems to have resurfaced in the 
West, impelled from below and demagogically beckoned from above, 
stubbornly refusing the subjugation to humanitarian ethics envisaged 
by the acolytes of liberal eschatology. Of concern here is not the 
extent to which this represents a crisis of liberalism, nor the prospects 
for the reassertion of liberal hegemony. Rather: How has the dialectic 
of liberal capitalism contributed to the frustration of liberal hopes? 
What is the role of the liberal humanitarian imagination in the rise and 
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fall of humanitarian society? And what are the political implications 
of diminishing social expectations in the West?
 At the turn of the twentieth century, liberal despondency opened 
on to a vast horizon of possible futures. Substantial economic and 
cultural geographies were yet to be colonised by capitalism and would 
become objects of a dispute for a world not yet determined. Socialists 
and fascists would pro!er their own utopian visions of modernisation, 
stretching and contorting liberal imaginaries of orderly civilisation. 
But as capitalism has reached its worldly limits, it has rebounded to 
recolonise its heartlands. The post-capitalist horizon has long since 
faded. And humanitarian minimalism—extolled by the Panglossian 
proponents of billionaire philanthropy as proof of progress—has 
minimised expectations of even its own possibilities. Now, liberal 
disillusionment folds inwards to a melancholy present.

Utopia after Ideology

In May 1984, the General Assembly of the French branch of Médecins 
Sans Frontières (MSF) resolved to establish the Fondation Liberté 
Sans Frontières (LSF), a think tank that would soon project humani-
tarians to the forefront of French debates about ‘human rights and 
development’ in the Third World. Under a second generation of 
leaders—less swashbuckling than the "rst, but no less media savvy—
MSF had become the most iconic aid agency in an emboldened 
humanitarian movement. Towards the end of the previous decade, 
censure of the Khmer Rouge and the government that replaced it had 
done at least as much to boost the organisation’s pro"le as had opera-
tions to assist Cambodian and Vietnamese refugees. During the early 
1980s, MSF had publicly protested against Soviet attacks on foreign 
aid workers and journalists in Afghanistan. Now, it was in the midst 
of the most widely televised famine relief campaign to date, in 
Ethiopia; and, the following year, it would be expelled from the 
country after accusing the Derg—the ruling junta—of using food aid 
to induce mass relocation. If speaking out in this way demonstrated a 
commitment to the sans-frontiériste principle of témoignage (‘bearing 
witness’), it was also motivated by an evolving interpretation of 
humanitarian action as necessarily anti-totalitarian and, more speci"-
cally, anti-communist.
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 Rony Brauman and Claude Malhuret—respectively, president 
and director of MSF-France at this time—were the driving force 
behind LSF.  Brauman had been a member of the Gauche Prolé-
tarienne; Malhuret, of the Parti Socialiste Uni"é. Both were soix-
ante-huitards. But they had abandoned their gauchisme and their 
hopes of Third World revolution in Southeast Asia. And they had 
then sought to cast sans-frontiérisme as a practical rejoinder to their 
own previous utopian ideas.13

 By the 1980s, leftist auto-critique—galvanised by the Padilla a!air 
in Cuba and then the publication of Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn’s The 
Gulag Archipelago—had been channelled into a stream of invective 
against tiers-mondisme.14 LSF, as Brauman would later admit, was con-
ceived as a way to ‘get involved in the "ght’.15 And yet Malhuret, in 
particular, took care to present the new initiative as ideologically 
neutral and grounded in the practical expertise of humanitarian med-
ics. This was not so much deceit as an opportunistic radicalisation of 
humanitarian neutrality, as a political posture.16 Humanitarianism 
now demanded not just the disavowal of third-worldist ideology, but 
the total substitution of ideological politics for a moral politics.17 
‘[LSF] is a product of the immediate knowledge of generous men, free 
from all political, religious, and philosophical a$liation’, Malhuret 
wrote in Le Monde, in late January 1985.18

 A few days earlier, LSF had hosted its inaugural conference, which 
had courted controversy by lining up polemical critics of Third World 
developmentalism and anti-imperialism. Peter Bauer, a prominent 
neoclassical economist, vituperated development aid and redistribu-
tion.19 Jacques Broyelle, a journalist, former Maoist, and LSF council 
member, lamented the American defeat in Vietnam, arguing against 
the denunciation of injustices where this might lead to communist 
rule.20 The LSF statute, drafted the year before, had rejected struc-
turalist theories that attributed responsibility for under-development 
to capitalism and the West; it had even rejected ‘the idea of a Third 
World’.21 Blaming oppression and su!ering on ‘human error and bad 
local political decisions’, LSF demonstrated a technocratic preference 
for neoliberal political economy, representative democracy, and 
human rights.22 Claims that LSF was unsullied by ideology belied its 
captivity to the counter-revolutionary zeitgeist.
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 In Idealism Beyond Borders, historian Eleanor Davey discusses the 
emergence of sans-frontiérisme in the moment of disillusionment with 
tiers-mondisme. The relationship between the two movements, she 
argues, was ‘[p]art legacy, part continued dialogue’.23 There has been 
much dissension within MSF regarding the nature and implications of 
this legacy; for many, it was not the place of a humanitarian organisa-
tion to take a political stance against tiers-mondisme. MSF-Belgium 
severed relations with MSF-France over the creation of LSF.  But even 
those counter-revolutionaries who explicitly renounced past ideals did 
not renounce moral idealism.24 Moreover, their deconstruction of past 
utopias did not necessarily divest them of a utopian imaginary.25 
Political energies once expended in revolutionism were transferred to 
the pursuit of an alternative utopia—unlike previous humanitarian 
utopias, a negative utopia, to the extent that it was articulated as a 
negation of the past, of utopian projects and their pathologies. (Sans-
frontiéristes particularly mobilised Holocaust memory in their advocacy 
to prevent genocidal violence.)26 It was also a negation of the future, 
in so far as it permitted of no further positive contestation. The only 
acceptable remaining utopia was a world free of utopianism.
 In his address to the LSF conference, Brauman discussed the demise 
of political messianism.27 But the ‘morality of urgence’ that he saw 
emerging in its place would also become the object of messianic faith. 
Political scientist Olivier Roy provided the conference with a telling 
re#ection on the ebb of tiers-mondisme: ‘the critique of history led to 
a refusal of history, a refusal of the historical perspective, and with-
drawal to an ethical position’.28 The morality of urgence bore the 
promise of universal humanity—preservation of life and freedom 
from su!ering—which represented a historical resolution.29 ‘Human 
rights and development’, primary concerns of LSF, were conceived 
in accordance with this humanitarian imagination; indeed, Brauman 
disapproved of Rousseau’s ‘maximalist conception’ of human rights 
as progeny of a general will.30 Liberalism, Malhuret argued, had 
‘proven itself’—not because it produced idyllic societies, but because 
it was least likely to produce mass atrocity, and likely to produce least 
want.31 The negative utopia of counter-revolutionary sans-frontiéristes 
amounted to the totalisation of a humanitarian present that Western 
liberal democracies came closest to producing.
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 LSF was e!ectively deactivated in 1989. In the decades since, the 
capability of liberal democracies to attend to human necessity has 
periodically been called into question, in spite of increasingly sophis-
ticated technologies to manage recurrent crises of the present. 
Meanwhile, attempts to universalise the society of the humanitarian 
minimum, through paci"cation, cultural conversion, and commer-
cial expansion, have produced grisly hellscapes in capitalism’s bor-
derlands and, subsequently, #oods of desperate humanity on the 
shores of its metropolis. MSF generally abstained from the milita-
rised humanitarian adventurism of the 1990s. Brauman became 
increasingly critical of the exportation of liberal democracy, humani-
tarian wars, and the contribution of aid workers to Western security 
strategies.32 Malhuret became François Mitterrand’s Secretary of 
State for Human Rights in 1986.
 In the 1980s, aid agencies rooted in the less radical Anglo-American 
philanthropic tradition, such as Save the Children, Oxfam, and CARE, 
were generally less zealous advocates of counter-revolution than MSF-
France, even though many had been faithful allies of Cold War anti-
communism. But their millenarian enthusiasm became apparent as a 
new decade dawned. Capitalising on histories of close association with 
Western governments, they positioned themselves at the forefront of 
e!orts to impose liberal peace on the periphery; more developmen-
tally focused than their francophone counterparts, they were readily 
integrated into stabilisation strategies. While MSF’s commitment to 
independence and critique usually distanced it from multi-agency ini-
tiatives, Anglo-American agencies collaborated to accelerate profes-
sionalisation in the aid sector, ultimately becoming vectors in the 
globalisation of neoliberal management technologies.33

 As Davey points out, the dominance of anglophone accounts of 
humanitarian history has focused attention on the end of the Cold 
War as a moment of rupture.34 Through her study of sans-frontiérisme, 
she instead emphasises the 1970s as formative of the new moral poli-
tics.35 This periodisation allows for closer consideration of the ideo-
logical and intellectual interdependencies between contemporary 
humanitarianism (as it merged with human rights) and neoliberalism. 
But its primary value, here, is in highlighting the relationship between 
counter-revolution and social expectations. Samuel Moyn’s identi"-
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cation of human rights as the last utopia is relevant in this regard, even 
if his iconoclastic assertion that they emerged in the 1970s ‘seemingly 
from nowhere’ surely exaggerates their originality.36 Moyn notes that 
this utopia became ‘powerful and prominent because other visions 
imploded’.37 Its power and prominence have arguably been more 
dependent on the structuring function of human rights in neoliberal-
ism’s moral economy than Moyn admits.38 More to the point, if 
human rights ‘emerged historically as the last utopia’, it is not only 
because of the exhaustion of past utopian projects. It is, more speci"-
cally, because they re#ected an idealism de"ned by the negation of 
other utopias, albeit not always with the ardour of LSF.  Moreover, as 
they drew support from disenchanted utopians—sans-frontiéristes 
being only the most striking and cohesive example—their success 
would constitute a reduction in social ambitions, a closing in of the 
horizon of social change. Relief from necessity became a utopian 
maximum in more and more spheres of social life; the realm of free-
dom would be sought within the realm of necessity.39 The proximity 
of expectation to experience seemed to extinguish the future. Urgence 
accelerated passage through continuous presents towards a historical 
synthesis that nonetheless remained elusive.

Diminishing Expectations in a Colonised World

LSF had almost been named ‘Fondation Raymond Aron pour le Tiers 
Monde’. Raymond Aron’s writing on industrial society and the end 
of ideology had in#uenced the post-historical sensibility of many for-
mer tiers-mondistes, including members of LSF’s council. ‘I continue 
to believe a happy outcome [is] conceivable, well beyond the political 
horizon’, Aron wrote in his memoirs, published shortly before his 
death in 1983.40 But by the turn of the 1980s, a broad consensus had 
formed within the French intelligentsia, if not on the ills of ideology, 
at least on an anti-political interpretation of human rights. Aron was 
joined by intellectuals of di!erent political persuasions—most nota-
bly, his rival Jean-Paul Sartre—in the vanguard of campaigns to ‘res-
cue’ Vietnamese ‘boat people’, in 1979, and boycott the Moscow 
Olympics, in 1980. In 1981, Michel Foucault, a contributor to these 
campaigns, addressed the UN in Geneva with a speech on ‘confront-
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ing governments’—something of a human rights manifesto. He 
referred to an ‘absolute right to stand up and speak to those who hold 
power’ and a ‘new right… of private individuals to e!ectively inter-
vene in the sphere of international policy and strategy’.41 This seemed 
in contradiction to his earlier criticism of rights discourse for obscur-
ing systems of social domination.42

 By now, Foucault had turned his attention to governmentality—
the ‘art of government’—a central concept in the philosophy of his 
"nal years. He had used a lecture series at the Collège de France, in 
1978–9, to analyse and historicise an emerging neoliberal govern-
mentality. He criticised ‘state-phobia’, a suspicion of the state’s 
‘intrinsic and irrepressible dynamism’, fomented by an earlier genera-
tion of neoliberals, who bracketed welfarism and totalitarianism as 
related forms of state control.43 But Foucault’s work on governmen-
tality re#ected a growing scepticism of state authority that perhaps 
explains his turn towards the rights of ‘private individuals’. Sections 
of the postmodern left, in#uenced by Foucault, particularly in the 
Anglosphere, would be led by this scepticism back around to defence 
of market freedoms and competition.44 And while others would 
remain distrustful of the new individualism, postmodern critique of 
the neoliberal government of bodies would supplant analysis of his-
torical capitalism from the "eld of critical theory. Left-wing politics 
in the West would increasingly focus on culture and identity, rather 
than transformation of the social relations of production.
 In art and literature, as well as theory, postmodernism was char-
acterised by an ‘inverted millenarianism’ that suggested the disap-
pearance of a post-capitalist imagination.45 In 1979, historian H.  Bruce 
Franklin accused J.  G.  Ballard of ‘mistaking the end of capitalism for 
the end of the world’.46 Ballard’s apocalyptic New Wave "ction dis-
concertingly explores ‘the postmodern condition’. Ballard dissociated 
himself from the postmodern novel, which he saw as a ‘dead-end’; 
but if his surrealist literary experiment sought to recover historicity 
and subjectivity, it nonetheless rea$rmed the limits imposed by post-
modernity.47 According to Fredric Jameson, the ‘deepest vocation’ 
of the literary utopias produced by science-"ction writers from the 
1960s onwards had not been ‘to keep the future alive’ but ‘to dem-
onstrate and to dramatise [an] incapacity to imagine the future’.48 By 
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the end of the 1970s, acknowledgement of the postmodern condi-
tion, by detractors and enthusiasts alike, seemed to signal not just a 
dislocation of the utopian horizon, but a fundamental alteration in 
Western societies’ relationship to Time.
 In 1979, historian and social critic Christopher Lasch published an 
in#uential book on ‘American life in an age of diminishing expecta-
tions’. He attributed the ‘waning of the sense of historical time’ to a 
new narcissistic culture, which, derived from the ‘disintegration of 
public life’, turned individuals inwards to attend to their personal 
psychic survival.49 In more recent years, Brazilian philosopher Paulo 
Arantes has drawn loosely on Lasch’s thesis, in his conceptualisation 
of our contemporary historical period: ‘the new time of the world’.50 
Heralded by the Great War of 1914–18—the "rst systemic crisis of 
Progress—and de"nitively inaugurated in the 1970s, this new Time, 
according to Arantes, is characterised by diminishing expectations. 
More speci"cally, it was begotten through erasure of the ‘di!erence 
between experience and expectation’, identi"ed by Reinhart 
Koselleck as ‘history in general’ and the condition of modernity.51 
Presentism has then made of the new time of the world an age of 
emergency. Like Lasch, Arantes associates the endless extension of 
the present with survivalism, as a basic mode of existence. But 
whereas Lasch’s culturalist analysis presents Time as a function of 
psychology, Arantes o!ers a more dynamic, materialist explanation 
of historical closure.
 Arantes draws a connection between the two meanings of the term 
emergência. With capitalism’s global expansion, the emergence of econ-
omies on the periphery of the world system indicates that a somewhat 
dystopian future has arrived for everyone: the periphery has not 
‘caught up’; rather, economies of the capitalist core have developed 
pathologies of the periphery.52 ‘[E]veryone is running, although they 
have nowhere left to go’, and so acceleration occurs in the present, a 
time of #ux and crisis, according to conventional modern concep-
tions.53 Urgence then becomes not only a mode of government and a 
moral disposition, but also a unit of temporal measurement, giving 
the impression of a permanent emergency.
 The temporal horizon, here, is also a spatial horizon: in modern-
ist terms, the future only appears possible while there are territo-
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ries—‘worlds’, topias—yet to be colonised by capitalist modernity. 
Europeans have long imagined utopias forming where their own 
civilisation is yet to have imposed itself fully: the New World, dis-
tant settler colonies, the Third World. Capitalism’s approximation 
to its outer limits, then, truncated historical Time, diminishing 
expectations of a world beyond the present. Approximation to its 
inner limits, meanwhile, compressed Time, contributing in turn to 
the destruction of spatial barriers and, ultimately, accelerating his-
torical closure.54

 Hopes of permanent growth and rising employment following the 
Second World War were undone by a rapid drop in the rate of pro"t 
across the largest capitalist economies, beginning in the 1960s. 
Automation, though as yet limited, promised to reduce the participa-
tion of labour in industrial production and restrict surplus-value. The 
tendency towards over-capitalisation produced surpluses of capital, 
which, with dwindling opportunities for productive investment, were 
channelled into an expanding services sector. International concentra-
tion and centralisation of capital corresponded with the redirection 
of metropolitan capital away from decolonising states, where anti-
imperialist resistance accelerated the decline of colonial surplus prof-
its. Undermining a return to previous pro"t rates, the conditions of 
‘late capitalism’, perspicaciously analysed by Ernest Mandel, also 
threatened the command exercised by the imperialist bourgeoisie 
over the cadence of History through its ordering of the production 
process.55 Historical representation itself was commodi"ed as late 
capitalism generalised exchange-value. The fate of this old bourgeoi-
sie then became tied, as Guy Debord recognised, to the ‘preservation 
of a new immobility within history’.56 Thus, if the counter-revolution 
of the 1970s—an implosion of the social state and the collective sense 
of society—was most immediately aimed at restoring pro"tability, its 
strategic function was ‘preventive’: in the absence of active revolt, it 
erased social expectations that could undermine the bourgeois 
monopoly on irreversible Time.57

 Amidst the atrocities of a war that was never cold, the collapse of 
modern ideologies, the fragmentation of universal identities, and the 
‘refusal of History’ accompanied and were precipitated by the histori-
cal development of late capitalism. Once expectations had been 
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reduced from freedom beyond the present to survival within it, 
History would not be ‘temporalised’ again merely through the forma-
tion of new mentalities.

The End (i)

‘The end of history will be a very sad time’, cautioned Francis 
Fukuyama, in 1989.58 Yet the time in question has been inscribed 
in the collective memory of the West as one of triumph, if not tri-
umphalism. Among Western aid workers, the end of the Cold War 
generated hope of a reduction in the geopolitical conditioning of 
‘humanitarian space’. In the late 1980s and early 1990s, the UN 
General Assembly adopted a number of resolutions emphasising the 
role of aid agencies within the national borders of states a!ected by 
disaster. In 1992, UN Secretary-General Boutros Boutros-Ghali 
a$rmed that ‘the time of absolute and exclusive sovereignty… has 
passed’.59 State refusal of foreign aid was increasingly seen as a 
moral transgression.
 In the apparent absence of alternatives to neoliberal globalisation, 
the moralisation of politics transformed humanitarians into protago-
nists of a story told by the West about itself. The aid industry 
remained minuscule in relation to commercial industries with com-
parable workforces. But having garnered media attention through 
participation in spectacular relief campaigns—Live Aid, in particu-
lar—aid agencies became subcontractors for the West’s moral con-
science. Changes in the political economy of humanitarianism allowed 
aid agencies to use their moral capital to promote the spread of 
humanitarian reason, in turn further boosting their pro"le and 
income. Private and government funding for emergency relief 
increased from the late 1980s onwards. This enabled professionalising 
reforms in the aid sector, initiated in response to donor government 
demands for closer evaluation of overseas aid impact, then acceler-
ated following perceived failures in inter-agency coordination and 
technical pro"ciency.60 Most notably, a critical evaluation of aid 
operations in the aftermath of the Rwandan genocide, published in 
1996, produced a torrent of reform activity.61

 Initiatives to improve ‘humanitarian e!ectiveness’ in the 1990s 
were heavily in#uenced by the neomanagerial reorganisation of 
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Western government bureaucracies over the previous decade. 
Professional performance in the aid sector would increasingly be 
de"ned according to business imperatives, such as value for money 
and productivity. Human rights, now widely recognised as providing 
the moral rationale for disaster relief, also inspired advocacy for mini-
mum standards and ‘community participation’ in aid operations—
which were to be secured through accountability in a ‘humanitarian 
marketplace’.62 As aid agencies expanded fundraising and marketing 
departments, the quest for e!ectiveness simultaneously contributed 
to the commercialisation of Western humanitarian cultures. And it 
contributed to a humanitarianisation of professional cultures. With 
greater opportunity for the development of professional careers in 
charity, aid agencies also exported professional expertise imbued with 
humanitarian morality. As such, they became preeminent, if often 
unsuspecting, missionaries for the society of the humanitarian mini-
mum. By the turn of the millennium, as a consequence of the fusion 
of charitable and commercial cultures, aid agency executives were no 
more out of place in the world of business than Bill Gates was in the 
aid sector.

The End (ii)

Perhaps the most remarkable thing about Fukuyama’s pronounce-
ment of the end of history is the stir it caused. Fukuyama epitomised 
liberal hubris as the Soviet Union disintegrated. He became the 
emblematic intellectual of that moment—something of a herald for 
a new order. Yet his thesis—"rst articulated in an essay, published in 
July 1989, then developed in a book, published three years later—
was almost universally rejected. Political scientists have eagerly pro-
nounced the end of the end of history at various moments since, often 
unwittingly reproducing the ‘endism’ they seek to discredit.63 But 
Fukuyama’s critics, on the left in particular, have often mistaken 
opportunism for naïveté.
 The sense of historical closure given expression in pop culture in 
the 1960s and 1970s had been growing for a number of decades. A 
couple of months before the publication of Fukuyama’s essay, 
German historian Lutz Niethammer completed a study on the post-
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historical turn of a group of twentieth-century European intellectu-
als with radically divergent politics.64 Unful"lled ambitions of social 
transformation during the interwar period caused them to become 
profoundly disillusioned with the historical process. Inverting the 
progressivist optimism of the nineteenth century, they speculated 
that History had reached a dead-end, in so far as the world’s meaning 
had been exhausted. Among them was Franco-Russian Hegelian 
philosopher Alexandre Kojève, who argued that history had ended 
with the formation of a ‘universal and homogenous state’, which had 
resolved the master-slave dialectic.65 He ultimately situated this 
moment in 1806, with Napoleon Bonaparte’s victory at Jena, argu-
ing that what had happened since then was ‘but an extension in space 
of the universal revolutionary force actualised in France by 
Robespierre-Napoleon’.66 He saw the two world wars as having 
brought ‘backward civilisations… into line with the most advanced’. 
And, despite his earlier Stalinist sympathies, he conceded that, in the 
postwar period, this Hegelian resolution of history had tended to the 
right, in favour of capitalism.
 Fukuyama reproduced Kojève’s argument that, domesticating 
nationalism and nurturing consumerism, capitalist democracy had 
come to embody a state of ‘universal recognition’. Unlike Kojève, he 
also adopted Hegel’s liberal constitutionalism and optimism regarding 
the end-time. This synthesis, as Perry Anderson notes, was not just 
original, but it also transformed the philosophical discourse on the 
end of history into a potent political expression.67 At the moment of 
Soviet communism’s collapse, Fukuyama attributed the presumptive 
victory of capitalist liberal democracy to the irresistible force of uni-
versal History. Moreover, by reclaiming an idealist basis for 
History—placing Hegel back on his feet, so to speak—he sought to 
dismiss once and for all materialist challenges to liberal capitalism. 
Jacques Derrida referred to his book as a ‘new gospel… on… the 
death of Marxism’.68

 There was more than a hint of Judeo-Christian eschatology in 
Fukuyama’s scheme. ‘[T]he good news has come’, he a$rmed; ‘mod-
ern natural science guides us to the gates of the Promised Land of 
liberal democracy’, he continued.69 Of course, the majority of the 
world’s population did not live in this Promised Land. So the attribu-
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tion of universal meaning to its consumer culture implied that their 
passage towards it was not just an inevitability, but also a moral obli-
gation. Fukuyama thus revived an optimistic civilisational discourse, 
joining the dots between neoconservative evangelism and neoliberal 
progressivism.70 Abandoning the Eurocentricity of civilising missions 
of the past, he elaborated a concept of ‘the Western idea’ exempli"ed 
by the United States. A State Department o$cial in 1989, he pro-
vided intellectual ballast for the ‘American universalism’ through 
which, over the following decade, the United States constructed an 
international ethical order, promoting liberal humanitarian ideas to 
expand its power.71 But as the twentieth century drew to a close, this 
universalism was undermined by the very exceptionalism that had 
begotten it. In order to consolidate its hegemony, the United States 
increasingly exempted itself from the rules-based multilateralism it 
had promoted for others, exercising sovereign power over the inter-
state system.

The Great Intro"ection

‘Thirty-"ve years after its best formulations’, remarked cultural critic 
Mark Greif, in 2019, ‘“postmodernism” has become an essentially 
historical term’.72 Notwithstanding the paranoid vulgarisations of alt-
right pop intellectuals, few commentators today regard it as a living 
movement. At one point representative of an aesthetic vanguardism, 
postmodernism in the arts was swallowed up by the culture industry, 
which commodi"ed what it could and spat out the rest.
 If, at the turn of the millennium, certain conditions of postmoder-
nity remained, they were shaping new aesthetic and moral sensibili-
ties, epistemic postures, and even master narratives. Hyperreality 
itself—which, according to Jean Baudrillard, transformed simulacra 
into truths—seemed to put an end to postmodern irony.73 As the 
subjectivised real, in its most banal form, became an object of popular 
consumption (through reality TV shows, and then social media), new 
boundaries to authentic experience were etched into the depthless 
surfaces that Jameson had identi"ed as constitutive of the postmod-
ern.74 Today, the a$rmation of such boundaries to protect hard-won 
subjectivities has little to do with the open-ended play of deconstruc-
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tion or the #uidity of identities. With the revindication of an inside–
outside distinction, the language of ‘self-expression’, exalted by the 
massi"cation of re#exive therapeutic practices and well-being prod-
ucts, has contributed to a new spectacle of a!ect, reproduced in poli-
tics, academia, and the arts. At the same time, the postmodern sense 
that everything connects—that there is no outside—has in#ected the 
ideological imagination of a new messianic right. Responding to over-
whelming complexity, the conspiratorialism of QAnon and the alt-
right roots expectation of a "nal victory in a mythical truth;75 and, as 
such, it sets up a closed historical narrative. But, already at the begin-
ning of the 2000s, conspiracy theory "lled in the gaps of a new meta-
narrative. Reference to ‘unknown unknowns’ provided not only a 
pretext for the invasion of Iraq, but also an indication of the episte-
mology that justi"ed expansive neoconservative strategy in the Global 
War on Terror.
 For many sceptics of the ‘inverted millenarianism’ that reached 
apotheosis with Fukuyama, the launch of a totalising war in the wake 
of 9/11 provided con"rmation that History was very much alive.76 
Claims of an emerging consensus on liberal democracy, leading to a 
stable peace, had been at least premature. Societies across the world 
would now increasingly be haunted by the spectre of catastrophe (ter-
ror, climate change, economic collapse, pandemic disease).77 If post-
modernism had expired as an intellectual movement, postmodern 
conceptions of crisis—as endogenous to human society—had none-
theless become embedded in a late capitalist common sense.78 Broad 
resignation to the ubiquity of risk re#ected a preoccupation not with 
the future, as Anthony Giddens argued, but rather with securitisation 
of the present.79 The radical uncertainty presumed to result from 
global interconnectedness and technological complexity portended 
only the imminence of loss, not the possibility of social advancement, 
from which a future could be born. Uncertainty was invoked in denial 
of a decisive resolution of the historical process; but it did not imply 
a historical opening.
 Nor did the development of late capitalism itself produce such an 
opening, contrary to Ernest Mandel’s hopeful dialectic. Mandel had 
argued that a ‘third technological revolution’ would bring about ‘gen-
eralised universal industrialisation’, intensifying the contradiction 
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between productive forces and the social relations of production.80 
Although he recognised the possibility that long-term mass unemploy-
ment could fragment and demoralise the working class, he eagerly 
predicted a ‘new epoch of social revolution’.81 The counter-revolution 
initiated in the 1970s was resisted by labour—think of the miners’ 
strikes in Britain, the mobilisation of communist parties in continental 
Europe—but it was Theodor Adorno’s suggestion that late capitalism 
would dampen proletarian revolutionism that was ultimately borne 
out, not Mandel’s stubborn optimism.82 Technological change has 
been less profound than Mandel imagined it would be amid revolution-
ary class struggle (and, without rupture from existing relations of 
production, it is unlikely to prove as socially transformative as today’s 
left-wing enthusiasts of automation propose).83 Western economies 
have de-industrialised, albeit without exactly vindicating prophecies 
of post-industrial society—which Mandel rejected.84 Industry was 
moved o!shore, where greater surplus-value could be extracted from 
labour. And, although the proportion of manufacturing jobs in periph-
eral labour markets has declined—Brazil, South Africa, and Mexico 
provide notable examples—the global industrial workforce has 
steadily risen.85

 In the decades following the Second World War, the Western 
bourgeoisie, dependent on colonisation for its own reproduction, had 
sought new frontiers for accumulation. If de-industrialisation in those 
countries that had begotten industrial capitalism was arguably an 
inevitable consequence of the tendency of the rate of pro"t to fall, it 
can also be understood as re#ecting a particular directionality in the 
process of capitalist development.86 In the 1980s, banking deregula-
tion and import-promotion, particularly in the United States, led to 
a rapid expansion of the "nancial sector. The development of new 
"nancial derivatives and the advent of ‘fast trading’ enabled the expo-
nential growth and circulation of "ctitious capital, to the detriment 
of productive investment. Generally associated with the opening out-
wards of globalisation, "nancialisation provided the Western bour-
geoisie with a new frontier for an accelerated expansion inwards. As 
government and "nance consolidated their old alliance, the pursuit of 
monopoly rent enabled and required the imposition of a new capital-
ist discipline for Western workers.87 Domestic manufacturing indus-
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tries were abandoned to ruination and prominent unions were dis-
mantled. A new precarity was introduced into labour markets and 
wages were progressively suppressed. The threat of under-consump-
tion was then addressed through the provision of credit, by deregu-
lated banks, but also by the state, which was placed at the service of 
neoliberal technologies of accumulation.
 Something akin to what Hannah Arendt called the ‘boomerang 
e!ect of imperialism’ is in play here.88 The expansion inwards of 
Western capital ‘brings home’ social conditions of underdevelopment 
imposed upon the periphery: extreme disparities of income, chronic 
underemployment, urban informality and violence.89 In the 1990s, a 
generalised reproduction of the periphery was recognised by scholars 
who spoke of ‘Brazilianisation’.90 But many overlooked the double 
movement in this process.91 If Brazil has become constitutive of the 
world, the world has also produced Brazil. The peripheral pathologies 
for which Brazil becomes a representation are born of the dialectic of 
capitalist development; Brazil, as periphery, is conditioned by its 
insertion in the world economy; its "tful modernisation then becomes 
the reinvention of modernity itself. And so we return to Arantes’ 
discussion of the emergence of the periphery as capitalism approaches 
its worldly limits. His suggestion that ‘there is nowhere left to go’ can 
be taken as "gurative of the limits of outwards expansion. But accel-
eration in the present results from continued dialectical movement, 
from the systemic logic that demands the accumulation of power and 
capital. And it is this movement that compels expansion inwards—
not only as recolonisation of liberal capitalism’s Western heartlands, 
but also as recolonisation of people’s minds, "rst through the instal-
lation of a new common sense based on self-reliance, and then 
through the pre-cognitive, cybernetic determination of consumer and 
voter behaviour.
 Koselleck uses the term Sattelzeit (‘saddle time’) to conceptualise 
the period of transition to modernity, which he sees as having given 
rise to ‘history in general’.92 Italian historian Enzo Traverso tenta-
tively suggests that, producing ‘a radical change of our general land-
marks, of our political and intellectual landscape’, the years between 
the late 1970s and 9/11 brought about a comparable transition.93 
‘Old and new forms merged together’, he argues. But, if this period 
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did indeed inaugurate a new Time, it was precisely because reduction 
of the time and space of the yet-to-be-determined constrained the 
possibility of the new.94 Much of what appeared to be new on the 
‘political and intellectual landscape’ had emerged from immanent ten-
sions of the old, as inversion or simulacrum, as a lustreless response 
to the old, folding into a temporal no man’s land. Approximately 
spanning the lifetime of postmodernism, the last quarter of the twen-
tieth century was not so much a period of transition to the substan-
tively new as it was a period of turning inwards—a point of intro"ection 
into the present.
 This intro#ection was apparent in the social disposition of the 
Western bourgeoisie, and that of a growing professional–managerial 
class broadly submissive to its interests. Christopher Lasch’s identi"-
cation of a new narcissism is relevant here. Lasch associates a turning 
inwards—from the public sphere towards the Self—with a ‘cult of 
consumption’ and the ‘glori"cation of the individual’.95 But he pro-
vides little insight into its function in the self-reproduction of capital. 
Betraying a traditionalist and curiously choleric aversion to progres-
sive cultural politics, he aims his censure at the subjective turn itself.96 
He thus dismisses the emancipatory opportunity that subjective 
morality seemed to represent for many of those historically oppressed 
in the name of universalisms. And he understates the embeddedness 
of the bourgeois Self in class consciousness and ideology. If, as Lasch 
suggests, the new narcissism was produced by a ‘disintegration of 
public life’, it nonetheless allowed those with privileged access to the 
political realm to rea$rm a collective Self, protect cultural capital, 
and propagate a moral politics of the present.
 Progressive elements among the neoliberal bourgeoisie and the 
professional class incorporated rights claims of the oppressed into this 
moral politics. Assuming custodianship for inclusion, they would 
more readily neutralise concomitant challenges to neoliberal political 
economy.97 The promise of a universal right to life became an expres-
sion of this arrangement. But the right to life for some depends upon 
the disposability of life for others. In addition to inequalities of eco-
nomic and political power, unequal treatment of life would ultimately 
contribute to sprawling social rebellion and provide opportunity for 
a new preventive counter-revolution.98
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Beyond the End

Essayist Pankaj Mishra proposes that we are living in an ‘age of 
anger’.99 He sees a violent resurgence of religious fanaticism, ethnon-
ationalism, and cultural supremacism across the world as expressive 
of widespread ressentiment—‘[a]n existential resentment of other 
people’s being, caused by an intense mix of envy and sense of humili-
ation and powerlessness’.100 Directed in particular towards the idols 
and gatekeepers of modernity, ressentiment, he argues, is born of mod-
ernisation itself. Mishra’s history of the present cannot quite sustain 
his identi"cation of ostensibly disparate contemporary political phe-
nomena—European xenophobia, Hindu nationalism, ISIS, Trumpism, 
American shooters—with canonical European intellectuals. But he 
provides an elegant and arresting account of the contradictory logic 
through which capitalist modernity forces a historical protagonism on 
the underclass it produces.
 Following Nietzsche, Mishra understands ressentiment as generating 
moral claims on society by those who lack the power to transform it 
materially.101 Over the last decade, such claims have been enunciated 
in the West with growing urgency—and, indeed, anger. French 
geographer Christophe Guilluy associates this with a process that is 
now commonly recognised: the hollowing out of the Western middle 
class.102 With broad brushstrokes, Guilluy paints a picture of social 
division in France that is nonetheless amply representative of other 
Western societies. The ‘upper classes’—those who have pro"ted 
from the globalisation of capitalism, or who have at least been able to 
protect themselves from its fallout—have increasingly hunkered 
down in private enclaves, from which they unironically cast moral 
aspersions on the reactionary ‘lower classes’ raging against the ‘open 
society’.103 They call for multiculturalism from below while extolling 
the urban homogenisation that disproportionately expels poor ethnic 
minorities to the periphery. What Guilluy calls the ‘gentri"cation of 
social struggles’ re#ects the turning inwards through which upper 
classes have appropriated a morality of the oppressed while politically 
disarming it. The reaction of the lower classes exposes a moral dis-
tance that itself becomes indicative of a more structural emptying of 
the middle.
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 That a paroxysm of moral reaction on ‘the periphery’ of Western 
societies became the spark for a new counter-revolution depended 
not only on the decades-long dissolution of working-class solidarity, 
but also on a su$cient realignment of elite interests. Following 9/11, 
warnings of an inimical Other increasingly conditioned the humani-
tarian rhetoric of governments and news media. The debacle of the 
Iraq War precipitated the political decline of American neoconserva-
tives, whose Evangelical Christian base drifted away from the neolib-
eral establishment. In Britain and Spain, the decision to go to war 
despite historic popular protests contributed to a growing sense of 
disenfranchisement. A few years later, when the stock market crash 
thrust the West’s "nancialised economies into recession, increasing 
inequalities, elite appeals to stoic frugality were su$cient to create 
an electoral basis for austerity, but they could not suppress the albeit 
ambiguous clamour for more democracy. Mobilisations of indignados 
initially tended to the left: Movimiento 15-M in Spain, Amesi 
Dimokratia Tora! in Greece, Occupy Wall Street in the United 
States. But movements of the right also articulated grievances with 
the course of capitalist democracy, and, eliciting nostalgic fantasies of 
national grandeur, they would ultimately exercise a greater pull on 
the disa!ected and on the political centre ground: in the United 
States, the Tea Party drew support from libertarians and religious 
conservatives, and it played to a white identity politics; in Europe, 
anti-immigrant groups animated and built outwards from the undead 
forces of fascism. Following the sudden surge in forced migration to 
Europe and North America in 2015, debates about border control 
and national identity exposed and accentuated moral polarisation. 
With the help of billionaire investments in psychographic pro"ling 
and audience segmentation, and an acute sense of the moment, 
unashamedly authoritarian politicians of the right mobilised moral 
reaction as a political force, o!ering not a democratic future, but 
vindication in the present.
 Even before the "nancial crisis of 2008, the competitiveness of 
Western corporations was in decline. Productivity and reinvestment 
lagged behind the rate of pro"t. Wages had been more or less stag-
nant for more than three decades. After the crash, the #ight of jobs—
notably to China—left dwindling sources of surplus value. Western 
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economies entered a state of low-intensity capitalism from which they 
have not since emerged. Once governments had bailed out the banks, 
the "nancial bourgeoisie doubled down on its neoliberal fundamental-
ism. But some other segments of capital—residual oligarchs of heavy 
industry, in particular—cheered on an apparent neomercantilist 
revival. The coalition that placed Donald Trump in the White House 
was forged through a pledge to restore both national industry and the 
‘cultural sovereignty’ of white America.104

 Political commentary now insists that the rise of the authoritarian, 
nationalist right necessarily undermines neoliberal strategies of order 
and accumulation—as if neoliberalism depended on democratic poli-
tics and open borders. In fact, owing its hegemony to brazen and 
sometimes sanguinary states of exception, neoliberal reason has 
always been in tension with the democratic principle.105 And free 
movement of labour is not a prerequisite to the movement of goods, 
wages, and capital.106 Trump introduced new trade tari!s and threat-
ened to impose capital controls, as well as restricting immigration. 
But he reduced corporate taxes, cut social security, and pursued a 
more ambitious programme of deregulation than his predecessors, 
enabling a massive expansion of the gig economy. In doing so, he 
reinforced the role of the state in the creation of risk.107 (It is unsur-
prising, then, that, despite early opposition, the libertarian Club for 
Growth warmed to him.)
 Rather than a reversion towards some national capitalism of the 
past, the rise of Trumpism has portended an acceleration of capital’s 
expansion inwards through generalisation of the gig economy’s logic 
of self-exploitation.108 For Trump, dollar devaluation was to serve not 
to rebuild blue-collar America, but to ‘nationalise’ the returns from 
increasing precarity. Its mere suggestion also intensi"ed geoeconomic 
competition. On account of vain posturing and incoherence, as much 
as political strategy, Trump became a wrecking ball in the inter-state 
system, bringing to a destructive climax the institutional fragmenta-
tion initiated under George W.  Bush and continued, despite cosmo-
politan rhetoric, under Barack Obama.109 Withdrawing the United 
States from the UN Human Rights Council and the World Health 
Organization, and cutting aid to Palestinian refugees, he disavowed 
humanitarian multilateralism. As he undermined state protection of 
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the right to life at home and abroad, he o!ered a reminder of the role 
American power played in the idealisation and reproduction of the 
society of the humanitarian minimum.
 A shift in the state’s relationship to the right to life became clear 
during the COVID-19 pandemic. Brazilian philosopher Rodrigo 
Nunes proposes that the Trump administration’s fatal neglect during 
the pandemic be seen as initiating a formal rupture with the prevailing 
biopolitical pact.110 (That Brazilians, as Nunes points out, have also 
been subjected to such a social experiment—indeed, arguably a more 
extreme version—suggests that Brazil might once again be showing 
Western societies their future.) But rupture is not a spontaneous 
response to the pandemic. Rather, the arrival of the pandemic soci-
ety, itself a product of capitalist expansion, precipitates a rupture 
already in course. And it produces new opportunities for accumula-
tion: between early March and early August 2020, as COVID-19 
killed 150,000 people in the United States, American billionaires 
added US$637 billion to their personal wealth. Not only in the United 
States, but in Britain, Hungary, Poland, and elsewhere, the pandemic 
has provided signs of substantive change in the relationship between 
state and society through the normalisation of autocratic but con-
spicuous management of death.111

 In mid-2020, Samuel Moyn argued that Trump would be rendered 
‘an aberration whose rise and fall says nothing about America’, were 
he to fail in his bid for re-election.112 But, despite the outpouring of 
relief from progressives following Trump’s defeat in November 
2020, the election results suggested a consolidation of Trumpism’s 
base. More to the point, even if Joe Biden were to initiate a restora-
tion of the erstwhile consensus on progressive neoliberalism, the last 
"ve years have had an irreversible impact on political imagination in 
the West. Epitomised and emboldened by Trump, the popular 
authoritarianism that has swept the West continues to disrupt liberal 
modes of ordering society—for now. But its direct assault on a 
morality of urgence—its #agrant denial of relief from necessity, for the 
working poor, for refugees—has put paid to illusions of gradual and 
continuous inclusion in the humanitarian present. The last utopia of 
a moral society unencumbered by ideology has thus dissipated.
 In agreement with Friedrich Hayek, Judith Shklar recognised the 
necessary role of ‘utopian impulses’ in the development of liberal 
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theory and politics.113 But the renewal of liberal utopianism relies on 
more ambitious visions of the future, which raise expectations and 
inspire actions that sustain belief in progress within capitalism. Unless 
stretched by revolutionary hopes, liberalism folds inwards into a mor-
alism readily exploited by forces of annihilation that lurk impatiently 
in the matrix of modernity.114 Despite the statistical sophistry of 
Steven Pinker and other late prophets of the Enlightenment, belief in 
progress, as J.  B.  Bury famously pointed out, is ‘an act of faith’.115 It 
depends on the imagination of movement beyond the present. Once 
such imagination was extinguished, the last utopia of a real world free 
from utopianisms then succumbed to the logic of diminishing expec-
tations. Without a utopian horizon, there is no obvious route for a 
fuite en avant from the dejection produced by fallen ideals.
 This predicament has brought on a profound and enduring sense 
of loss, now most immediately detectable in the political and cultural 
expression of those well-meaning meliorists morally invested in the 
society of the humanitarian minimum—bourgeois liberals of the com-
passionate left and compassionate right, who might not have believed 
that History had ended, but hoped that it had. Their revanchism—on 
widespread display in the moment of Biden’s election—is no less 
indicative of melancholia than the lament it defers.
 In what remains the most in#uential commentary on melancholia, 
published in 1917, Freud described the condition as ‘related to an 
object-loss which is withdrawn from consciousness’.116 That is, the 
melancholic ‘cannot see clearly what it is that has been lost’. For 
Giorgio Agamben, this is because the object was never possessed.117 
The melancholic’s sense of loss is speci"cally induced by an act of 
imagination that, paradoxically, appropriates an unobtained object. 
And this act of imagination is provoked by realisation or con"rmation 
of a lack.118 Accordingly, liberal melancholy now interprets as a lost 
object a social ideal that was never fully realised. In other words, an 
act of imagination treats as lost what was never more than an object 
of imagination—a utopia.
 Freud speculated that the melancholy disposition depends on ‘nar-
cissistic identi"cation’ with an object.119 This would seem to provide 
a neat explanation for the particular anguish projected by those who, 
over recent decades, turned inwards, away from political contesta-
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tion, exalting a society made in their own image. But other, albeit 
more ambiguous displays of melancholia have also contributed to the 
contemporary politics of a!ect. Nietzsche believed ressentiment to be 
caused by a ‘yearning… to anaesthetise a tormenting, secret pain… 
with a more violent emotion’.120 He associated it with scapegoating 
by those su!ering from a personal a%iction—and, to be sure, the 
concept betrays a certain haughtiness and, indeed, resentment, how-
ever it is deployed.121 The contemporary diagnosis of ressentiment 
downplays the responsibility of capital and government for anger 
among the downtrodden. However, this anger, surging tempestu-
ously, but soon abating, reduced through cooption to an impotent 
rumble, also serves to suppress pain—the pain of injustice and the 
pain of hardship, but also the pain of loss. For many of those who 
rebelled against an amorphous establishment in the years following 
the 2008 "nancial crisis, the non-realisation of the last utopia’s inclu-
sive promise had already caused dejection. The anger identi"ed by 
Mishra is symptomatic; melancholia is the a!ective condition struc-
turing the political temperament of our age.
 In the absence of competing visions of the future, the ideal of the 
humanitarian society appealed to di!erent political persuasions. It 
became an object of identi"cation for those who maintained faith in 
progress, as well as those who believed aspiration and hard work 
would improve their lives. If the impact of its frustration is thus wide-
spread, its most trenchant opponents generally appear to have been 
mired in melancholia for much longer: those on the left remain 
attached to lost utopias of the past; those on the right, to collapsed 
empires, vanquished deities, decapitated monarchs, or the ‘traditional 
family’. Collective expressions of hope now seem to emerge only 
from struggles for rights and subjectivities that are themselves imbued 
with melancholy. Almost seventy years ago, Frantz Fanon denounced 
the European demand for black colonial subjects to ‘turn white or dis-
appear’.122 Today, mimicry of hegemonic identities remains both a 
tactic and a precondition of assimilation, imposed by the powerful, 
whose own appropriative mimicry has contributed to the erasure of 
the past futures of the historically oppressed. Every demand for the 
abolition of racist institutions or the revision of colonial histories, 
indeed every assertion of anti-racist and anti-colonial progress, is also 
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a melancholy statement on the loss of histories and identities that 
might have been. The construction of normative subjectivity would 
seem to establish as constitutive of othered identities an experience 
of loss that, paradoxically, becomes more pronounced as they are 
assimilated into bourgeois society.123

 For French sociologist Alain Ehrenberg, melancholia, once ‘the 
elective illness of the exceptional man’, is now ‘the situation of every 
individual in Western society’.124 As the exceptional has been democ-
ratised through the modern development of individualism, melancho-
lia has been generalised as depression, a ‘pathology of grandeur’. 
Ehrenberg’s contention rests on an understanding of melancholia as 
an ‘exacerbation of self-consciousness’.125 The imposition of expecta-
tions on the autonomous individual and the destruction of traditional 
references would seem to bear on the ‘expansion of the diagnosis of 
depression’ over the last "fty years, as, of course, would the massive 
growth of the psychotherapy industry. But the sense of loss at the end 
of the last utopia resides not so much in the individual psyche as in a 
space between: between subjective experience and social process, 
between the intimate and the public. It interacts with and aggravates 
contemporary depressive conditions—the chronic inferiority com-
plexes nourished by social media, the ‘solitary tiredness’ resulting 
from pressure to perform and produce.126 However, it cascades out-
wards from the individual, with insu$cient uniformity to shape a 
common sense or conscience collective, but with an a!ective force abun-
dant enough to alter the grammar of social life and expose latent 
antagonisms. Melancholia, sustained by the apparent impossibility of 
utopia, comes to de"ne a social mood, a change in the ‘structures of 
feeling’, which precedes and conditions political thought and action 
in the current conjuncture.127

 Freud initially de"ned melancholia as a pathological mode of 
mourning.128 And the option of societal suicide seems in recent years 
to have contributed to the appeal of politicians who #aunt their will 
to extreme violence, or at least their disregard for life. (‘Annihilation’, 
as Adorno strikingly a$rmed, ‘is the psychological substitute for the 
millennium.’)129 But, in 1923, Freud revised his concept of melan-
cholia, recognising its necessary role in the formation of the ego, and, 
indeed, in the completion of mourning.130 Melancholia is also given a 
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productive function in Carl Jung’s theory of individuation. Like 
Freud, Jung believed that, demanding conformity, civilisation caused 
a state of discontent in individuals. However, he di!ered from Freud 
in his suggestion that this was a melancholic state, which enabled 
individuals to di!erentiate themselves from the collective and over-
come the impositions of ‘civilised reason’.131 On the one hand, mel-
ancholia becomes instrumental in the process of modern fragmenta-
tion that produces individuals as such. On the other, it becomes 
instrumental to the incorporation of elements of the unconscious 
through which the individual can overcome the modern conditioning 
of life as a fragment, stripped of feeling, intuition, and meaning.
 Inherent to the logic of modernity, fragmentation—of societies, 
polities, economies, identities—has accelerated with the dissolution 
of utopias. If it has facilitated the generalisation of capitalist culture, 
it has also facilitated cultural di!erentiation, within capitalism, from 
the European project of civilisation. This invites Western societies to 
‘unlearn’ Progress, which has served as sociodicy for all modern ide-
ologies—to take heed of historical opposition to the submission of 
humanity and nature to the imperatives of political economy.132 And 
it reveals the ‘unconscious colonialism’ of past utopian projects.133 In 
a world without expectations, reinventing the future now demands a 
collective incorporation not only of lost fragments of the utopian 
imagination, but also of fragments of the unconscious, the ignored, 
the repressed. A product of dejection, the present melancholia none-
theless provides opportunity for this.
 And reinventing the future is necessary. The pursuit of mésure in 
the present will not su$ce for the majority who have experienced 
relative decline over the last "fteen years—not only precarious work-
ers and the unemployed, but also small business owners and profes-
sionals, many of whom initially bene"ted from the neoliberal coun-
ter-revolution.134 To project towards the future is not to postpone 
change in the present; rather, a utopian horizon is prerequisite to such 
change. Moreover, in a world in which the human quest for reason is 
constantly undermined by the contingent and the inexplicable, the 
struggle that produces an illusion of meaning—albeit necessarily 
ephemeral—is a more potent force of life than hedonistic abandon or 
meditative stasis. In a here and now pregnant with pandemic disease 



AMIDST THE DEBRIS

182

and apocalyptic climate change, the struggle for a future becomes a 
necessary defence against extinction. And that requires rupture from 
the presentist status quo.
 Previously justi"ed as an antidote to totalitarian violence, pre-
sentism is now complicit in the precipitation of the world’s end. So 
too is nostalgia—for an imaginary golden age, but also for past imagi-
nations of a brighter future.135 The left, for which the loss of utopia is 
a recurrent and constitutive experience, is particularly prone to the 
latter variety.136 But, as Wendy Brown has argued, its attachment to 
‘formations and formulations’ of the past ‘installs traditionalism in the 
very heart of its praxis, in the place where commitment to risk and 
upheaval belongs’.137 Nostalgia prevents the sublimation of melancho-
lia. It rei"es past struggles as articles of indulgence and comfort. It 
thus neutralises their revolutionary potential in the present, produc-
ing the sort of ‘negativistic quiet’ Walter Benjamin associated with 
‘left-wing melancholy’—a literary mood, exempli"ed in the work of 
‘left radical publicists’ of the New Objectivity. Taking pride in ‘the 
traces of former spiritual goods’, these writers had become discon-
nected from political action.138 Despite this critique, Benjamin attrib-
uted to melancholia a revolutionary function.139 In The Origin of 
German Trauerspiel, he argued that its ‘persevering absorption takes the 
dead things up into its contemplation in order to save them’.140 For 
Benjamin, the su!ering of the past was incomplete.141 The possibility 
of ‘redemption’ then lay amidst the debris produced by the passage 
of History—which came to represent un"nished business, to be taken 
on by the revolutionary class.142

 Maintaining its destructive force, late capitalist Time is now none-
theless unable to propel History into the future. And so it piles its 
wreckage not in History’s wake, but around us, in our conjuncture, 
crafting a wretched terrain over which we scramble just to stay still. 
Amidst the debris of the present lie fragments waiting to be born 
anew and charged with political meaning—fragments of di!erent 
volume and character, fragments of thought and experience, of past 
certainties and meaning, of histories and totalities, of lost hopes and 
unconscious images, fragments which do not neatly "t together. But 
which of them can serve a rupture that revives struggle for the future? 
Is there a predetermined combination? Fragmentation disorientates. 
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But perhaps the real was never more than a fragment. Perhaps moder-
nity strips us back to what is necessary or—dare we say it—essential. 
Nude to the world, we are compelled to change our relationship with 
it. In search of a collective historical subject, a guarded gaze is cast 
upon those whose very survival is threatened by the capitalist present. 
The possibility of a future can only emerge from their claim to a 
necessity that, previously promised, is now precluded yet radically 
available: life. For if History is written by the victors, it is made by 
the vanquished.
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