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SOME REFLECTIONS ON THE BASIC QUESTIONS 

THE 2008 MOMENT 

1)  WHAT HAS CHANGED, AND WHY IS THIS THE CASE, SINCE THE OPEN OUTBREAK OF THE GLOBAL FINANCIAL CRISIS 

IN 2007/08?  
Summary: The ‘2008 moment’: A combination of economic and geopolitical changes 

1) Eight years after the subprime crisis, it can said that the world economy remain for the most part, 

in a bleak situation. Unemployment is high. In 2014, the number of ‘official’ unemployed reached 201 

million, up by over 31 million more than before the start of the crisis, and the key driver for job 

creation in next years are in accommodation and restaurant, along with business services. The level 

of investment, the fuel for capitalist engine, is low and even declining for top world Transnational 

corporations (TNCs). Capital expenditures by top world 2000 non-financial companies will fall for the 

third year running by 1% in 2015, fall further by 4% in 20161. High rates of unemployment and low 

level of productive investment are only two signs among many others of the current situation. The 

underlying drivers for the current low levels of capital accumulation are a combination of low levels 

of profitability2 and an unprecedented ability by capital to drain profits from financial activities. 

Hopes once put on the emerging countries thanks to the ‘decoupling’ from the developed world, 

articulated by the same claiming that the world has become more integrated than ever, are winding 

down. Since 2008, global growth forecast by public and private institutions have been more than 

often dismissed3. 

2) The overwhelming and devastating power of finance capital – that I define not only as financial 

institutions (that is the financial sector as it is included in National accounts), but also –and mainly - 

as the ability for any holder of financial assets to ‘make money with money’ (that is why in my view 

‘non-financial TNCs are a modern component of contemporaneous finance capital) – remains 

untouched. A major reason is that governmental policies are fully devoted to the protection of 

finance capital and the rentier class4. 

3) Since 2008, one of the most important – albeit widely underestimated – changes concerns the 

geopolitical situation at the world level. Sweeping changes include the rise in military tensions 

between major states (Europe/Russia, China/US-allied Asian countries, etc.), never-ending ‘resource 

wars’ along with the implosion of state apparatus and dictatorial regimes in Africa and Middle-East, 

accelerated, and in some cases brought about by mass demonstrations (‘Arab Spring’) . An evidence 

of rise in militarism is the upsurge of military spending in some regions and countries, including the 

Middle-East, Asia, Eastern Europe, Ukraine and Russia. 

Analysing the interrelations between economic evolution at the world level and the geopolitical 

setting is complex, as one should be guarded against either economic reductionism – e.g. the 
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geopolitical setting is a mere outcome of the economic dynamics, or ‘independency’ – e.g. 

international relations are shaped by independent, sovereign, and ‘unitary’ states acting as rational 

actors. Still, with hindsight, the plain fact is that with the coming of a new geopolitical and economic 

setting, it is possible to speak of the “2008 moment”. 

In any case, the wishful thinking enunciated two decades ago that we had moved in a PDF-format 

(for Peace-democracy-free markets) globalisation has now cleared out from the mainstream 

ideology. The characterization of the ‘2008 moment’ is based on the hypothesis that capitalist 

evolution at the world level is driven by the interaction between the competition that takes places 

internationally among large capitalist corporations and the inter-state configuration. This means that 

major ‘extra-economic’ drivers5, in particular inter-state rivalries, are ‘endogenous’ factors of 

capitalist evolution. To put another way, the way out of economic crisis (e.g. a surge in capital 

accumulation) is not possible for capital by relying on its own internal forces. In the history of 

capitalism, the mobilization of political forces have more than often open the way to radical (positive 

or negative) changes. Although history never repeat itself in the same way, this should be kept in 

mind at a time when the social polarization aggravated by austerity policies and the rise of 

xenophobic parties in Europe, the consequences for developing countries of the looting of natural 

resources and the multiplication of armed conflicts in the world creates an ominous international 

setting. 

In short, the fight to close the neoliberal era in the EU cannot be dissociated from huge events 

happening at the world level. 

2) WHICH HAVE BEEN THE ACTUAL CONSEQUENCES FOR THE ISSUE/FOR A COUNTRY/FOR THE EU/FOR 

EUROPE/FOR THE WORLD?  
(I focus here on the EU). 

Summary: EU structural unevenness, strengthening of finance capital, military-security activism 

4) The economic crisis has revealed and deepened the structural (that is built-in) unevenness of the 

EU process integration6. The EU combines an economic crisis with an institutional (that is political) 

one. The financial crisis has morphed into a ‘long recession’7, with no perspective of way out for the 

EU. There is no certainty that proactive Keynesian-like macroeconomic policies would put an end the 

recession and succeed in lowering the high levels of unemployment, but there is a plain evidence 

that austerity policies cannot do it. The never-ending recession informs on how the ruling class can 

thrive and prosper even in a context of low industrial capital accumulation8. This observation calls for 

the analysis to distance away from the identification between economic growth and accumulation of 

profits. For the moment, the conjuncture of low macroeconomic growth coupled with high 

unemployment rates remains a quasi-stated objective for political representative of finance capital9, 
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as long as the drain of value created in the production process needed to pay debt interests, 

dividends and (stock) capital gains goes on. 

The creation of the Euro, buttressed on criteria set out in the Maastricht and following treaties, was 

instrumental in deepening unevenness between countries (so much obvious that there is no need to 

develop this point here). 

5) A significant consequence of the ‘2008 moment’ is to put security and military issues at the top of 

the EU agenda. The EU has been led to increase its military involvement to cope with the chaos 

developing in its ‘neighborhood’, first in Africa, and now in Middle-East. As it does not exist anything 

like a common defence and because of a very unequal appetite for militarism among member-states, 

initiatives have been taken by the most military powerful member-states. In 2011, France and Britain 

were at the forefront of the military operations in Libya to remove Gadhafi10– something not 

included in the 1973 UN resolution (it is worth to note that the German government abstained on it). 

Since then, the implosion of state institutions in Sub-Saharan region went on and France has been 

multiplying military interventions in its ‘précarré’ (backyard): Mali, Central African Republic, Chad11. 

Those operations were covered with an UN mandate, and with a limited EU military support, even 

though with 1000 soldiers present in Central African Republic in 2015, the EU's launched its first 

major army operation in six years. 

Expecting the completion of the process of ‘progressive framing of a common Union defence policy’ 

(Lisbon Treaty, art.42) would be like waiting for Godot. Rather, the common denominator for 

member-states is a military-humanitarian policy which allows developing a wide spectrum of actions, 

ranging from interventions combining the different perspectives and agendas of most important 

member-states. This allows for combining for the EU as a whole the overarching role of NATO which 

is accepted by all major European countries (in 2009 France reintegrated the NATO's military 

command structure), the nuclear deterrence of Britain and France, and the ambition of ‘doing good’ 

unanimously aimed at.  

In short, the EU acts as a multiplier of accumulation of police and military capabilities by Member-

States.  And in the context of the ‘2008 moment’, more European military-humanitarian operations 

will come. In this eventuality, according to a report by influential EU policy-makers “military assets at 

the high end of the spectrum [will be] playing a catalytic role in an integral approach to conflict 

prevention, crisis management and post-conflict peacebuilding”12. 

The way the EU and its member-states are addressing the refugees fleeing from Europe’s territorial 

neighbourhood and looking for asylums and shelters is telling on the EU treatment of the so-called 

‘crisis management’. It also informs on the real substance of the ‘neighborhood’ policy. In 2003, the 

Commission proposed “that the EU should aim to develop a zone of prosperity and a friendly 

neighborhood– a ‘ring of friends’ - with whom the EU enjoys close, peaceful and co-operative 
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relations” (2003, p.3)13.A decade later, the ‘ring of friends’ gives room to the erection of fences 

against refugees with “those who fail their asylum claims [being] deported promptly”14. 

The combination by the EU and its main member-states of their financial power and the increasing 

use of military-security force by them calls for a reflection on the role of the EU in the defence of the 

world order, with the  ‘transatlantic bloc of states’15as its backbone.  

6) The collision between European population’s expectations and their economic and social situation 

brings about a growing rejection of European institutions16. Indeed, EU institutions and Member-

states converge to implement austerity measures. The ‘state form’ which is developing in the EU are 

a mix of community (that is supranational) and inter-governmental bodies, and it is through their 

concerted action that austerity policies are carried out. This coalition tore apart the clear message 

(oxi) sent by the Greek people in the referendum and instead hardened the control on the Greek 

government policy in a way looking like a protectorate.  

The antidemocratic features of the EU have been reinforced by the Treaty On Stability, Coordination 

And Governance In The Economic And Monetary Union (1st February 2012). It’s not a matter of 

‘Brussels’ against people but of national governments supported by, and working in conjunction with 

EU institutions to attack populations’ rights in their country. The centralization of powers in 

intergovernmental bodies and in the EU bureaucracy reinforces deep-rooted anti-democratic 

practices. 

3) DID OTHER POSSIBILITIES EXIST IN OR FOR THE EU AND WHY HAVEN’T THEY BEEN REALIZED?  
Summary: Relations of forces, addressing the EU level 

In a matter of joke, it could be said that predicting the past is a difficult exercise… 

To ‘reconstruct’ the past with an ‘as if’, in the context of a depression-like situation, we have to take 

into account: 

7) One, the balance of power between social classes. Here, the remarks articulated (already) nine 

years ago by W. Buffett still apply17. That is, positive changes in EU policies (what is called ‘other 

possibilities’ in question 3) fell short of being implemented mainly because of the power of capital at 

the expense of labour. It is all the more the case in Europe, once lauded for its ‘social model’, where 

the ruling class have been able to politically organise themselves, not only on their national territory, 

but through EU developments, in a coordinated way on the continent with two main objectives: ‘race 
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to the bottom’ in social relations, and protection of their specific collective interests vis-à-vis non-EU 

ruling class18. 

The high rate of unemployment provoked by the deepening of the economic crisis and its response 

by business (e.g. offshoring) exerts an additional pressure on workers. 

“Capitalism at bay”, The Economist (Oct 16th 2008) titled in the early days of the financial crisis and 

argued that “In the short term defending capitalism means, paradoxically, state intervention”. Why 

the left and trade-unions were not in capacity to influence policy-makers in favor of a public control 

of banks, while the City’s newspaper openly called for more state funding? 

8) Two, the way political struggles by workers and other exploited classes are addressed. On this, a 

challenging issue is how to combine the struggle at the national and EU levels. Even for those who 

would be skeptical on the fact that workers fundamental interests transcend national boundaries, 

the need for international coordinated action by workers and their allies should be considered as 

obvious in the context of the growing role of the European level in the political decision-making 

process, and the capacity by large transnational corporations to off- or near-shore their activities. Of 

course, how to combine national and European levels in the struggle against neoliberal policies can 

hardly be dissociated from a discussion on the ‘nature’ of the EU itself. 

While highly coordinated European governmental policies against workers have been (and still are) 

focused on addressing the ill-named ‘public debt crisis’ through austerity measures, the campaign 

against the illegitimacy of the debt falls short of massively mobilizing anti-neoliberal organisations at 

the European level. A dramatic test case is Greece where, while the issue of illegitimacy (and even 

illegality) and unsustainability of the debt was raised19, this issue was ruled out of the negotiations 

between the Greek government and the Council. The centrality of the public debt issue, its 

suspension/write-off is that it addresses a political question, not a technical or economic one.  

4) WHICH SCENARIOS ARE POSSIBLE AND SHALL EMERGE, AND WITH WHICH CONSEQUENCES FOR THE NEXT 10-15 

YEARS, AND WHAT ARE THE CONDITIONS FOR THE REALIZATION OF SUCH TRENDS? 
Summary: Conjunction of temporality, alternatives 

9) I’ve no specific skills on scenarios-setting (e.g. in meeting the established rule (?) that a scenario 

should always contain at least four alternatives20). Here, I briefly present what are my assumptions 

on the possible evolution of the EU situation in next years. 

The prolongation of the current situation would increase the social disaster in Europe, coupled with a 

dramatic rise in EU’s authoritarian measures, with boundaries between internal- and external-to 

Europe being increasingly blurred. At the international level, the EU would look for reinforcing its 

power. According to J. Solana, “action in the EU’s strategic neighborhood is likely to become more 

demanding”. Note that by ‘strategic’, it is meant territories where both economic and geopolitical EU 
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interests are to be preserved21. This scenario, were it (unfortunately) confirmed, would mean a 

crushing blow for the working class and other subaltern classes.  

An alternative scenario would break with neoliberal policies, the actual form of really-existing 

capitalism. This is not a wishful thinking, as two facts shed light on the popular rejection of neo-

liberalism. One, political movements refusing the explicit or implicit left-rightwing consensus to carry 

out austerity policies, are on rise in recent elections that took place in a number of countries (Greece, 

Spain). Sure, there is still no automatic link between this rejection by people of mainstream right and 

mainstream left parties on the one hand, and popular active mobilization (as evidenced with high 

level of abstention in election polls) on the other. Also, this rejection of mainstream political parties 

can in some cases translate in a rise of extreme-right, xenophobic parties. It is the case in France 

where the meltdown of the Socialist party, election after election, means that its candidate could be 

eliminated in the first leg of the presidential election (May 2017) and Le Pen could be forging ahead 

in the second leg of it.  

Thus, the challenge for the left is to transform the growing rejection of mainstream political parties 

into a move forward to positive alternatives. 

Two, self-organised social movements (Indignados, OccupyLOndon, Blockupy), with the youth being 

the driving force, have developed street mass demonstrations. In some cases, their actions are 

converging with pro- independantist or –autonomy movements. 

Table 1: Possible evolution of the EU in next years 

Hypothesis Driving forces  Outcomes 

“Long depression” continues (1) Conjunction of temporality 
between : 
- ecological limits to capitalist 
expansion 
- profitability crisis (à la Marx) 
- Power of finance capital 

High rates of unemployment and 
‘race to the bottom’ 
 
Increased assault against 
environmental resources the 
degradation of which is not 
charged to business 
 

 Neoliberalism at the  helm (2) In the context of ‘long depression’ 
: 
No clear political perspective for 
workers and subaltern class 
Rise in reactionary regimes and 
governments in a number of 
countries 

See row 1 + 
 
Full (?) development of 
authoritarian trends (including 
large coalition with support from 
extreme-right parties) 
 

Alternative governmental policies 
breaking with three decades plus 
of neo-liberalism (3) 

Strong rise in mobilization of 
workers, youth, etc. and in self-
organisation (Indignados, …) 
 
Connection with pro-independent 
mass movement (Catalonia, 
Basque, Scotland, …) 
 
 

Ecological-friendly and social 
measures 
Search for cooperative solutions in 
international economic relations 
Negotiations for real and 
significant decline in militarism 
(military expenditures ceiling, path 
to denuclearisation, …) 

Claude Serfati, September 29, 2015. 
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