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by fi nancial value feed into a “central” matrix of the market. Not only do 
fi nancial markets come to represent the global web of social cooperation 
in entirely speculative monetary terms, they impose that representation on 
reality, disciplining social life around the world and spreading capitalist 
measure over social values far and wide (see fi g. 2). 

Contradictions

But fi nance is a fundamentally fl awed system, and its fl aws go deeper than 
periodic moments of “irrational exuberance” or overheated market bub-
bles. Finance’s fundamental crisis is that it is a vast social fi ction (albeit 
one that mobilizes extremely complex mathematical and quasi- scientifi c 
narrative technologies), an imaginary construct given real power. And, 
like all social narratives, it can never be a perfectly mimetic refl ection 
of the world. At the root of this crisis is the fact that money, fi nance’s 
elemental substance, is not a perfect representation of underlying values. 
Recall that value is not merely abstracted labor power. Rather, value is the 
substance of the sublimely complex, always shifting relationships between 
cooperating subjects (based on the ongoing work of the imagination). 
Labor is the way in which social cooperation is temporally disciplined and 
measured in the context of capital accumulation.77 This abstracted labor 
time (when factored into the synthetic totality of capitalist cooperation 
and redivided) becomes capital’s operative measure: socially necessary 
labor time (SNLT).78 But what characterized Marx’s break with contem-

Figure 2. The circuit of the abstraction of value and imagination under fi nancialization. 

Courtesy of the author
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porary bourgeois political economists who also recognized labor as the 
source of value was that he never believed money accurately represented value 
because of the fundamentally undecidable nature of social values as the 
unfathomable fabric of relationships and social reproduction. Money is 
not a measure of actually existing labor power, but a measure of antici-
pated labor power to yet be mobilized toward the production of commodi-
ties. While he insisted that capital sought to reduce all value to SNLT, 
capital could only represent SNLT in price (exchanged in money). And 
price is fundamentally volatile because it is a factor of both SNLT and 
the infinite complexities of capitalist competition and class struggle.79 In 
other words, capital’s measurement of value through price is always an 
inaccurate approximation of the underlying immeasurable play of social 
values — one fundamentally and necessarily distorted by the contradic-
tions inherent to the capitalist system. All money is always already antici-
patory and speculative.

Marx was, of course, speaking on a highly abstract and systemic 
level, so any example will fall short of his whole meaning. But we could 
think about how capital constantly misallocates wages away from people 
who produce what most people would consider “real” value (like farm-
ers, who, where they are not state-subsidized, tend to be extremely poor) 
toward those who produce almost no “real” value at all (like financiers). 
While this paradigm works for a time in the broader interests of capital 
(cheap food means workers can be paid less and survive; high pay for 
managers of capital ensures class loyalty and a lucrative and efficient 
financial sphere), it creates a social system that is both grossly unfair and 
extremely volatile — as our current conjoined food and financial crises so 
acutely demonstrate.

As Michael Perelman makes clear, the disarticulation of value and 
price is, in fact, the kernel of capitalist crises when the dissonance or latency 
between the two becomes too great to sustain.80 The suspension of disbelief 
that facilitated ever-accelerating liquidity seizes up, and there is a sicken-
ing realization that claims to financial value are no longer creditworthy 
or credible, that the social fiction of financial wealth is merely cultural 
(or “linguistic,” as Marazzi puts it).81 Famously, this gap has appeared 
as the tendency toward overproduction in which, based on the inaccura-
cies of the financial approximation of value, capital overproduces certain 
commodities without a market or in ways that fail to take into consider-
ation actual needs (e.g., too many bananas, not enough grains, or grains 
allocated to biofuels rather than to feeding people). This crisis is, in turn, 
answered by various means, notably war, imperialism, or more “primitive 
accumulation” (commodification of social life, colonialism, etc.).82 But the 
contraction of the gap might also manifest in social crises and uprisings 
borne of inflation, goods shortages, insufficient wages, austerity measures, 
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and the like.83 In other words, crises are the result of the necessary failure 
of capital’s self-representation in price, its chronic inability to accurately 
assign value to social goods and cooperation.84 We can call this capital’s 
“imaginative gap”: its necessary failure to credibly articulate or measure 
the social totality of value. Of course, these sorts of crises are not merely 
episodic but perpetual, although they are typically felt only by those toiling 
masses whose lives have almost no value and only become financial “melt-
downs” when poverty, insecurity, panic, and fear reach social elites.85 It is 
the singular success of capital as a form of social imagination to prevent 
its beneficiaries from seeing the endemic violence of its economic reali-
ties. Every financial crisis is a crisis of the political imagination when “the 
violence of finance”86 is taken for a periodic abnormality rather than the 
most blatant of the system’s necessary contradictions.

Finance represents capital’s means of reaching out into the future 
and mapping the social through the apprehension of risk, by measuring 
social possibility quantitatively.87 For Deleuzian scholars, the virtual refers 
to that aspect of a moment or an action where it opens onto a whole host 
of possible futures and relationships, where the cord of potentiality frays 
in a thousand directions.88 Finance seeks to map the virtual and, through 
the calculus of risk, measures those potential futures in terms of economic 
value. For instance, as LiPuma and Lee illustrate, the price of a nation’s 
bonds (which almost every state now relies on) will depend not only on the 
health of that country’s economy but on the aggregation of speculations 
about that country’s economic future. The potential of social movements 
to disrupt business as usual, the likelihood that national officials will 
resist global financial pressure, the biomedical and statistical analyses of 
population trends, and even the weather are, through the financial mar-
kets, factored into a form of global economic discipline (largely) without 
borders that digests the future through risk management and responds in 
the present with preemptive investment or divestment.89

In other words, finance is the means by which capital, a system based 
on the immanent and uncoordinated competition of its primary social 
agents (capitalists), manages to negotiate futurity and social totality, to 
read, predict, and intervene in the world of social values (see fig. 3). The 
aptly named “futures” contract, whose principle (the idea that you can 
transform future risk into a present-day commodity) underscores finance, 
is an essential part of how the abstract system of capitalism, though lack-
ing entirely its own consciousness and agency, achieves a sort of intelli-
gence, a capacity to comprehend and shape global society. It harnesses the 
imagination of investors, each seeking his or her own profit maximization, 
and develops its own synthetic “imagination” of the world. What is new 
today is that this imagination is fed not merely by the actions of a limited 
subclass of financiers, bankers, and market speculators (though these 
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actors continue to dominate the fi nancial economy). It increasingly taps 
into, reads, represents, and intervenes in the global economy as it digests 
a broader and broader spectrum of social value. In other words, fi nancial-
ization is not merely the increasing power of speculative capital over the 
“real” economy and everyday life. It represents a new integration of social 
cooperation under capital and the development by capital of a more highly 
attuned organ for seeking to represent, comprehend, and command social 
totality and futurity.90

Figure 3. Finance as capital’s imagination. Courtesy of the author
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Crises of the Imagination 

Such a system is, understandably, crisis prone, not least because capitalists 
individually compete to place their ill-begotten (relative) surplus value in 
ever more lucrative (and risky) forms of speculative investment so as not 
to be left “holding the bag” when this imaginative gap (on which finance’s 
profitability is based) rapidly contracts. Harvey’s illuminating Limits to 
Capital reconstructs Marx’s understanding of how these endemic crises 
are dealt with by the doubling and redoubling of money’s complexities and 
abstractions into the realm of finance.91 Fictitious capital — capital with-
out even a semblance of a reference to underlying social cooperation —  
proliferates and expands.92 On an elementary level, we get land specula-
tion, in which the price of land is not based on the value of the assets 
it contains, nor even merely on the value of the rent it could yield, but, 
rather, on how investors imagine it might appeal, in the future, to other 
investors just like them.93 Writ large, these “insane forms” (as Marx 
called them) of accumulation manifest as the derivative. Here, finance 
digests the world, transforms social processes into metrics of risk, volatil-
ity, and profitability based on the market adjudication of price, splits them 
apart, and bundles them back together. In this way, finance governs and 
disciplines multiple levels of social actors, transforming social life into a 
matrix of risk and response where, as Martin notes, almost everyone is 
hailed into various performances of “risk management.”94 Each financial-
ized security becomes an investment not in this or that company or state 
but, rather, in the endless expansion of the capitalist value paradigm as 
a whole.95

In the sense that finance represents capital’s means of negotiating 
totality and futurity, I believe it is more accurate to say that, rather than 
its “central nervous system,” finance is capital’s imagination. The former 
implies a level of rational logic or automatic, somatic, instinctive response, 
neither of which is entirely accurate. Rather, like the imagination, finance 
is a sphere dominated by overlapping, contradictory, and “irrational” con-
nectivities, a nexus of memory, sense, reflexivity, and projection where the 
experience of the world takes on an inner life of its own. Finance is, like 
the imagination, a means to internalize, reflect on, and plot interventions 
into a sublime social totality. The metaphor also attunes us to the ways in 
which finance is creative of social relations.

This is not to say the sphere of finance simply “imagines” (immate-
rial) wealth. Rather, it is to say that, on one level, finance is capital’s means 
of interpreting, regulating, and acting on social value in a relatively coher-
ent, if crisis-prone, way. Or, perhaps more accurately, it is its means and 
ends of orchestrating the always differential, historical, and local ways in 
which capital subsumes social values under economic value. The fantastic 
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wealth that the financial sector creates, as long as it is suspended in capital’s 
imagination, functions as a weapon of social discipline and transformation 
and so acts as capital, subordinating labor, influencing reproduction, and 
so on. Imagination here is only a metaphor, because capital, as a system, 
is inhuman and possesses no agency of its own nor any unique intelli-
gence. This metaphor, however, highlights the way that capital operates 
through the imagination and agency of social actors as it comes to influence 
the negotiation of social value and orient it toward its own perpetuation  
and expansion.

As Marazzi points out, the crises inherent to this modality of capital-
ist circulation are fundamentally crises of credulity, or credibility: moments 
when claims to value are no longer taken “at face value” but instead fail 
to achieve liquid transferability into other forms of capital (as when your 
lucrative credit default swap becomes worthless overnight for lack of 
anyone willing to believe in its claims to represent underlying tangible 
values).96 For Marazzi, these are crises of representation, the overproduc-
tion of the self-referentiality of the market.97 We might say they are crises of 
capital’s imagination. Our current crisis stems from the inability of capital 
to adequately digest, represent, or imagine the massive combustion of 
social values that has occurred over the last thirty years under neoliberal 
globalization. The dramatic expansion of the derivatives market over this 
time and the perilous turbulence it introduced to the global economy are 
both the means and ends of capital’s frantic privatization of social life. The 
so-called subprime crisis was the result of capital’s rapacious hunger to 
profit from the massive social volatility and endemic poverty it, itself, had 
created. Within the maelstrom of the financial markets, where the only 
“good” value is accumulation at all costs, the destruction of social value is 
“invisible” — even the poverty, war, dispossession, and strife that financial 
speculation instigates appear only as opportunities for investment or met-
rics of risk.98 As LiPuma and Lee make clear, finance is structurally blind 
to its own systemic risk and actively works to break down the regulatory 
bodies that might be able to perceive and mitigate this risk.99 The critical 
flaw in finance’s imagination is that it cannot conceive of its own death; it 
has no fear, only panic.

Such a crisis of imagination is by no means limited to the stratosphere 
of financial hyperbole. Indeed, it would be hard today to find a single soul 
on the planet whose life is not contorted in the global flows of financial 
speculation: the investment of pensions in high-yielding mutual funds; 
the siren song of microcredit schemes to sweep the planet’s poor into the 
world-embracing dance of the market; the fateful imbrications of the (sub-
prime) mortgage market into the rabid vertigo of deregulated economic 
growth; the way financial and currency speculators increasingly call the 
tune of indebted first- and third-world nation-states alike; the austere and 
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single-minded market domination of the multinational corporations or 
(formerly) public institutions that define employment and social life in 
a commodified world; the subordination of the value of food and other 
necessities to commodities and currency speculation (witness the recent 
spike in the prices of cereals as markets responded to the potential demand 
for biofuels); the replacement of the welfare state with (semi-)privatized 
services beholden to and coordinated by market measures; the pegging of 
all “development” assistance to the promise of future returns on invest-
ment and toward enticement of the “international lending community”; 
the explosion of consumer debt to cover the shortfall between diminishing 
real wages and increased costs of living amid the erosion (and privatiza-
tion) of the social safety net.

This implies a new relationship between capital and belief that goes 
beyond older models of ideology. Today capital relies as never before on 
people expressing their cooperation, imagination, and agency in an eco-
nomic vernacular, not only in those fields that have recently come to be 
known as “immaterial labor” but in everyday life as well. “Consumer con-
fidence,” the faith people have in their currencies, their willingness to take 
out loans or save money, the spread of entrepreneurialism as an antidote 
to the retreat of collective forms of social welfare and community — all of 
these indicate a moment in which the front lines of capital’s colonization of 
value have become increasingly “cultural,” implicating forms of collective 
belief, “structures of feeling” (in Raymond Williams’s well-known phrase), 
and the world of social meaning-making in new ways.

Of course one risks making too fine a point and overstressing finance’s 
power and novelty. Finance has always been a necessary aspect of capitalist 
accumulation that holds other weapons in its arsenal. Indeed, financializa-
tion relies on, coordinates, and expresses in monetary form all of the other 
violences of accumulation, from colonialism and “primitive accumulation,” 
to the expropriation of agricultural and industrial production, to compul-
sory patriarchal divisions of labor (in all their forms), to the necessity of 
racism as a structuring and dividing force in the character of exploitation. 
What is new and unique about financialization today is its ability, in an age 
of the neoliberal collapse of society into the economy, to allow capital to 
comprehend and coordinate all of these local forms of exploitation within 
a unified monetary matrix.

The metaphor of finance as capital’s imagination asks us to consider 
how financial speculation (and the global capitalist economy it drives) 
is predicated on mobilizing people’s everyday imagination and agency 
toward the perpetuation of capitalist social relations. So strong is the hold 
of finance on the imagination today that social problems seem to have 
few answers that are intelligible outside a market logic. In the face of the 
greatest ecological crisis in recorded human history, all answers must first 
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be cast in financial language: cap-and-trade, the carbon market, or car-
bon tax. In any case, the primary concern must be how it will affect the 
economy. The solution to global poverty is microcredit, just as the solution 
to eviscerated public education is “vouchers” to be individually invested in 
one’s child’s future. As Martin observes, under the incessant imperative 
of risk management and the financialization of daily life and governance, 
utopian horizons shrink to small dreams of personal enrichment or merely 
escape from debt or poverty.100

In other words, the expansion of the financial imaginary must neces-
sarily come at the expense of the radical imagination. Where the autono-
mous means of negotiating social values come ever more into the fatal 
orbit of capital’s economic measure, become ever more enclosed, the social 
imagination must increasingly shape itself to the dictates of accumulation. 
Like social values, imagination is not so much totally reprogrammed by 
capital as it is funneled, shaped, harnessed, anticipated, and contorted into 
routines, and habituated into predefined shapes.

But, like the noncapitalist social values that remain the basis of social 
life, even amid its rampant commodification, imagination remains a space 
of difference and complexity ultimately untamable by capital, an eternal 
source of resistance and antagonism, of negation and potentiality. This is 
not because imagination emerges from some sort of transcendental well-
spring within the human soul, as per the Kantian ideal. Rather, as Justin 
Paulson astutely points out, imagination emerges from the fundamental 
existential phenomenon of difference. No matter how homogenized the 
world, difference is as elemental as cooperation.101 Indeed, cooperation 
is possible or necessary only because of difference. It is the experience of 
difference that prompts that thing we call the imagination to go beyond 
our immediate experience.

The need for cultural theorists to bring value and imagination into 
a critical dialectic relationship is more important than ever. It calls for a 
reconciliation of cultural and material struggle informed by the immanent 
need to overcome capitalism before it destroys the planet and consumes 
the future. The task is not merely to “free the mind” from the illusions of 
financialized culture, nor is it merely to propose scientistic schemas for new 
value systems. It is, rather, to render common and militant those values that 
we share that are not (yet fully) captured by capital: hope, anger, solidarity, 
sustainability, equality, social justice, possibility, creativity, and, indeed, 
imagination. It is a matter of mobilizing these values not as fixed and 
eternal but as constantly problematized horizons that drive us beyond the 
claustrophobic futurity of financialized globalization and toward a world 
worthy of us. As Marcel Stoetzler and Nira Yuval-Davis argue, a politics 
of radical possibility is not a matter of developing a unified imagination 
that could speak to all the very real differences that situate us along axes 
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of power, oppression, and exploitation. Rather, it is doing the unceasing 
work of rendering our imaginations common, drawing links of provisional 
solidarity, and finding common currents and shared struggles.102 This 
would be a “transversal” imagination that would learn from and value 
difference and solidarity.

In posing this sort of imagination against the sociopathic indifference 
of finance, cultural studies has an important role to play. It is well poised 
to insist that this work go beyond both an uncritical celebration of the 
nebulous imagination and the fetishization of a formulaic and reductionist 
theory of value. By bringing imagination and value (back) into dialogical 
tension, we may be able to both contribute to and complicate strategies for 
moving beyond the vicious cycle of crisis, bailout, austerity, and crisis that 
today occupies our collective futures. Amidst this financial crisis, cultural 
critics must not be content to leave the theoretical “heavy lifting” and war 
of ideas to radical economists, political scientists, and others whose dis-
ciplinary approaches allow a less problematized claim to objective truth. 
Indeed, we need cultural studies now more than ever, not merely to point 
out that financial power both exercises and depends on cultural power, 
but to use this historic moment to highlight the phenomenal potential of 
imagining and acting together. 
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