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Critical Social Analysis of Crisis 

In this article, we offer a critical social analysis of crisis in 
light of capitalist development and, above all, in the post-
2008 world. We discuss five approaches in the social sciences 
that deal with the problem of crisis and develop some theore-
tical lines for a critical approach to the theme. We argue that 
precarity can be an important topic for grasping the current 
crises via critical approaches. The text also presents the six 
articles that are part of the issue we edited for Praktyka 
Teoretyczna entitled “Latency of the crisis.”
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Crisis is embedded in our social being in contemporary capitalist society. 
It can erupt in many forms and symptoms, like financial troubles, unem-
ployment, collapsing health systems, urban planning problems, drug 
addiction, volatile housing prices, etc. It can also involve structural 
transformations in social relations subjected to the priorities of capital 
accumulation and pressures for technical modernization. Good examples 
are the market liberalization reforms under Margaret Thatcher in the 
1980s (which first involved a deep recession and then, with the recovery, 
growing inequality), the privatization processes in Latin America in the 
1990s (with structural unemployment rates and the construction of new 
relations between citizens and state) and the boom of the gig economy 
in the early 2010s. If “we must learn to live with crisis” (Bordoni 2016)—
the very logic of financial capitalism expressed in the volatility and 
uncertainty of contemporary life (Feldner and Vighi 2015)—the current 
social grammar of resilience, adaptation and innovation interpellates us 
as needy subjects. The omnipresent sense of crisis then points us toward 
reconciliation and conformity with the current state of things.

Since the collapse of the postwar order in the late 1970s and the fall 
of the Bretton Woods system, financial capitalism has depended on a mix 
of periods of relative economic stability and long periods of economic 
crisis (McDonough et al. 2010). It comes as no surprise that mainstream 
reformist agendas, at least since the 1990s, have advocated public policy 
as a practical strategy to deal with abrupt economic oscillations and 
declining living standards. Under a functionalist perspective, the con-
struction of welfare institutions is supposed to attenuate class conflicts, 
stabilize expectations, and mitigate the effects of market asymmetries 
(Farnsworth and Irving 2015). The problem, in this case, would be how 
to build the state’s capacity to correct the social distortions provoked by 
volatile markets and how to reconcile deregulated markets with enduring 
human needs (Gray 1998, 132). With public policy designed to coun-
ter social deterioration, we are confined to confronting the possibility 
of managing crises yet to come. Critique seems empty under the rheto-
ric of technical interventions that are primarily concerned with political 
reforms of the institutional design of society.

Our démarche here goes in the opposite direction. Crisis and critique 
are cognates, since crisis-claims occasion critique as a way to inquire 
into the limitations and conditions for overcoming the distress (Roitman 
2014, 30). In the spirit of the transdisciplinary efforts of the early Frank-
furt School, we would like to conceive crisis as a theoretical tool for 
a critical approach that facilitates flexible and broad-reaching concep-
tualization of multidimensional social problems, a critique that is not 
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committed to false reconciliation, but rather exposes the current preca-
rious situation as rooted in the immanent contradictions of capitalism. 
Inspired by Max Horkheimer’s (1968d, 156–158) famous articulation 
of critical theory in 1937, we are interested mainly in dialectical social 
critique aiming not to better the functioning of this or that social insti-
tution, but that is rather “suspicious of the very categories of better, 
useful, appropriate, productive and valuable”; and that does seek to 
transform the present distress (Not), but not in a myopic spirit which 
kowtows to the immediate facts of the present.

In what follows, we divide this article into four sections. In the first 
part, we discuss some important approaches to crisis in the social scien-
ces, organizing them according to five delineated matrixes. The second 
part is devoted to building a theoretical perspective on crisis that is based 
upon early Frankfurt School critical theory, especially in light of the 
writings of Max Horkheimer and Theodor Adorno. The third part offers 
a framework for our main axis in this issue, that is, latent crisis (and the 
sense of precarity) as an important topic for understanding the contem-
porary crises of capitalism, above all, in the wake of the post-2008 
financial crisis and the COVID-19 crisis. In the fourth part, we draw 
some connections between our general discussion and the articles that 
are part of this special issue.

Five Approaches to Crisis 

Modernity has been a constant state of crisis: as a latent signature of the 
new historical time, the notion of crisis marked an epochal change whose 
condition is the acceleration, the growing uncertainty of the horizon of 
expectations and the volatilization of traditions (Koselleck 2012, 51–52). 
Critical events disrupt livelihood and compel society into a chronic sense 
of instability (Koselleck 2012, 80–84). Normative assumptions of 
modern progress, such as the affirmation of productivity, accumulation 
and rationalization of nature, became increasingly opaque. Strategies 
that were considered to bring the promises of modernity to fulfilment, 
e.g., promises of personal autonomy to self-create and self-assert, and 
of society’s security with improvements in the forces of production and 
control of nature (Bauman and Bordoni 2014, 59–64; Jonas 2017), 
stumble when up against climate change and other environment pro-
blems in the Anthropocene (Ehlers and Krafft 2006; Moore 2016). Even 
the thesis of the aseptic triumph of medicine and, due to immunologi-
cal technologies, the end of the “viral age” (Han 2015), seems untenable 
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with the socioeconomic and health troubles in the wake of the COVID-
19 pandemic. Crisis is the order of the day.

In the Marxist tradition, economic crisis is inevitable under capita-
lism (Mészarós 2022). In his categories for the critique of political eco-
nomy articulated in Capital, Marx highlighted many socioeconomic 
dimensions of crisis. He demonstrated the constant perturbations that 
emerge from the crises of production and exchange due to fluctuations 
(Wechsel) of value (Marx 1962, 136). It affects living labor (within the 
theory of Arbeitsprozess) via violent interruptions on productive chains 
of value (ibid., 221) and, with a surplus worker population (i.e., mass 
unemployment), the threat of poverty pressures workers into accepting 
worse working conditions and more exploitation. The “industrial rese-
rve army” of unemployed workers is thus a tool toward the valorization 
of human material (ibid., 661–662), rooted in the precarization of wages 
and living standards for working classes (ibid., 697). A distinctive achie-
vement lies in the connection between economic oscillations of capital 
and the subjectivity of workers: in this sense, cycles of expansion, over-
production, crises and stagnation produce insecurity and instability for 
the living conditions of workers in light of the need for constant pro-
ductive turns of machinery (and the subjective pressure to adaptation 
to new conditions of production and life) and competition for economic 
niches in the market (ibid., 476). Crisis theory played a major role in 
the writings of early Marxists, such as Friedrich Engels, Karl Kautsky, 
Eduard Bernstein and Rosa Luxemburg (Clarke 1994).

Capitalism is only viable as a world market grounded in the asym-
metrical integration of centers and peripheries (especially former colonial 
areas) (Pradella 2014). This trend has paved the way for a Marxist tra-
dition that tried to grasp crises from peripheral countries, where the 
dominant mode of production (capitalism) coexists with other relations 
of production, which are repurposed by capitalist accumulation and 
subjected to the oscillations of financial market. In Latin America, a Marxist 
revision of dependency theory took place in the 1960s and 1970s. 
Dependency relations were seen as a form of globalization (Santos 1978). 
The 1980s counted on the expansion of asymmetrical structures in the 
world market, above all, through the deregulation of financial institutions 
and the corrosion of state policy in the wake of the economic crisis in 
Latin America (Marini 1993).

Marx Beyond Marx, published by Antonio Negri in 1979, is an 
influential attempt at updating the Marxist approach in light of capita-
lism’s post-1950s sociotechnical transformations. For Negri, Marxism 
is a “science of crisis and subversion,” which he uses to articulate how 
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the contradictions of capitalism bring deprivation and reactivate sub-
jectivity, making the latter appear in its revolutionary potentiality at 
a level determined by the productive forces (Negri 1991, 11). Crisis 
should not be misunderstood as a malaise that can be cured to restore 
a functional and normal state of society, nor should subjectivity be 
misunderstood within a restricted framework of economic exploitation. 
Instead, Negri’s view is dialectical—crisis is immanent to the circulation 
of capital. “[T]hrough the circulation process the contradictions are 
endlessly reproduced” (Negri 1991, 94–95). Crisis is both the positive 
process and the negative determination of capital. On the one hand, as 
a positive moment, the valorization process of capital engenders limits 
which capital must go through with the creation of new needs, new use 
values and the cultivation of the qualities of social being via socialized 
labor. On the other hand, necessary labor limits the exchange value of 
living labor capacity, that is, a contradiction between necessary labor 
and surplus labor, since the working class represents the subjectivity 
limit of this antagonist relationship that is strengthened in form of 
crisis (ibid., 97). The subsuming of living labor and the increasingly 
socialized nature of labor (with abstract, intellectual cooperation in 
automation systems and machines) turns the circulation of capital rela-
tions a subjective potenza for the consciousness of the dependence of 
production to the appropriation of social forces, paving the horizon for 
the liberation of needs created by market (ibid., 133). Crises politicize 
the antagonisms structured by capital (ibid., 54), since the class cleava-
ges of capital/labor and the oscillations of social conditions prone to 
abrupt crises open up a multitude (different social groups) that is affec-
ted in many ways by the private appropriation of socially generated 
goods. The liberated negation of this plural subject is not a new synthe-
sis, but rather, it dismantles all homogeneity in favor of a plural structure 
of antagonisms (ibid., 150) in which the enlargement of class compo-
sition can connect the different moments of capital production.

Marxist approaches are well grounded in the material production of 
life—in the broad sense of Marx and Engels’ Lebensprozess, that is, a pro-
cess of production and reproduction that is not confined to economics, 
but also includes subjectivity (Marx and Engels 1978, 25–26). It high-
lights the dialectical processes behind capitalist crises and how these 
processes imply class antagonisms, exploitation and deprivation of the 
working and lower classes. However, an overly economistic approach 
can be reductive of the complex institutional and social dynamics in the 
highly differentiated societies of late capitalism. Marxism provides essen-
tial tools, and we will later suggest a dialectical approach that addresses 
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how the current crisis is inseparable from capitalist economics. Still, it 
is important to consider other social forces and avoid economistic or 
“vulgar” reductions.

The second matrix to understanding crisis is institutional, using 
systems theory (Holton 1987) to grasp sociocultural and political impas-
ses in modern societies. Reformulating Talcott Parsons’ structural-func-
tionalism, Niklas Luhmann argues that modern societies are functionally 
differentiated due to the complexity of managing the many spheres of 
life. The social system lies in a latent state of “self-produced indetermi-
nation” (selbsterzeugter Unbestimmtheit) (Luhmann 1997, 745). Systemic 
protocols and procedures tend to handle contingencies, but the future 
is always unpredictable. Due to the high differentiation of social tasks, 
systems cannot intervene on behalf of each other nor perfectly substitute 
for one another’s tasks (ibid., 763); crises, thus, tend to proliferate within 
each branch of the system. This is why, according to this systemic insti-
tutional approach, modern societies are prone to crises (ibid., 770): 
institutional differentiation enlarges the monitoring protocols through 
which social system becomes more sensible to its internal disorders due 
to the availability of more descriptions (data) of its modus operandi. In 
other words, if functional differentiation tends to integrate institutions 
to manage social demands, it also delivers insecurity under the latency 
of crises.

The institutional approach is also relevant for Jürgen Habermas 
(2002, 386), who points out that the systemic disequilibria become 
crises when the performances of economy and state remain manifestly 
below an established level of aspiration and harm the symbolic repro-
duction of the lifeworld by calling forth conflicts and reactions of resi-
stance there. Since state and economy are conceived as two structural 
axes for modern society, capitalism depends on a tense equilibrium 
between state intervention (with institutionalized policy to promote 
well-being and regulate some economic activities) and the market self-
-healing powers. The societal integration within lifeworld is affected by 
the institutional dysfunctionality, because anomic conditions reflect the 
lack of normative parameters to strengthen the trust in institution, unco-
upling lifeworld from institutional systems and producing anomic con-
ditions that are unable to secure the legitimation and the motivations 
that shelter institutional order of society. Efforts at connecting the sys-
temic/institutional approach and critical theory have been made through 
the concept of “reflexivity” (Cordero et al. 2017) as a mean to account 
for the self-destructive tendencies of capitalist social dynamics. It points 
to practical-political strategy for designing responses to crises through 
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the amelioration of acquired institutional knowledge based on functio-
nal outputs and normative values. If a systemic institution (the congress, 
the parties, the economy, etc.) goes through a crisis, it implies that the 
institution fails to deliver those values that are central to their functional 
contribution. Crisis, thus, becomes a descriptive tool that monitors the 
functional operations and outcomes of institutions as well as the nor-
mative duties they are expected to fulfill; the critique, here, is not pro-
perly a dialectical negation of the current distress, but rather a way to 
denounce the malaise and propose a reformist strategy to the betterment 
of social system.

The third set of approaches points to a sociopsychological turn in 
the understanding of crises. It deals with interpersonal, individual and 
group adjustment to crisis situations, comprising the relational aspects 
of individuals, their reference groups and social networks (Eastham et 
al. 1970). The sociopsychological approach highlights the importance 
of cultural values in reaction to crisis and how people are emotionally 
impacted by the pressures of health concerns, income instability, mor-
tality and the growing uncertainty/concerns about the future (Gu et al. 
2020). The contradictions of globalization are considered in light of the 
expansion of precarious forms of life, with migration and mobility issues, 
as well as in light of the intersectional dimensions of crises and the need 
for adaptations of racialized and gendered lives (Dona and Veale 2021). 
With reference to current vulnerabilities, in the wake of the socioeco-
nomic and psychological effects of the COVID-19 pandemic and the 
economic turmoil of the 2010s, many studies (Oliveira et al. 2020; 
Shavit et al. 2021) have been devoted to analyzing the cognitive and 
affective components of subjective well-being. Sociopsychological appro-
aches offer important observations of the pressures of our multiple cri-
ses on a subjective level, but they do not examine the systemic socio-
economic roots of the crisis, nor do they point toward overcoming these 
contradictions. They illustrate crisis but do not help us get out or avoid 
repetition. 

A fourth approach argues for a broad sociocultural dimension: the 
risk society. There is a cognitive trend in the pervasive sense of crisis 
(Beck 1986, 73), since the invisible hazards are becoming more visible 
with the diffusion of information and the rationalization of the risks of 
modern society through the structures for management of the many 
branches of social system (environmental issues, epidemics, urban vio-
lence, growth rates, etc.). Risk implies an ontological condition of being 
aware of the impending global threats: within this framework, crises no 
longer occur outside our personal experiences and they are always latent 
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underneath the sense of normality. The sociocultural pressures of risk 
society imply a growing self-confrontational dynamic between policy 
and the risks (environmental, financial, urban and health problems) 
generated inside the modernizing moves (Sznaider 2015; Levy 2016; 
Le Breton 2018). Due to the global chains of circulation (information, 
trips, commerce, etc.), crises become disruptive transnational events 
that affect a global public (Beck 2007). Global risk society spreads uncer-
tainty and volatilizes the secure (vorgegeben) credos of modernity (eco-
nomic progress, division of labor, distribution of wealth, sanitary policy, 
etc.) (Beck 1986, 345) at the same time as it points to a structural shift 
from industrial society to a reflexive modernity grounded in the mana-
gement of risks (Mythen 2014), since crises become normal events in 
the prospects of reflexive modernity. Risk society theories correctly reveal 
latency as a major trend of capitalist crises but are not clear in outlining 
a theoretical structure, beyond descriptive Zeitdiagnosen, to grasp and 
critique the nature of capitalist crises.

The fifth matrix highlights the interconnection approach, which 
grasps the complex interaction of the effects of the crises on diverse social 
realms, from sociality to political institutions, from labor market to 
living conditions, etc., producing a chain of vulnerabilities in the life-
world (Pignarre and Stengers 2007). Sylvia Walby’s (2015) “cascade 
theory” is particularly relevant for this discussion. According to her, 
contemporary crises are processes that operate diffuse movements that 
spread from one institutional domain to another, affecting from finan-
cial system to lifeworld. Crises, thus, are fragmented urgencies that 
intersect with other emergencies. Walby’s reference for the cascade effect 
is the 2008 financial crisis, that is, an economic turmoil provoked by 
the financial system that strongly influenced austerity policy, which 
echoed in the exacerbation of class inequalities, violence, unemployment 
and poverty. Social system, instead of a stable hierarchy of determinations 
(like in institutional approaches), is conceived as a multiple adaptive 
system that can be more tightly or loosely coupled, depending on the 
chain of effects that arise from the current capitalist crises.

If descriptive schemes and causal explanations have contributed to 
organize multiple approaches on crises in contemporary social sciences, 
we argue that there is still a room for a critical attempt at grasping crises 
as a theoretical tool posited at the core of a dialectical social theory. 
A critical theory approach to understanding contemporary capitalist 
crises includes the critique of historical circumstances, processes, and 
systemic socioeconomic contradictions that have led us to the contem-
porary impasses.
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Global Crisis through the Structural Analysis of Critical Theory

Ever since its beginnings at the Institute for Social Research in the 
Weimar Republic, critical theory has been concerned with crisis. In the 
1930s, Horkheimer’s articles discussed how social theory could employ 
dialectical critique to understand and dialectically negate the general 
state of crisis and contribute to its overcoming. In this sense, a dialec-
tical approach contrasts with the positivist science, as he associated the 
typical primacy of the latter with the impotence of undialectical critical 
efforts that kowtow to the empiricist status quo and limit themselves to 
little more than mere description of phenomena. The dominant positi-
vist epistemology veils scientific objectivity with an ideological intona-
tion of neutrality and technicity that is supposed to lie over political 
engagement and cultural values. Mirroring the division of labor in society 
and its economic contradictions (Horkheimer 1968a, 6), it is unable to 
correct human wretchedness and has no structural responses to crises, 
because it eschews normative principles. This narrowing of the modern 
scientific purview, thus, fetishizes concepts avoiding them to shed light 
and to engage with the dynamic movement of events and social problems, 
since it understands knowledge as an immediate (unmittelbar) relation-
ship between unchanging individual concepts and their application in 
reality (Horkheimer 1968a, 4). A science that is aware of its reflexive 
position regarding the contemporary distress implies the ethical task of 
pointing to alternatives coagulated in social structures.

Critique does not mean the immediate condemnation of a thing, 
but rather an intellectual and practical effort that does not stop at 
accepting prevailing ideas and conditions unthinkingly and from mere 
habit (Horkheimer 1968b, 310). It implies the examination of the 
foundations and validity claims of any knowledge claim that tries to 
impose itself as absolute. Critical theory is neither a description of 
facts nor an effort at harmonizing existing conditions: it unveils social 
contradictions disowned in popular ideas and invisible in the surface 
appearances of immediate facts. It cannot promise a reconciliation. 
Such a promise would be false, since the critical attitude is embedded 
in the contradictory tensions and crises of modern society (Horkheimer 
1968d, 157). Contrary to theoretical thinking that is satisfied with 
grasping at phenomena with denotative concepts, and applying such 
concepts as external polarities immune to the impurities of reality, 
critical theory questions narrow separations (Trennung) like value/
research, knowledge/action, etc. (which is also present in Habermas’ 
[1992, 234] early attempts at unifying critique with knowledge and 
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interest), that are supposed to shield the subject from the contradictory 
tensions of reality.

Dialectic plays a key role in this approach, which involves conside-
ring not only abstract concepts, but also the material background that 
produces contemporary misery. The theoretical and practical activity is 
not an autonomous (unabhängige) knowledge of a fixed object that 
stands, like a transcendental dimension, above historicity and human 
contingencies (Horkheimer 1968c, 48–49). Instead, it is an irreducible 
tension between subject and object that are engaged as products of an 
ever-changing reality (verändernden Realität) with which consciousness 
relates itself. The moments of this process determine each other conti-
nually and their presentation (Darstellung) cannot hypostasize only one 
element as an effective factor that does not consider the contradictory 
relation with the other elements and moments. Subjective and objective 
factors are tensioned since “knowledge itself turns out [hervortreten] to 
be a historical phenomenon” (ibid., 52). The abstract description of 
concepts and its reconciliatory attempt at adapting concepts to reality 
cannot suppress the scrutiny of the material conditions that produce 
life as much as the normative force of concepts. As a science of crisis, 
thus, critical theory and its materialist background are concerned with 
the analysis and the alternatives to the determined relations under which 
individuals experience the distress (ibid., 53). Critical theory is aware 
of its partiality, since through the act of knowing (Habermas 1992), it 
belongs to the objective context of life that it strives to grasp.

Some social theorists have argued that critical theory builds from an 
ideal of emancipation that was never properly explained (Kolakowski 
2005, 1102). If the subject to whom the theory is addressed has become 
problematic—be it the proletariat or even “the tradition of the oppressed” 
of Walter Benjamin (1977)—the theory remains critical since it expres-
ses a denunciation and the non-reconciliation with the developments of 
the socioeconomic system. In this sense, shedding light on crisis as a the-
oretical challenge for critical social sciences, we attempt to analyze the 
contemporary distresses of global capitalism through the prism of critical 
theory, refracting its contradictions and unrealized promises of emanci-
pation. We argue that a theoretical scheme devoted to grasp capitalist 
crises must articulate dialectical critique with a constellation of socioeco-
nomic processes (class inequalities, power asymmetries, property, income, 
etc.) and the false prospects of reconciliation (technological disruption, 
productivity, social mobility, etc.) in global capitalism.

In the late 1960s, Theodor Adorno pointed out in his final lectures 
that the promises of rationalization under modern capitalism are always 
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contradicted in a society prone to a permanent sense of crisis. The ratio-
nality of modern society unfolds its irrational content since it does not 
deliver its main raison d’être, which is to say, the emancipation of the 
individual (Adorno 2000, 132–133). Crises are latent since they threaten 
with insecurity and are part of the immanent conditions of reproduction 
of reified capitalist relations, which depend on the permanent extension 
and disruption of its productive forces that collapse the former ones 
(ibid., 40). The structural susceptibility to crises implies not only pau-
perization, but also a broader condition of damage over life under moder-
nizing moves that promise abundance and deliver scarcity (Adorno 1975, 
170). The critique of industrial society and its crises also emphasized 
the mechanisms of surplus-repression (Marcuse 1966, 155) and the need 
for subjective adaptation to productivity.

In the 1990s and the 2000s, within the normative principles of 
liberal democracy, there was a trend in critical theory to analyze deficits 
of multicultural democracies, including identity and the politics of 
difference (Young 2000; Stirk 2005), and the effects of moral recognition 
and injustice in social cohesion (Honneth 2000). Today the situation 
could be changing. In the wake of the uneven recovery and the scars of 
the financial crisis, pari passu with the emergencies regarding environ-
mental issues and the strong sense of material inequalities and vulnera-
bilities, critical theory practitioners have been exploring the damaged 
terrain provoked by the multiple crises (Schweiger 2020). Liberal demo-
cracy, instead of a normalized horizon, became problematic with the 
rise of far-right populism in the late 2010s (Morelock 2018; 2021; 
Morelock and Narita 2021). The emphasis on a moral sense of injustice 
goes and in hand with the presence of social conflict to consider socio-
cultural criteria of shared belonging to a polity (Barnett 2017). The very 
concept of reification, which played a major role in early Frankfurt 
School and connected critical theory to the developments of Marxism 
and the Weberian theory of rationalization (via Georg Lukács), has been 
used to grasp conformity and the primacy of instrumental colonization 
of social relations that are prone to crisis effects under market economies 
(Chari 2010; Smulewicz-Zucker 2020). It also has been grasping the 
social effects of the superimposed crises (2008 financial crisis and 
COVID-19) through the critique of austerity policy and new forms of 
domination (O’Kane 2021). 

When we talk about crisis, we should keep in mind the often-invi-
sible border separating crisis from decadence. If crisis erupts and deva-
states, decadence generates drift, political disorientation, and inaction. 
We are dealing with an uncanny combination of both of these social 
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moods. If we look for historical milestones, we can identify a turning 
point in the 2007–2008 near-crash of financialized capitalism in core 
countries/regions (the United States, Western Europe and Japan) and 
the expansion of the financial crisis to the peripheries from 2012 
onwards. About a decade later, we have lived in suspended time of 
latency: the worst seemed to be over (at least in core countries), but the 
crisis turned late capitalism into a landscape of unrealized promises 
considering the growing economic inequality and precarity, and the 
shock-therapy of radical liberal economic reforms and privatization 
processes in pauperized (semi)peripheral countries (Argentina, Brazil, 
Turkey, Greece, etc.).

With the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic, the latency burst. In 
other words— and this is the distinctive feature of the contemporary 
ambivalence—the recovery remains uneven and the scars of precarization 
extend from the homeless of Los Angeles and Philadelphia (Al Jazeera 
2020; NPR 2021) to the poverty in the Brazilian streets (Natalino 2020). 
More than a crisis, would this be a slow-motion débâcle? There is no 
easy answer to this question. We understand the sense of crisis as a Stim-
mung, meaning a preponderant mood that underlies our historical period. 
The ambivalent contemporary situation lends itself to a perpetual state 
of emergency. The critical approach on crisis, thus, has to consider how 
precarity has been shaping social relations and dismantling the promises 
of capitalist modernizing moves.

Latency and Precarity

Crisis has been a pervasive slogan in the news over the last decade, a kind 
of signature of the post-2008 world (Skidelsky 2010; Rodrik 2011). 
According to Slavoj Žižek (2011, 403–404), the discourse of crisis was 
normalized. This normalization marked a condition defined by unrest 
and uncertainty regarding vulnerabilitie—be they repressed, latent, in 
conformation with the order of things, or diffuse among the urgencies 
of “risk society” and its different institutions (ecological crisis, financial 
speculation, corruption in political system, etc.).

The 2010s were marked by global, multitudinary protests in the 
streets, and expressed the contradictions of growth-at-all-costs policy. 
The three films by Yannis Youlountas—Ne vivons plus comme des esclaves 
(2013), Je lutte donc je suis (2015) and L’amour et la revolution (2018)—
express the sense of latent crisis with strong disaffection about established 
institutions and the long-lasting effects of austerity measures. On the 
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one hand, there were residential expulsions (due to housing prices and 
mortgages), high unemployment rates, lower wages, and privatization 
of public institutions to solve debt crises. On the other hand, resistance 
strategies fed molecular movements (e.g., self-management collectives, 
struggles for the common, etc.), which, with the eruption of latent 
demands and multiple crises, exhibited spontaneous street protest as 
a primary challenge to the surface of order and stability of liberal capi-
talist democracies (Narita 2019; Morelock and Narita 2021). These 
movements fit with Marcuse’s (2015, 184–185) theory of practical con-
tradictions of capitalism, since the political responses to capitalist crises 
are not only dependent on political parties (such as a Leninist vanguard 
party), but can rather include diffuse assemblages of small groups that 
are not properly prepared for political organization. More than establi-
shed social movements grounded in organized civil society, Manuel 
Castells (2019) calls these movements “social explosions,” that is, erup-
tions of the multitude out of the surface of normality that tend to last 
long with violent street protests. In Santiago (Chile), when clashes erup-
ted in October 2019 after a hike in transportation costs, it became 
evident that the protests were not only about transport prices nor social 
mobility in the city. The rate of social inequality in Chile, for example, 
is among the highest in Latin America (a region with chronic inequality). 
Privatized retirement pensions, falling wages, and inflated healthcare 
and education costs (which had already been present in the student’s 
mass protests in 2011) soon became part of the leitmotiv of the street 
demonstrations. The violence of the military apparatus and the milita-
rization of state institutions exposed how the transition to democracy 
in the 1990s left many authoritarian scars in the country. The story tells 
us how resentment and frustration are accumulated under the surface 
of normality, beneath the skin of civility and the progresses of the mar-
ket economy. A single measure was enough to liberate a multitudinal 
movement that mobilized many chains of conflict and authoritarianism 
latent under the normalization mood of liberal democracy. Via Twitter 
circulated the perfect slogan of this situation in November 2019: “we 
will not return to normality, because normality was the problem.” This 
Chilean prelude is the best description of the roots of the crisis. It is 
a metaphor of the post-2008 times and the expanded precarity, with 
growing inequalities, carrying a sense of a damaged sociality that can 
suddenly burst like a cascading effect of multiple crises.

Precarity, as a concept and an approach in social theory, emerged in 
the 1960s to describe the impacts of modernization on livelihood. Pierre 
Bourdieu, in his research on Algeria, coined the approach in reference 
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to the “precarious mode of existence” of a colonial population that was 
subjected to inclement weather and the asymmetrical integration into 
the global market, forcing individuals to sell their land and emigrate to 
become a sub-proletarian in capitalist core economies (Bourdieu 1962, 
135). He used precarity as an analytical tool to examine structural trans-
formations and moral disorientation, for example, in family nucleus 
and widely extended structures of solidarity in light of the rise of indi-
vidualistic imperatives of the capitalist economic system (ibid., 141). 
Robert Castel emphasized the impacts of modernizing moves of capi-
talism on the transformations of the systems of social protection and 
the complexification of social risks that expand the sense of vulnerability 
due to growing insecurity (Castel 2003, 25). Crises and the volatility of 
social conditions tend to “dissocialize the individual” (ibid., 47) with 
a lack of cohesion under the pressures of unemployment, precarity of 
means of assistance (distributive programs, public health system, etc.), 
uncertainty in relation to wages and revenues and the menace of degra-
dation of individual social status. To sum up, precarity is a two-way 
street: it refers both to (1) the sense of uncertainty due to modernizing 
moves and destructive processes of capitalism and (2) a latent state of 
distress and hardship that affects care and protection to stabilize life 
conditions. 

The condition of precarity is not properly new in capitalist history. 
The experience of regular, long-term employment, which markets the 
appeal of Fordist production and the society of consumption of the 20th 
century (Marcuse 1966), seems to be an exception and only the tip of 
an entangled iceberg built on unpaid work, invisibility (domestic work), 
coercive work in colonies, exploitation, etc. (Mitropoulos 2005). In the 
periphery of capitalism, global cities like São Paulo or Bogotá have been 
facing the precarization of livelihood since their urban outburst between 
the 1970s and the 1990s. Colombian urban realism (with writers like 
Andrés Caicedo and Efraim Medina Reyes) and the film Rodrigo D: No 
Future (1990), for example, emphasize the subcultures (punk rock, 
decadent night clubs, drug addiction, etc.) forged under social violence 
in chaotic Latin American urban zones. One of the effects of precarity 
may be that the self is no longer centered on stable values (derived from 
morality, religion, career, relatively stable revenues, etc.), but fragmented 
in temporary, unstable experiences in labor, affects, etc. (Wilson 1986).

The new thing is the spread of precarization in those domains that were 
long considered secure in the Fordist era. In other words, precarity is no 
longer confined to ghettos, low-wage jobs, big urban zones in periphe-
ral countries or colonial areas (colonies and racialization, moreover, were 
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the hidden counterpart that sustained the progressive imaginary embed-
ded in the welfare policy implemented in many central economies until 
the 1970s). The standards of the traditional middle classes, counting on 
long-term job security, correlation between educational degrees and 
income, decent housing and good remuneration have been drastically 
reshaped (Maguire 2020; Barbosa 2020). As a by-product of capitalist 
relations of production, the precariat (Standing 2011) has emerged as 
a class marked by chronic uncertainty and dependent on on-demand 
services (the fake self-employment and entrepreneurialism), informal 
market, crowd-sourcing activities, zero-hour contract and partial-time 
jobs. From schools and universities to big companies, middle-class posi-
tions have been structurally rearranged through the flexibilization of 
capital relations. In other words, a lack of security (labor rights and a mini-
mum predictability) and the dissociation between higher educational 
standards and good revenues have been transforming the relationship 
between the individual and the state as well as turning the horizon of 
market economies into a terrain of broken promises and failed expec-
tations of social mobility.

Precarity is the most visible sign of the general crisis. In the wake of 
the 2008 financial crisis and its global effects (the 2010 Euro crisis, the 
Greek crisis of 2015 and the shock of commodities prices that affected 
peripheral economies since 2011-2012), stagnant wages and rising costs 
of living have normalized hard times (Pascale 2021). Austerity policy 
became a mantra to impose crisis as a way to rule society with the menace 
of scarcity and affirm the impersonal character of the economic power 
of capital, paving the way to the reproduction of its rule over social needs 
(Mau 2021, 303). Financialization and derivatives markets organize 
power relations as they optimize social relations according to the ten-
dencies of global capital (Sotiropoulos et al. 2013). It is a turning point 
in the liberal international order constructed in the 1980s: hyper-glo-
balization sought to minimize barriers to global trade and investment 
resulted in lost jobs, declining wages and income inequality, turning the 
international financial system less stable and vulnerable to recurring 
crises (Mearsheimer 2019). This scenario was reinforced long before the 
COVID-19 crisis with the growing deregulation of labor market, as an 
economic response to the effects of financial crisis (Durand 2015), with 
neoliberal reforms in Spain (2012) and in Brazil (2017) (Pérez-Lanzac 
2020; Xavier 2021) and the spread of temporary contracts, intermittent 
work and insecure positions.

In global cities like Bangkok, Hong Kong or Seoul (Rosario and 
Rigg 2019; Endo 2014), transnational migrants without basic protection, 
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factory workers employed on casual contracts and minorities disposses-
sed by land grabbing or resettled to make way for mega-projects point 
how to live with risk and ever-changing, worsening conditions of mate-
rial reproduction of life. Objective and subjective factors of precarity, 
thus, must be paired together. Low and irregular income, employment 
insecurity, limited access to social security (in the wake of the crisis of 
the welfare state in the 1980s) and a lack of representation in collective 
agency (trade unions, etc.) shape living conditions with the restriction 
of people’s ability to plan for the future and accomplish personal life 
plans (Gardawski et al. 2020).

Precarity is an experience of privation that corrodes the quality of 
social ties (Pierret 2013; Narita 2021) and comprises different forms of 
vulnerability that echo the qualitative effects of the breakdown of stable 
social relations (Butler 2006). It is not only a renaming of Marxism’s 
stress on the steady impoverishment of the labor force, with the steady 
forced immiseration and proletarianization of the workforce, but also 
a subjective pressure marked by qualitative deterioration of the conditions 
of life (comprising the danification of individual autonomy, gender 
inequalities, racial stigma). In this sense, it involves social positionings 
of insecurity that are pervaded by class cleavages, neighborhood (urban 
violence, infrastructure, etc.), access to social security institutions, 
employment and mobile conditions with a lack of security (e.g. migrant 
workers without citizenship, but living inside national economic borders 
under racialized global capitalism). If precarity forces individuals to live 
with contingency, we are governable through precarization (Lorey 2015, 
45); that is, we are constituted as subjects-effects of the normalizing 
power that naturalizes worsening conditions. The need for adaptation 
subjects the population to the profitability of calculated exchangeability 
and production: individuals are supposed to modulate themselves accor-
ding to the constrictions of an ever-changing, asymmetrical condition 
of competition and according to subjective subservience regarding the 
lowered minimum of safeguarding (ibid., 70–71). Crisis is a tool for the 
government of the population and is used to impose measures that can 
restrict social protection and make precarity a way of life.

The economic rationality that favors accumulation over matters of 
distribution distorts social cohesion. Inequality is an intersectional pro-
blem that connects many social dimensions (gender, race and class) and 
implies policy committed to mitigate precarity at the same time as it 
empowers communities. It has implied new public policy for redistri-
bution and recognition with state action, like in South Africa (Ferguson 
2015) and in Brazil (Rego and Pinzani 2014) in the 2000s and 2010s, 
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in which states make cash payments to their low-income citizens to 
reduce poverty and promote social cohesion via financial autonomy, the 
positive role of women in conducting their families, integration of chil-
dren into the school system and health assistance. In this context, it is 
also important to consider care and affective background of common, 
embodied experiences of lives struggling with commodification through 
different strata of gender, class and culture (Majewska 2020; Ivancheva 
et al. 2020; Illouz 2007). Policy committed to redistribution can thus 
help overcome precarity with the need for recognition (Fraser 2003) as 
a combined matrix to correct the distortions of market economies and 
to empower social identities by providing material goods.

Public policy committed to distributive efforts point to an impor-
tant outcome of the multiple crises of contemporary capitalism: the 
form of inequality is not confined to income or wealth; rather, it deals 
with the lack of security and self-confidence (Azmanova 2020). Society 
that forces a constant need for adaptation and flexibility makes broken 
subjects (êtres brisés) due to the constant ruptures and fragmented 
livelihood (Marin 2019). The rise of gig economy in the 2010s, besides 
being the outcome of technological disruption, was also a structural 
response to the 2008 financial crisis with new patterns of capital accu-
mulation (Graham and Anwar 2019) and precarity. With the digital 
morphology of material labor, cities became an integrated network of 
services fed by real-time demands that exposed the flaccidity of post-
-crash recovery based on the loss of worker’s rights and the myth of 
choice, self-employment, autonomy and flexibility of labor forced to 
pick among various low-paying employers (Ravenelle 2019). Gig work 
platforms where workers are registered as employees, with the associa-
ted benefits, are exceptions. The creation of jobs for millions was not 
without cost, since the accumulation is based on the transference of 
significant risk and responsibility onto the workers (Woodcock and 
Graham 2019). Platform capitalism has diffused on demand services 
by selling fraudulent togetherness of terms, like peer and sharing, to 
veil strong asymmetries of highly monopolized platforms (Scholz 2016) 
that deregulate labor relations and expose workers to precarious forms 
of material and immaterial work.

As technologies of subjectivity, the spread of gig economy has paired 
together policies that induce competitivity among citizens and the sub-
jection of population under the optimization of production (Ong 2006). 
With COVID-19, the crisis seems worse, because the automation and 
the disruption of “digital economy” (Durand 2020) go hand in hand 
with a crisis of social reproduction and unemployment (Long 2021). 
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Beyond sociotechnical disruption, deindustrialization and stagnant 
economies have been affecting the pace of productivity growth and the 
generation of employment, with governments under the stranglehold 
of private sector and the conversion of profits into buybacks and divi-
dends (Benanav 2020). Technology and social relations dialectically 
affect one another paving the way for new dynamics of accumulation 
and producing modes for governing, on the one hand, the precarity of 
an underpaid, insecure workforce that processes data in crowdworking 
platforms (Jones 2021) and, on the other hand, the impeding crises via 
the subjection of the population.

Technological disruption also favored new structures for disciplinary 
control and surveillance techniques. New surveillance capabilities deve-
loped in the wake of 9/11, for example, are transforming the ability of 
governments to monitor and track individuals or remote systems. We 
normalized technologies of control to manage the circulation of com-
modities and people, like drones (Chamayou 2013; Peron 2019), and 
to monitor our lives via automated border control systems, city cameras, 
etc. According to research led at Carnegie Endowment for International 
Peace (Feldstein 2019), at least 75 out of 176 countries are actively using 
artificial intelligence technologies for surveillance purposes, including 
smart city/safe city platforms, facial recognition systems, smart policing 
and big data mechanisms linked to public and private companies. Demo-
cracies are not taking adequate steps to monitor the spread of sophisti-
cated technologies, since they are linked to a range of violations—for 
example, the polemic with the military-grade spyware licensed by Israel 
to governments for tracking terrorists and criminals was used to hack 
cellphones of journalists and activists worldwide (Priest et al. 2021).

The impetus for critical theory does not disappear in the administe-
red society under the imperative of individual adaptation and reconci-
liation with capitalism (Fong 2016). Due to the pervasive effects of the 
crises, a critical theory might play a major role in understanding and 
overcoming the reified terrain (Bloch 1962) produced by capital.

Latency of the Crisis: A Multidimensional Perspective

With different connotations and modulations between core and peri-
pheral countries, and conceptions varying across different social strata 
(economic, cultural, political, etc.), crisis has become an intrinsic element 
of contemporary social imaginations. The issue gathers scholars from 
Poland, Canada, United States, Brazil and England to illuminate the 
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multiple angles concerning the problem of crisis in contemporary society 
and social theory.

In the wake of the Euro crises in the early 2010s, Dustin Byrd argues 
that the upsurge of right-wing nationalisms is not merely a reaction 
against the liberal discourse of cosmopolitanism of the early globalization, 
but rather an identity struggle that deals with the dialectics of history 
grounded on false hopes rooted in an idealized Christian identity. Byrd 
proposes a strong framework to grasp the rise of ethno-nationalism as 
a by-product of the multiple crises of post-secular societies, comprising 
refugee crisis, socioeconomic uncertainties and the construction of a secu-
lar polity pari passu the significant force of religion among citizens and 
democratic deliberations. In this context, identity values and cultural 
homogeneity are constricted by multiple pressures of liberal policies and 
the challenges of the multicultural, post-colonial order. The use of Chri-
stendom to restore a lost tradition of order and unity implies the poli-
ticization of religion and a “palingenetic ultra-nationalist Christianity,” 
which attempts at restoring the cultural purity of the Volksgemeinschaft 
and the mirages of historical continuity between the present and the 
invented traditions of the alleged Christian foundations of Europeanness 
and the nativist content of the people.

Besides ethno-nationalism and the force of religion, one of the 
main expressions of contemporary capitalist crises and liberal demo-
cracies instabilities is the diffusion of right-wing populist movements 
in the United States, Brazil, France, and Hungary. The radicalization 
of conservative agendas (Strobl 2021) plays a major role in the uses of 
traditional components (Christianity) in political rhetoric and points 
to the importance of the politicization of senses and emotions in public 
sphere. Patrycja Pichnicka-Trivedi argues that populist discourses ope-
rate according to a structural logics to shock the senses with moral 
and divisive connotations to mobilize popular resentment, hatred and 
the sense of injustice among citizens in relation to state and the elites. 
The comparative study between two cases (Poland and the United 
States) shows how populist logics constructs efficacy in different con-
texts, among other factors, due to the circulation of empty signifiers 
in the era of digital networks. In this sense, nodal categories of popu-
list discourse (the people, the corrupted, we/them, etc.) can be used 
as pieces of puzzles and quite arbitrarily matched into combinations 
to create (empty) signifying structures. If signifiers get their political 
meaning through emotional investment, authoritarian populist move-
ments may find a fertile terrain to feed disaffection towards liberal 
democracy.
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Samir Gandesha states that the enduring crisis of capitalism and 
liberal democracy has become a condition of contemporary livelihood. 
As an effect of ontological insecurity of citizens regarding the changing 
socioeconomic and cultural conditions, contemporary traits of fascism 
can be analyzed as political expressions of the right-wing authoritarian 
attacks on liberal democracy, expressed in the rise of Viktor Orbán, 
Donald Trump, Jair Bolsonaro and Narendra Modi in the 2010s. On 
the one hand, economic reason based on extractivist policies and impo-
sition of austerity measures promotes an endocolonization strategy that 
extends from the ecological crisis (e.g., developmental programs and 
fires in the Amazon) to the eviction of local communities (e.g., the 
Adivasi in India) and market reforms that corrode welfare. On the other 
hand, a “post-human fascism” becomes a way of governing by omission: 
during the pandemic, the superfluousness of lives becomes clear with 
negationist policy that put workers (above all precarious workers) at 
grave risk of contracting or even dying from the virus (United States, 
Brazil and India count on the most severe death toll and contagion).

The article of Jeremiah Morelock, Yonathan Listik and Mili Kalia 
discusses the COVID-19 crisis in the United Kingdom and how neo-
liberal rationality and utilitarian, sympathetic logics were paired together 
in the management of one of the worst scenarios in Europe. The public 
speeches of Boris Johnson emphasize the notion of sacrifice to honor 
a general mass he hails, producing a political effect of responsibilization 
of the individual citizen for the success in the face of the crisis. In this 
way, the discourse of governance, with the technical management of 
society, tends to divert the emphasis on politics and affirm the need for 
saving the economy as if the common good depended on the efficiency 
of the market. Government no longer acts politically in the sense of 
having an overarching responsibility towards all citizens to generate 
well-being, nor is committed to politics or ideological agendas. It acts 
technically; that is, it lies above particular interests and, like a wishful 
thinking, problems are not political, but rather a matter for technical 
intervention guided by neutral agents. Government is supposed to neu-
tralize ideologies and its role is merely to safeguard individuals and ensure 
the market can naturally resolve any crisis that might emerge.

In a society in which inequalities are deepening, the normalization 
of political economic crises defines the contours of many branches of 
social life. In higher education, the apex of modern educational systems 
and the “general intellect” (Marx) of society (our shared, collective set 
of knowledge, innovation, capabilities, etc.), the signs of crisis go hand 
in hand with the structural contradictions of global capitalism. Krystian 
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Szadkowski and Richard Hall present a strong analysis of how the uni-
versity can be a potential site for social imagination to contradict the 
dominant neoliberal grammar that favors the entrepreneurial subjective 
engagement based on human capital, productivity, value-for-money, 
flexibility (a cool concept that generally means precarization), etc. The 
pressures for production and competition, moved by accumulation and 
the abstraction of intellectual work through rankings and metrics, is 
part of an anti-human project grounded in the commodification of the 
general intellect and its common, shared potentialities. The architecture 
of knowledge production as a mode of commodification might be rup-
tured through both the critique of Western hegemony (opening up the 
theoretical and political imagination to post-colonial scenarios) and new 
political prospects that posit the university as a privileged site for the 
production of the common.

The commonwealth cannot deny the access to what is socially pro-
duced. This axis is dismantled in class societies, in which economic 
inequalities turn into social asymmetries, that is, class cleavages affect 
the distribution of power and subjective well-being: especially in crises 
conjunctures, this fracture in social cohesion often implies the burst of 
poverty. Hélio Alexandre Silva sheds light on a critical theory of poverty-
—a theme that is often implicit in many critical theorists (Walter Ben-
jamin, Max Horkheimer, Giorgio Agamben, etc.) and needs deep ana-
lysis for the critique of contemporary society. Silva argues that poverty 
and its chains of lack and privation imply an assimilation between 
poverty and the minimum by offering only subsistence to deal with the 
problem—a false reconciliation that, instead of overcoming the distress, 
tends to naturalize inequalities.

The critical exposition points to an interesting limitation of contem-
porary social policy that tries to combat poverty by reproducing market 
structures. The consumerist hypothesis, based on the expansion of accu-
mulation and private property of goods, is not enough as private property 
does not mean the expansion of social and individual capabilities. Prompt 
responses of institutional policies committed to empowering groups, 
and redistributive policies that soften the abrupt oscillations of market 
economies and their effects on social cohesion, can play an important 
role in designing universal basic income projects. But the critique of the 
precarization of livelihood needs a political grammar that challenges the 
structures that beget these problems. Capitalism is crisis-prone—if not 
crisis-destined—due to its immanent social and economic contradictions. 
Whether latent or manifest in any given instance, crisis is intrinsic to 
capitalism, and in an interconnected, globalized society, the gravitation 
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is toward global crisis. Social and economic contradictions are integral 
to the logic of the system, and inhabit the very foundation of socializa-
tion. The society of alienated commodity producers that is dependent 
on the perpetual and anarchic expansion of capital generates systemic 
economic volatility and social inequalities, a precarious socioeconomic 
structure in which strong class inequalities overlaps racial, gender and 
national divisions. Like a downhill stream, capitalism’s law of motion 
directs it toward total crisis. Shoring up the flow at one junction or 
another will only change the temporary appearance of the downhill 
trajectory, but the destination remains the same. A more fundamental 
shift is necessary to change directions. Instead of the logic of possession, 
which reiterates the same class structure that generates social asymmetries, 
a common access to what is socially produced is crucial to generate 
commonwealth.

Critique, as a dialectical movement of understanding and negation, 
looks towards the liberation of real possibilities that remain coagulated 
under the current conditions. If the worsening of the living standards 
affects multiple dimensions of livelihood with precarization (income, 
comforts, security and services available), it also generates an expanded 
sense of inequality (Stiglitz 2006) that goes beyond the gap between 
rich and poor and entails structural asymmetries of power grounded in 
propertied and non-propertied segments of populations. The common, 
as a way to transform the capitalist socialization among owners, might 
rethink political economy (Papadimitropoulos 2020) with a critical 
thrust committed to institute new ethics and social relations. Experien-
ces with the common can be tracked from digital goods to education, 
governance of urban space and community projects dealing with shared, 
non-profitable access to what is socially produced or inherited (Foster 
and Iaione 2016; Narita 2020). This collective governance of the com-
mon is based on mutuality and co-operation (beyond market impera-
tives), and introduces ways of managing goods and services (education, 
health, food, habitation, information) that can counter the unequal 
patterns of wealth (Rendueles and Subirats 2016) grounded in class 
cleavages and the damage to collective well-being and subjective security. 
The shift of the COVID-19 crisis is a challenge to raise a kind of criti-
que that does not kowtow to a false reconciliation with the return to 
the “old normal”. The “old normal” is not only the society that brought 
us to this impasse, but also the society that was unable to deliver its own 
promises of development and normalized a permanent, latent state of 
crisis in the face of a lack of alternatives to solve its inner contradictions.
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