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Intro


In an interview in early 2012, doom-mongering Swiss Hedge Fund manager Marc Faber cast a jaundiced European eye back over the last thirty years and constructed a “conspiracy theory”, which appeared strikingly similar to the bog-standard Marxist reading of the period under scrutiny: American average wages increased year on year throughout the post-war period up to the late 1960s, then came the dismal 70s, a decade of shocks and crises out of whose seemingly terminal decline the Republican party offered the possibility of rebirth and a new morning in America. How was this to be achieved? Firstly by targeting inflation (the “Volcker Shock” of the late Seventies and on into the Eighties); secondly by piling up debt. As Dick Cheney, the Vice President under George W Bush later remarked, “Reagan taught us deficits don’t matter.”


This is what Faber suggested: “In order not to disappoint the household income recipients the U.S. essentially printed money and had a huge debt expansion. If you have an economic system and you suddenly grow your debt at a high rate, it’s like an injection of a stimulant, of steroids” (italics mine).


The phrase “on steroids” is commonplace these days to describe any form of excessive increase or gigantic shift/acceleration. Steroids are mostly used in body-building as a way of gaining and maintaining massive bulk, a way of attaining a size arguably unattainable through conventional or natural methods, a way of surpassing the natural limits of muscular growth. Steroids came to the fore in the 1970s because of the resurgence in the popularity of body-building, and then through the influence of “weight-training” (read, steroid use) in sports – baseball, American football and other competitive arenas – before they became part of the general lifestyle choice of the Eighties, as the male body became a major area of new investment opportunities, and the Fitness industry in all its forms took off. The Sixties’ hippy emphasis on the natural is replaced with an Eighties emphasis on the more-than-human, the hyper-real. As the economy “booms” in the Eighties, a host of films appear that emphasise this shift from the grinding social realism of Seventies cinema into a glossy, comic book fantasy land filled with superheroes. One way of viewing this shift would be to look at the distinction between two of the most popular films of their respective decades, Ridley Scott’s Alien and its sequel, James Cameron’s Aliens.


Neoliberalism may have heralded a rebirth in America, helping it to rise phoenix-like from the ashes of the Seventies, but this was a baptism in steroids, cocaine (and cocaine money), egotism, debt, cheap oil (and Arab oil money funnelled through American banks), deregulation and offshoring. In what sense are the questions of the Seventies (the environmental and social concerns, the Limits to Growth posed by the 1977 Club of Rome reports) actually addressed and solved by Neoliberalism, and to what degree are they simply ignored, held at bay in an essentially infantile thirty-year fantasy of growth and restructuring that collapses along with the housing bubble of the late 00s? It seems that the financial crises, along with numerous jobless recoveries, have left us with the same set of problems that Neoliberalism was assumed to have permanently solved: the end of class struggle, the move away from manufacturing to services in the “core” economies (there is much talk at the moment of needing to “rebalance” the economy), the end of boom and bust.




A Note on the Title


The title of this book was originally Holding out for a Hero, taken from the Jim Steinman song of the same name, performed by Bonnie Tyler, one of the biggest international hits of 1984.


Here are the lyrics, essentially a series of rhetorical questions that serve to identify lack, and a series of statements and demands addressing need. The song, a typically overblown (and fabulous) piece of Wagnerian HI-NRG bombast from the outré Steinman, conflates a night’s disappointing sex, in which Tyler’s lover fails to rise to the challenge (and during which she urges him on, hoping against hope that he can fulfil her) with a broader question about the state of a fallen world in which all mythical fantasies have disappeared and the population is left bereft.




Where have all the good men gone and where are all the Gods?


Where’s the streetwise Hercules to fight the rising odds?


Isn’t there a white knight upon a fiery steed?


Late at night I toss and turn and dream of what I need


I need a hero


I’m holding out for a hero till the end of the night


And he’s gotta be strong


And he’s gotta be fast


And he’s gotta be fresh from the fight


I need a hero. I’m holding out for a hero till the morning light


He’s gotta be sure and it’s gotta be soon and he’s gotta be larger than life …





It’s interesting to contrast this with an earlier reflection on the loss of the hero that now provides the title: British Punk band The Stranglers’ 1977 hit ‘No More Heroes’, a song whose ambiguous/ambivalent title/chorus suggests either a simple observation (i.e. that we live in a world without heroes) or a democratic demand that no more heroes should be allowed to exist, that there must be a great levelling. The song names a number of real historical figures and ponders on their demise.


The Stranglers are essentially facing forward into a world without heroes. ‘No More Heroes’, with its “Whatever happened to …?” refrain, has many different connotations: it is wistful, offhand, even dismissive. But it doesn’t sound nostalgic, and this is central to the song’s ambivalence, as is Hugh Cornwell’s uninflected delivery of the refrain. Conversely, in Steinman’s, flamboyant, almost hysterical work, that absence is figured as a loss, and a fundamental loss at that.


Heroes and heroism, and the heroic dimensions of everyday life and ordinary people will become an increasingly important theme in popular culture and popular self-conception throughout the 80s and 90s, as will the notion of surviving or in some senses being a survivor (on which see Christopher Lasch’s The Minimal Self).




Network


In the early 1970s Paddy Chayefsky scripted two movies that set out to anatomize the problems of contemporary American life. But aside from a lot of menopausal bleating on the part of the central characters and a diffuse sense of conflict and decay, they didn’t really have much to say. Nonetheless, they said it loud and long, prolixity being Chayefsky’s stock-in-trade.


The two films, Arthur Hill’s The Hospital and Sydney Lumet’s Network, have gained a reputation as progressive films of a kind, but they’re not. Chayefsky is essentially a puffed-up old reactionary with a chronically Oedipal attachment to the benign, and to the embattled Liberal patriarchs apparently needed to save America from the parade of grotesque and corrupt children set on corroding its essential institutions. The only legitimate value of the Sixties, The Hospital would suggest, is that the sexual revolution has produced a generation of hot young women whose equanimity about being raped allows for the reassertion of said patriarchs’ phallic powers. Network also likes to lay the blame for the contemporary problems of American life at the feet of fringe groups, the dehumanizing effect of the mass media and foreign competition, while its heroes are, of course, two dignified middle-aged humanist patricians, one of whom, Howard Beale, has quite understandably been made mad by the repulsive stupidity of a modern world he ultimately falls victim to.


Still, let’s give Chayefsky his due. There is a sequence in Network that spells out quite explicitly and in theological terms the nascent political philosophy about to dominate the next thirty plus years of political life. Howard Beale has objected to and stopped a business deal with the Arabs going through by imploring his “mad as hell” viewers to inundate the White House with letters of protest. As a consequence he is summoned to an audience with Arthur Jensen, the head of the corporation whose deal has been blocked, in order to have the larger “system of systems” spelled out to him.




JENSEN: You think you have merely stopped a business deal – that is not the case! The Arabs have taken billions of dollars out of this country, and now they must put it back. It is ebb and flow, tidal gravity, it is ecological balance! You are an old man who thinks in terms of nations and peoples. There are no nations! There are no peoples! There are no Russians. There are no Arabs! There are no third worlds! There is no West! There is only one holistic system of systems, one vast and immane, interwoven, interacting, multi-variant, multi-national dominion of dollars! Petro-dollars, electro-dollars, multi-dollars! Reichmarks, rubles, rin, pounds and shekels! It is the international system of currency that determines the totality of life on this planet! That is the natural order of things today! That is the atomic, subatomic and galactic structure of things today! And you have meddled with the primal forces of nature, and you will atone! Am I getting through to you, Mr. Beale?


(pause)


You get up on your little twenty-one inch screen and howl about America and democracy. There is no America. There is no democracy. There is only IBM and ITT and A T and T and Dupont, Dow, Union Carbide and Exxon. Those are the nations of the world today. What do you think the Russians talk about in their councils of state – Karl Marx? They pull out their linear programming charts, statistical decision theories and minimax solutions and compute the price-cost probabilities of their transactions and investments just like we do. We no longer live in a world of nations and ideologies, Mr. Beale. The world is a college of corporations, inexorably determined by the immutable bylaws of business. The world is a business, Mr. Beale! It has been since man crawled out of the slime, and our children, Mr. Beale, will live to see that perfect world in which there is no war and famine, oppression and brutality – one vast and ecumenical holding company, for whom all men will work to serve a common profit, in which all men will hold a share of stock, all necessities provided, all anxieties tranquilized, all boredom amused. And I have chosen you to preach this evangel, Mr. Beale.


HOWARD (humble whisper): Why me?


JENSEN: Because you’re on television, dummy. Sixty million people watch you every night of the week, Monday through Friday.


HOWARD slowly rises from the blackness of his seat so that he is lit only by the ethereal diffusion of light shooting out from the rear of the room. He stares at JENSEN spotted on the podium, transfixed.


HOWARD: I have seen the face of God!





It’s a famous sequence, which has since been quoted and sampled many times. It’s not just economics represented in cosmic and theological terms, but also a vision of the world of finance and economics as real and natural, and of human life and forms of organization as epiphenomena thrown up by a series of impossibly complex interchanges, a new Sublime in the face of which non-initiates such as Beale one can only gape in awe. Jensen’s argument is that in exercising one type of democracy, Beale has in fact run counter to the real, invisible movement of the truly enfranchising onward momentum of a globalizing and liberalizing free-market. Government, “people-power”, and the democratic process are reactionary, hidebound forms of “folk politics” – the counter-productive flailing of the unenlightened with their irrational emotional attachments, childish sentiments and anxieties over the destruction of their humdrum life-worlds.
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