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Foreword

by Zoe Fisher


I vividly remember the months when Mark was finishing the last draft of Capitalist Realism. We had left London to live in Suffolk, a place that was special to him as it was full of happy memories from his childhood holidays. The breathing space our move gave him allowed Mark to devote proper, uninterrupted time to completing the book. Once in Suffolk, he told me that the ideas had come more easily and he was excited about completing the project. “I would be really pleased if it sold 500 copies”, he told me one day when we were out walking in Woodbridge.




During that period, Mark was also busy trying to find lecturing work and build up his freelance writing — he did a brief stint working at The Wire as a temporary guest editor, but his main point of contact with his readers was still his blog. Those years were admittedly tough as Mark struggled to secure a permanent academic appointment, but they were also a happy and optimistic time for us. Mark enjoyed the contrast of his busy days in London with his time in Suffolk where there were fewer demands on him, allowing him to concentrate on other projects such as On Vanishing Land. By the time of the launch party for Capitalist Realism, arriving just days before we had found out I was pregnant with our son George, it felt like things were coming together, and I remember Mark having the best time that evening, surrounded by people who made him feel energised and inspired.




I know that the success of Capitalist Realism really took Mark by surprise, and what followed over the next few years was Mark being able to, as he put it, “live out his dream” — lecturing at Goldsmiths — but still having time to work on his writing and traveling to various guest lectures and speaking engagements. In true Mark-style, even after our son George was born in 2010, he managed to continue to be all things to all people. He never wanted to turn down an invitation to speak somewhere or an offer to write, as these things never felt like work to him. To observe Mark lecturing or speaking at an event was to see him in his element, as exciting and fulfilling for him as the audiences he communicated with. Just as importantly, he told me that he did not have to look over his shoulder for his depression anymore, and even though I knew that those feelings of worthlessness and doubt would never magically disappear, I was relieved that they were no longer in the foreground, and I hoped they could be kept at bay. Mark was often moved by individuals who felt that they were able to share their own experiences of mental health with him, inspired by the fact that he had always been so candid and open about his own struggles, and the release of the book was a catalyst for others to speak up.




Since those days, the grief and pain of losing Mark never gets smaller, but George and I have had to learn how to build a new life around it — it is the hardest thing we will ever have to do. Mark remains George’s reference point and is still strangely present in any decision or event that occurs in our family. George is beginning to consider his dad, not through the eyes of the six-year-old he was when Mark died, but through the eyes of the adolescent he is now. As George explores his emerging sense of self, I see Mark’s influence as a huge part of who he is becoming. He is very much Mark’s son; his mannerisms and expressions, his intellectual curiosity, his dedication, his insistence on having the last word in a contentious situation, his love for Marvel, football and living in Felixstowe. Over the last few years, George has begun to learn more about who Mark was in the wider world — to his friends, colleagues and followers. He will watch Mark’s lectures on YouTube, look up his writing online and see what others thought of him.




I can’t comprehend the power of seeing a stranger on the underground, or at an airport, reading a book that your dad has written, but what I do know is that it fills George with a sense of pride and a knowledge that his dad was someone who was significant to many people. George and I know that we are not the only ones who lost Mark, and are not the only ones left with a space that is impossible to fill.




I think back to that conversation in Woodbridge, about Mark’s hopes that 500 copies of Capitalist Realism sold would feel like success to him, and I am in awe of how much he achieved and how many people he reached. The fact that his ideas are still relevant and discussed will not bring Mark back, but there is no need for them to. He will always be a part of our lives.



















Introduction

by Alex Niven


‘Dear Mark,’ began an email of January 2010 to a man I had never met:






I read your book Capitalist Realism last week, and it felt like coming up for air after a long time spent underwater. I would like to thank you from the bottom of my heart for giving such eloquent expression to pretty much everything that needed to be said, and for providing a reason to hope, when I for one was just about ready to despair.







Reading these phrases back now, well over a decade later, I’m slightly embarrassed by the wording, but not at all by the sentiment. At the time, I had just suffered a head-on collision with the music industry, after a long period of post-teen crisis sparked by a series of family bereavements. I was depressed, I suppose — in the trough of my mid-twenties, and looking for explanations about why even the basics of twenty-first-century work, social, and private life seemed so hard, so disempowered, so existentially thankless.




For me — and for many others in a similar place both then and since — encountering Capitalist Realism really did feel like surfacing (to cite the title and central theme of Margaret Atwood’s haunting novel of 1972 — a canonical text for Mark). In a society where everything was set up to make you think that your emotional wellbeing began and ended with your own personal psychodrama, perhaps the simplest, most important thing Mark’s book did was to suggest that, just maybe, mental suffering might have something to do with structural flaws in society as a whole. Put another way, in the thick of a political system which endlessly promoted the notion that we were all ultimately alone, Capitalist Realism announced that we were all suffering together — and also, more hopefully, that if we were to realise this, and somehow make connections between our several hardships, we would be taking the first step towards doing something we seemed to have mostly forgotten about by the late Noughties: mounting an organised resistance.




Before anything else, this is the vital, near-spiritual message which came along with the short, sharp, explosive text that was Capitalist Realism, published in the last weeks of 2009 on the eve of a new and tumultuous decade. At its most basic level, whatever political and theoretical nuances it might otherwise have implied, this was a book which called for a joining of human hands.




This is partly why, despite my timidity, and despite the fact that I didn’t usually do this sort of thing, I worked up the courage to send its author a short thank-you note in the first days of 2010 — and received a short, encouraging response from him the following day (Mark was famously generous with time and support when it came to helping younger writers — sometimes, it must be said, to the detriment of his own workload and wellbeing). It is also why Capitalist Realism went on to become one of the seminal political texts of the 2010s, and indeed the whole of the twenty-first century thus far. Unlike most forms of writing, in all genres, this was a book which set aside solipsism, irony, and ego to imagine a community of people united by a simple belief that the way things were was not okay — and then to dangle the tantalising possibility that this imagined community might soon become a social reality capable of changing the world. As one of the most evocative chapter titles in Capitalist Realism demanded, with almost childlike clarity and hopefulness: What if you held a protest and everyone came?




But in spite of such lyric universalism, Capitalist Realism was also the product of a set of specific, even bathetic local circumstances — many of which have been forgotten or passed over in the years since this peculiar essay became one of the primary texts of the modern era.




The first of these is the distinctive personal journey which led to its publication. Although, somewhat incredibly, Capitalist Realism was Mark Fisher’s first proper book, it marked the end of two decades of non-conformist intellectual questing for its author. In fact, given that Mark was 41 when it was published — a fair bit older than the average age for a first-time author — it should probably be viewed as a belated breakthrough at the end of an unusually long professional apprenticeship. And yet it was no immature Bildungsroman. In the years prior to his first authored book, Mark had made strenuous attempts to make the case that there might be a viable alternative to the received, late-twentieth-century template for writing, scholarship, and thinking. Capitalist Realism was merely the final proof that he was right.




After a working-class upbringing in the English East Midlands, Mark benefited in his formative years from contact with the fertile intellectual climate of British higher education in the late Eighties and early Nineties (crucially, a time before the introduction of tuition fees in 1998 triggered the radical marketisation of the British state system). As a postgraduate student at the University of Warwick for much of the Nineties, he was one of the key members of the Cybernetic Culture Research Unit (CCRU), an ‘accelerationist’ tendency dedicated to imagining new cultural modes on the far side of late-capitalist dystopias. Though this is not the place to provide a detailed summary of the CCRU and its often occult subculture, I think we can say that Mark’s training in this aberrant faction hardwired him to avoid following a traditional career path in the years after he completed his PhD, on ‘cybernetic theory-fiction’, at Warwick in 1999.




Further aided (and impeded in equal measure) by the fickleness of twenty-first-century academia, Mark would make good on his cybernetic training to become one of the first truly indispensable presences on the still-young internet in the early-to-mid Noughties. Free from the strictures of a secure academic job, Mark made a virtue of what would later be called ‘precarity’ by occupying the centre of a scene described by Simon Reynolds as a ‘constellation of blogs’. For a five-year period lasting roughly from the Iraq War to the Global Financial Crisis, this cabal of theoretical and pop-cultural discussion was home to some of the best, most entertaining writing anywhere on the planet. Circa 2006, chancing on some of the sites in this corner of the so-called blogosphere — weird avatars for their IRL authors with aliases like Kino Fist, The Impostume, blissblog, and Sit Down Man, You’re a Bloody Tragedy — you would tend to encounter long, usually pretty good natured debates, which were begun in the posts themselves and then endlessly elaborated in their byzantine comment sections. Subjects included — but were not limited to — the legacy of M. R. James’s ghost stories, the misuses of Derridean theory, the legacy of post-war state-funded broadcasting, Wu Tang Clan, V for Vendetta, the pointlessness of mainstream media, and the imaginative paucity of Arctic Monkeys lyrics.




In the middle of this informal grouping, and supplying most of its ideational energy, was Mark’s seminal k-punk blog. As well as acting as a hub for the wider scene’s primitive version of social media, k-punk was also the space where Mark developed a philosophically expansive body of work, which used a series of mainly cultural examples to try to find an escape route from the airless atmosphere of the High Noughties — surely the tackiest, most desultory interlude in modern history.




When the Global Financial Crisis descended to smash apart the complacency of this micro-period in 2008, Zer0 Books emerged — a lightning response to a putative ‘revolutionary moment’, as well as the culmination of years of creative brainstorming on the blogosphere. Set up by Mark and a pair of (non-CCRU) Warwick pals — the novelist Tariq Goddard and the academic Matteo Mandarini (with publicist Emma Goddard completing the lineup) — the foundation of Zer0 marked the point at which this hitherto marginal tendency — perhaps the only really authentic literary avant-garde in Britain at the time — started to make serious inroads into the mainstream of reading and reviewing. Though Capitalist Realism was not the first Zer0 book (it was preceded in 2009 by texts such as Owen Hatherley’s architecture polemic Militant Modernism — and indeed by Mark’s own edited collection, The Resistible Demise of Michael Jackson), it was clearly a manifesto of sorts for the new publishing imprint — a book-length expansion of the actual manifesto Mark wrote for the inside cover of every Zer0 book, which railed against “cretinous anti-intellectualism” and “expensively educated hacks”, and called for an “idea of publishing as a making public of the intellectual”.




Over time, Capitalist Realism would sell well over 100,000 copies in its English-language version alone, to become something like the Unknown Pleasures of the Zer0 narrative. Indeed, in ways that would later become tragically apposite, Zer0 was in a deep sense a sort of latter-day attempt to repeat the example of post-punk indie label Factory Records — with the grey, featureless landscape of twenty-first-century publishing standing in for the Seventies backdrop which lay behind Joy Division’s seminal modernist noir. As in the case of Unknown Pleasures and Factory, Capitalist Realism and Zer0 would ultimately engender a sort of filmic saga which underlined just how objectively intriguing — and how subjectively painful — it is when anti-capitalists try to turn the structures of the market in on itself in a sustained and vigorous way. But that is a story for another time and place.




So much for the publishing narrative of Capitalist Realism — a sort of making flesh of the internet’s virtual energies by a maverick faction intent on reviving the best aspects of the late-twentieth-century counterculture. But what of the wider historical backdrop against which the book positions itself as both corrective and critique?




As we have seen, Capitalist Realism was on one level a product of the specific environment of Noughties Britain. With hindsight, from the vantage point of our own era of creeping authoritarianism and looming ecological catastrophe, we might be tempted to look kindly on this period of relative social stability and comparatively high living standards. But we should be clear that it represented a particular kind of dystopia for Mark and for many other members of the Zer0 circle. Away from more complex debates about the deepening inequality which occurred under Third Way liberalism (of which more momentarily), it is important to grasp that much of the sense of desperation Mark harnessed in Capitalist Realism arose from a historically distinct feeling at this time that there was no visible opposition — anywhere, whatsoever — to a slowly worsening status quo.




After a flare-up of anti-capitalist protest in the very early part of the decade (the heyday of Naomi Klein’s anti-globalisation screed No Logo), there was a drastic settling-down in much of the world in the mid- to late-Noughties. At some unspecified point during these years, a mood of depressive apathy came to predominate above all else. The sense that there was no alternative to globalised capitalism, to cite the central refrain of Capitalist Realism, had of course been pervasive since at least as far back as the early Nineties, when the end of Actually Existing Socialism in Eastern Europe signalled the start of neoliberalism’s imperial phase. But it was only really in the years immediately preceding the Global Financial Crisis that this apparently realistic — actually fatalistic — world-spirit became truly hegemonic.




In the context of Britain, broadly representative of developed countries throughout the world, the sense of hopeless entropy had been encouraged by the political misdeeds of the presiding New Labour government. After coming to power on a wave of optimism (even among many radicals) in 1997, this centrist or centre-right administration had spent its first term in government (1997–2001) triangulating between neoconservatism (tough talk on immigration and benefits claimants, continued privatisation of public amenities, fawning support for big business) with some genuinely radical reforms, most notably in foreign policy (such as the referendums for Scottish and Welsh devolution in 1997 and the Good Friday Agreement for peace in the north of Ireland in 1998). However, by 2003 at the latest, when the Blair government’s foreign brief took a sharp turn to the right with the onset of the Iraq War, New Labour had become a far more typical neoliberal proposition in the classic Reaganite-Thatcherite mould.




As privatisation reforms in the National Health Service continued apace, and as the Blair regime raised (and threatened to further raise) the university tuition fees they had first introduced in 1998, there was a strong sense of decline and fall in British culture — especially among younger people — which was nonetheless offset and obscured by a housing-market bubble and a seemingly robust economy which guaranteed a decent standard of living for many older professionals (though not, as we will see, those in the increasingly besieged public sector). The mass-media expression of this zeitgeist was a glut of ultra-derivative, weirdly hyped guitar bands like Kaiser Chiefs, Razorlight and the Zutons, and a venal celebrity culture epitomised by exploitative TV shows like Big Brother and I’m a Celebrity … Get Me Out of Here! (not to mention, at the bottom of the barrel, trashy twilight-of-print magazines like Heat, Nuts and Zoo). For the most part, in the years after the largest protest in human history (the February 2003 anti-Iraq War demonstration) was roundly ignored by Blair and his ilk, it felt as though we were trapped inside an endlessly reloading cycle of late-capitalist tawdriness, with no counterculture or coalition of dissent to offer even a modicum of friction, let alone relief.




It was into this suffocating historical moment that Capitalist Realism dropped like a bomb in the run-up to Christmas 2009, after a bewildering year or so in which a tottering political system had been subject to a series of ineffectual patch-up jobs (the bailout of the banking system after the financial crisis, the election of neoliberal-lite US president Barack Obama, halfhearted attempts to “clean up” British politics after a protracted scandal about exorbitant MP expense claims, and so on and so forth ad nauseam).




At a little under 25,000 words, Mark’s book was clearly no expansive work of theory or wide-ranging political survey (though it was also something more than a really succinct manifesto like that of Marx and Engels, which is half the length). Nonetheless, there were certain fundamental keynotes struck in Capitalist Realism, which distinguished it from books in the same broad literary category — notably those of Fredric Jameson and Slavoj Žižek, Mark’s immediate contemporary influences — and which ultimately gave it a purchase way beyond the more discursive work of his peers. As I suggested in talking about my own discovery of Capitalist Realism, there was a basic sense of righteousness and timeliness in the communitarian call to arms in Mark’s text, which to an extent bypassed its more specific examples and gave it a charge of emotional revelation. Nonetheless, those real-world examples were in another sense fundamental to the core message Mark was trying to get across in the book, and they helped to ensure that this was no abstract theoretical prose-poem about the coming community.




At heart, the quotidian narrative of the book revolves around interconnected themes of the relationship between old and young, blocked generational handover, and the central role played by education and its professional structures in immiserating both teachers and students — and by extension, the civic and intellectual livelihood of society as a whole. Some years before debates about ‘millennials’ and ‘zoomers’ gained wide traction, Mark found an evocative metaphor for the newly vast generation gap of the twenty-first century in the plot of Alfonso Cuarón’s 2006 film, Children of Men — the summary of which supplies Capitalist Realism with its eerily arresting opening. In Cuarón’s dystopian near-future Britain (first imagined in the source text by the novelist-turned-Tory peer P. D. James), an entire society has mysteriously lost the ability to bear children. For Mark, this narrative demands to be read figuratively, as a basis for interrogating late-capitalism’s presiding mood of stasis and fatalism. Moving from the pithy hook borrowed from Žižek and Jameson — that it is easier to imagine the end of the world than the end of capitalism (as embodied in the apocalyptic backdrop to Cuarón’s film) — we are then presented with a dyad of more pointed provocations: “How long can a culture persist without the new?” and “What happens if the young are no longer capable of producing surprises?”




Once again, it’s useful to stress that this emphasis on cultural stagnation was partly a response to the specific atmosphere of the later Noughties (nowadays, after the series of socio-political shocks which harried the Long 2010s, we would be much less likely to talk of a world devoid of ‘surprises’). And yet the basic diagnosis of creative dearth has remained broadly accurate as a judgment on our wider historical epoch. In its outline, this theory is both an extension of the earlier Jamesonian critique of ‘postmodernism’ (as indeed Mark acknowledged), and a premonition of the discussions of ‘retromania’ (the idea that pop culture underwent a headlong retreat into its own past after the late Eighties) which would later climax with the publication of Simon Reynolds’s 2011 study of that name — and, indeed, Mark’s own 2014 anthology, Ghosts of My Life (this was very much a meme that had been nurtured and elaborated on the Noughties blog scene, of which both authors were key members).
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