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Postneoliberalism and its bifurcations

Ana Esther Ceceña

The end of neoliberalism

Neoliberalism met its defi nitive end with the crisis that erupted in 

2008. There is no going back. By itself, the market is self-destructive. 

It has to be supported and contained. Capitalist society, arbitrated by 

the market, either plunders itself or becomes uncontained. It lacks 

long-term perspectives.

Both things have happened after 30 years of neoliberalism. The vora-

ciousness of the market took the appropriation of nature and the dis-

possession of human beings to the extreme. Territories were ravaged 

by desertifi cation and their inhabitants driven out. People revolted, 

and ecological catastrophe, which had reached an extreme point of ir-

reversibility, started to manifest itself in a violent way.

People rebelled against the advance of capitalism, blocking the ways 

that were taking it towards even greater appropriation. Armed in-

surgencies impeded access to the rainforest; civil revolts put an end 

to the building of dams, to intensive mining, to the construction of 

heavy-load roads, to the privatisation of oil and gas, and to the mo-

nopolisation of water. The market, by itself, was not able to defeat 

those people who were already out of its reach because they had been 

expelled; and from there, from the non-market, they were struggling 

for human and natural life, for life’s essential elements, for another re-

lationship with nature, for an end to the pillaging.

The end of neoliberalism begins when the extent of dispossession arous-

es the fury of the people and compels them to burst onto the scene.

Phase shifts 

Contemporary capitalist society has reached a level of complexity that 

has made it extremely unstable. In the same way as happens with bio-

logical systems (Prigogine 2006), complex social systems possess an 

infi nite and, to a great extent, unpredictable capacity for reaction in 

the face of stimuli or changes. The diversity on which this society 

has been built, and which comes from the subsuming, rather than 

eliminating, diff erent societies with other ways of understanding the 

universe, other customs and histories, results in a multiplicity of so-
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cial behaviours and political perceptions and practices throughout the 

world, and thus opens up an immense spectrum of perceptions of re-

ality and possibilities for social organisation.

The cohesive power of capitalism has allowed the establishment of 

diff erent moments of what physicists call equilibrium, where, despite 

the deep contradictions of this system, as well as the enormous vari-

ations it implies, wasteful tendencies are decreasing. Nevertheless, its 

duration is limited. Between equilibrium and dissipation there are 

constant opportunities for bifurcation, which require capitalism to 

fi nd those opportune cohesive elements with which to construct a 

new equilibrium, or, in other words, to re-establish the conditions re-

quired for capital valorisation. But the risk of rupture, which points to 

possible epistemological and systemic dislocations, is always present.

The system’s internal equilibria, understood as patterns of accumulation 

– in economic terminology – are forms of social articulation sustained 

around a dynamising and ordering axis. This is an axis of complex ra-

tionality which, according to circumstances, embraces diff erent forms: 

in the Fordist phase it was clearly the assembly-line for large-scale pro-

duction as well as the state in its role as social organiser; under neolib-

eralism, it was the market; and under postneoliberalism, it is simultane-

ously the state, as controller of global territory – that is, under the com-

mand of its military aspect – and private enterprise as a form of direct 

self-expression used by the system of power, subverting the limits of the 

liberal right established during the former stages of capitalism.

The postneoliberalisms and its bifurcations

The uncertainty concerning the future leads us to characterise it more 

as the negation of a stage that is being exceeded. If the capitalist mo-

dality that stems from the crisis of the 1970s – involving a profound 

transformation of the mode of production and of organising produc-

tion and the market – was called post-Fordist by many scholars, today 

the same thing is happening with the transition from neoliberalism 

to something diff erent, which, although it has already been sketched 

out, still leaves a broad margin for things to be overlooked.

Post-Fordism formulates itself from the perspective of the changes in 

the system of work and in the way the state carries out its social func-

tion, while neoliberalism operates from the perspective of the market 

and the relative abandonment of the socialising function of the state. 

In both cases, there is no defi nite name; it is either a post, and in this 

sense a completely undefi ned fi eld, or a neo, which delimits without 

Between equilibrium and 
dissipation, there are constant 
opportunities for bifurcation.
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being very creative. Both are currently giving way to another – much 

more sophisticated – post, which brings the two qualities together: 

postneoliberalism. We are dealing here with a category that has little 

life of its own in the heuristic sense, although it is polysemous at the 

same time. Its virtue may be that it leaves open a whole range of pos-

sible alternatives to neoliberalism – from neofascism to the civilisatory 

bifurcation – but its explanatory strength and qualities are uncertain 

and insuffi  cient.

Under these circumstances, in order to make progress with refi ning 

or modifying the concept, it is indispensable to stop and look at the 

nature of the diff erent scenarios, and to be aware that such a spectrum 

of possibilities includes some alternatives for reinforcing capitalism – 

even though it may be a capitalism with greater diffi  culties of legiti-

macy; for creating new ways out of capitalism, starting from its own 

institutions; and for collective modes of conceiving and putting into 

practice non-capitalist social organisations. It is necessary to work on 

all levels of abstraction and reality, where this term occupies the place 

of an alternative without a name of its own, or the place of diverse 

alternatives in a situation of coexistence without hegemonies, which 

prevents any one of these alternatives from giving a specifi c content 

to the process of going beyond neoliberalism.

The postneoliberalism of capital

Even before the eruption of the current crisis it was evident that ne-

oliberalism had reached the limits of its power. The bonanza of the 

golden years of the free market allowed the expansion of capitalism 

in all aspects on a global scale; it guaranteed enormous benefi ts for 

some and the strengthening of large-scale capital; it eliminated near-

ly all barriers to private appropriation; it created a more ‘fl exibile’, 

more precarious and cheaper labour market; and it placed nature in a 

situation of defencelessness. But after its innovative moment, which 

imposed new rhythms not only on production and communication, 

but also on social struggle, the limits of its own potential started to 

emerge.

Among these limits, it is important to point out at least three that re-

fer to the immanent contradictions of capitalist production and their 

specifi c expression at this point in its development, and to the corre-

sponding contradictions in the process of appropriation and the social 

relations it constructs.
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Neoliberalism’s achievements in extending the margins of expropria-

tion led it to corrode the social consensus created by the so-called 

welfare state, but also to reduce markets. The general decrease in 

wages, and in the cost of labour force reproduction in a wider sense, 

gradually broke down the more sophisticated consumption patterns 

that had emerged under Fordism. The capitalist answer consisted 

of reincorporating this ever-growing population into the market 

through the producation of precarious goods on a large scale. How-

ever, this reincorporation does not compensate, even remotely, for 

an increase in the production capacities generated by contemporary 

technologies; nor does it return the expected benefi ts. The extent 

of appropriation and concentration, technological development, the 

globalisation of production and of commercialisation – that is, the 

network of objectivised power constructed by capital – does not cor-

respond to the dimensions and characteristics of social networks. It is 

a form of power that is starting to show serious problems in terms of 

the capacity for dialogue. These huge capacities for transforming na-

ture into a commodity, into a useful object for capital, as well as the 

accumulated capability of economic management, strengthened by 

changes in both the norms of land use and the concept of sovereignty, 

led to a wild race to appropriate all organic and inorganic matter on 

the planet. To get to know the jungles, to subdue them, to gain mo-

nopoly over them, to isolate them, dividing them into their simplest 

elements, and returning them to the world converted into various 

types of commodity: this process was – and is – one of the ways to 

secure economic supremacy; the occupation of territories in order to 

turn them into material for valorisation. Paradoxically, free-market 

capitalism promoted deep enclosures and wide exclusions. But with 

one danger: to objectivise life means to destroy it.

With the introduction of industrial sequencing technologies, with 

the detailed knowledge of complex genomes for the purpose of ma-

nipulating them, with the methods of nano-exploration and trans-

formation, with climatic manipulation and many other technologi-

cal developments in the last 30 years, we have crossed the threshold 

into the largest ecological catastrophe ever experienced on this plan-

et. Capitalism’s struggle to dominate nature, and even to create artifi -

cial substitutes for it, has already resulted in the elimination of a huge 

number of species, in the creation of major ecological and climatic 

disequilibria, and in putting humanity itself, and capitalism with it, 

at risk of extinction.

But perhaps the most obvious limits here are manifesting themselves 

in the critical scarcity of fundamental elements sustaining the process 

Capitalism’s struggle to 
dominate nature, and even to 
create artifi cial substitutes for 
it, has already resulted in the 
elimination of a huge number 
of species, in the creation of 
major ecological and climatic 
disequilibria, and in putting 
humanity itself, and capitalism 
with it, at risk of extinction.
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of production and of generating value, like oil, or of those sustain-

ing the production of life, like water, to a great extent squandered 

through the ill-use to which it has been put during the capitalist 

process itself. Once again, the paradox is that, in order to avoid or to 

compensate for scarcity, strategies are designed that worsen the ca-

tastrophe, such as the transformation of forests into transgenic soy or 

maize plantations for the production of biofuel, which is much less 

productive and just as pollutting and destructive as oil.

Capitalism has been shown to have an exceptional ability to over-

come obstacles and fi nd new ways of operating; however, the levels of 

devastation reached, and the logic with which it is advancing towards 

the future, allow us to realise that the solutions are going up a blind al-

ley, where even the conditions for capital valorisation are decreasing.

Although neoliberalism has been characterised as a time of the pre-

eminence of fi nancial capital, and this has led to the notion of deter-

ritorialised capitalism, in fact neoliberalism was characterised by a 

fi erce dispute over the redefi nition of the use and ownership of ter-

ritories. This redefi nition has led to the rediscovery of societies hid-

den in the shelter of jungles, forests, deserts or glaciers that modernity 

was not interested in penetrating. Giving these territories a monetary 

value has brought about an off ensive of expulsion, displacement or 

a recolonisation of those communities that, unsurprisingly, rose up 

against such a process.

This, together with the protests and revolts caused by structural ad-

justment policies or by privatisation of resources, rights and services 

promoted by neoliberalism, has charactersied the political landscape 

since the 1990s. The conditions of impunity in which the fi rst free 

trade agreements were made, the fi rst deregulations, the stripping of 

land and so many other measures promoted since the capitalist crisis 

and reorganisation of the 1970s and 1980s, changed with the upris-

ings of the 1990s, in which a shift of social dynamics took place that 

started to pull back the free reins of neoliberalism.

It was not enough to give the market freedom. The market acts as a 

disciplining and cohesive force in that it maintains a capacity for dis-

articulation, while the social forces are reorganising in response to 

the new forms and contents of the domination process. Nor was the 

market able to be a long-term alternative, since the voraciousness of 

the market provokes the destruction of the conditions for the repro-

duction of society.



38    development dialogue january 2009  |  postneoliberalism – a beginning debate

The same system saw itself obliged to go beyond neoliberalism, mov-

ing its ordering axis from individual freedom (and private property), 

promoted by the market, towards social and territorial control, as a 

way to re-establish its possibility of future prospect. The ideological 

slogan of ‘the free market’ was replaced by that of ‘national security’, 

and a new phase of capitalism starts to open up, with the following 

characteristics:

First, if neoliberalism places the market in the situation of using the 

planet for its goals of maintaining capitalist hegemony, in this case 

under the rule of the United States, in this new phase which has 

come into being with the start of the millennium the task is left in 

the hands of the military authorities, which are undertaking a process 

of internal realignment, both organisational and conceptual, and also 

of global realignment.

The modifi ed situation in the former so-called socialist world had al-

ready required a change of geopolitical vision, which corresponds to 

a new strategical design of penetration and control of the territories, 

resources and social dynamics of the Central Asian region. The enor-

mous infl uence of this region in the defi ning of the internal economic 

supremacy of the system meant that from the outset the area could 

not just be left in the hands of a market which, given the confused 

and disordered circumstances in the aftermath of the fall of the Ber-

lin Wall and the collapse of the Soviet Union, had good opportuni-

ties for business but lacked favourable conditions for reordering the 

region in accordance with the criteria of the United States’ hegemony 

over capitalism. In this region we see the beginnings of what would 

afterwards become global policies: the militarised command over the 

process of production, reproduction and spacialisation of capitalism at 

the dawn of the 21st century.

Second, this militarisation is alert both to the potential threat of other 

hegemonic coalitions challenging the United States’ leadership, and 

to the systemic risk due to the questionings and to the construction of 

alternatives by non-capitalist social organisations. Its purposes are the 

maintenance of power hierarchies, the safeguarding of those condi-

tions sustaining hegemony and counter-insurgency. It implies main-

taining a situation of latent war, very similar to a state of emergency, 

and the permanent persecution of dissidents.

These features would rapidly lead us to think of a return to fascism, 

were they not combined with others that contradict them and indi-

cate a characterisation that goes beyond neos and posts.

The ideological slogan of ‘the 
free market’ was replaced by 
that of ‘national security’, and 
a new phase of capitalism 
starts to open up.
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Wars, and military policies in general, are no longer a public aff air. 

This is not just because many wars in our time have focused on so-

called ‘failed states’ and, in this sense, do not take place between 

‘states’, but between a state and the society of a particular nation. It 

is also because, although it may be the state that initially becomes 

involved in armed confl ict, it does so through an external structure 

which, once contracted, is driven by its own rules and does not re-

spond to the criteria of the public administration.

This kind of outsourcing, which has become common in today’s capi-

talism, has very deep implications for the case we are concerned with. 

It is not a matter simply of the privatising of certain components of 

state activities, but of a rupture with any real sense of the state. Trans-

ferring the use of violence from the state to the non-public sphere 

puts justice in private hands and annuls the rule of law. It is not even 

a state of emergency. The state is emptied of all authority and, by 

breaking with the notion of the monopoly of violence. it has estab-

lished violence within society.

Under fascism, a strong state existed, capable of organising socie-

ty and generating consensus. The state was centralised and disci-

plined. Today, appealing to law and to norms established collectively 

is becoming a nonsense, and the institutions responsible for ensuring 

their execution are militating against them. Consider, for example, 

Guantánamo or the occupation of Iraq.

With the recent crisis, the most important capitalist institutions have 

collapsed. The IMF and the World Bank are repudiated even by their 

founders. We are going into a form of capitalism without rights, with-

out collective norms, with an openly factious state. In other words, 

mercenary capitalism.

Alternative national postneoliberalism

Another variant on overcoming neoliberalism is the one enacted by 

several Latin American states today which proclaim themselves so-

cialist or in transition towards socialism, and which have begun to 

contravene, or even reverse, the neoliberal policies imposed by the 

IMF and the World Bank. Despite the diff erences between them, 

all these experiences, which involved an electoral challenge to the 

presidency are sharing and creating, in collaboration, ways of distanc-

ing themselves from the dominant orthodoxy. Bolivia, Ecuador and 

Venezuela, each following its own particular rhythm, are pushing 

through policies aimed at the recovery of sovereignty and participa-
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tory power, which have taken shape in the new constitutions elabo-

rated by their respective societies.1

The dispute with the IMF and the World Bank has created a certain 

distance from these institutions and their policies, while the crea-

tion of an alternative institutionality – as yet embryonic – is under-

way through, for example, ALBA, the Banco del Sur, Petrocaribe2 

and others. However, these initiatives do not in themselves indicate 

guidelines for an anti-capitalist endeavour, but, for the moment, they 

open up a space of greater independence with regard to the world 

economy, which is more propitious for the building of socialism.

First, to advance the processes of restoring sovereignty, indispensa-

ble in terms of their relation with the major global powers – whether 

these arise from matters of state or business – and to embark on large-

scale social projects of a socialist conception, the strengthening of the 

state and its leadership are required. The paradox lies in the fact that 

the state represents an institution created by capitalism to secure pri-

vate property and social control.

1 A very diff erent case – but one where there is open confrontation with the dominant 
scheme – is that of Iran. Even though there is no pretension here to a transition to 
socialism, it would be necessary to study carefully its elements of discord in order to 
understand its particular way out of neoliberalism, if such is possible.

2 Translators’ note: ALBA (‘alba’ means ‘dawn’) is the abbreviation for ‘Alternativa 
Bolivariana para las Américas’, a new leftist movement along the Andean–Caribbean 
axis inspired by Simón Bolívar’s dream of a unifi ed American continent. The Banco 
del Sur (Bank of the South) will devote fi nancial resources to the accomplishment of 
independent development objectives. Through Petrocaribe’s programme, Venezuela is 
using its oil revenues to build a space for solidarity exchanges.

The paradox lies in the fact 
that the state represents 
an institution created by 
capitalism to secure private 
property and social control.
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Second, the processes of nationalisation undertaken, or the limits im-

posed on transnational capital, changing its role from owner to serv-

ice supplier or to minor shareholder, marks a substantial diff erence 

concerning the capacity to dispose of the strategic resources of every 

nation. In this case, sovereignty is held and exercised by the state, but 

this still does not transform the conception of the way these resources 

are used, to the extent that intensive mining projects are still encour-

aged, albeit under other property norms. This is not enough for a 

‘change of model’; it is a fi rst step –the follow-up to which is uncer-

tain – but it indeed represents a historic popular claim.

Third, the reinforcement of the national interest vis-à-vis the glo-

bal or transnational powers is accompanied by a centralisation of the 

state, which does not turn out to be easily compatible, either with the 

notion of plural nationality postulated by indigenous peoples, or with 

the idea of a participatory democracy which brings the processes of 

deliberation and decision-making nearer to the community level.

Lastly, the constitutions have outlined the construction of a new so-

ciety. In Bolivia and Equador, there have been proposals to change 

the aims of ‘development’ to those of ‘good living’,3 marking a funda-

mental diff erence between development’s rush forward and the hori-

zontal, or even circular, march of good living, which reminds us of 

the Zapatist metaphor of ‘walking at the pace of the slowest’. The 

epistemological dislocation implied by emergence of the idea of good 

living takes the process towards a societal bifurcation. Therefore, the 

debate is no longer about neoliberalism or postneoliberalism, but 

about something else, which is no longer capitalist and which brings 

together the millenia-long experiences of communities and the radi-

cal criticism of capitalism. Various names have been given to this: 

communitarian socialism; socialism of the 21st century; socialism in 

the 21st century; or not even socialism, only good living, autonomy 

of communities or emancipatory horizons.

So, the construction of this other way of being, to which we can give 

the generic name of good living, necessarily has to leave capitalism 

behind, but at the same time it has to transform capitalism, with the 

constant risk of being trapped in the attempt, because, among other 

reasons, such a search process is undertaken from within the institu-

tionality of the (still capitalist) state, with all the historical and politi-

cal burden it entails.

3 On this matter, consult the texts of the new constitutions of Bolivia (2007; still not 
promulgated in late 2008) and Equador (2008), as well as the article by Alberto 
Acosta (2008), president of the Constituent Assembly of Equador.



42    development dialogue january 2009  |  postneoliberalism – a beginning debate

The postneoliberalism of the people

Another process of transcending neoliberalism is that undertaken by 

peoples who have not opted for the electoral struggle, essentially be-

cause from the very beginning they have decided to distance them-

selves from the dominant institutionality. Many indigenous peoples 

in America have been concerned with this process, or variations of it. 

Their rejection of institutionality, is based on a combination of bifur-

cations with respect to colonial domination – that is, the latent rebel-

lions over more than 500 years, as well as the corresponding rebellions 

against capitalist domination. Actually, the nations that came into be-

ing at the time of independence from Spain and Portugal reproduced 

the relations of internal colonialism and are therefore not recognised 

as retrievable spaces.

Sometimes, resistance and rebellions arise that admit the nation, but 

not the state, as a transitory space of resistance, while other rebellions 

leap over this stage in order to launch themselves into a struggle that 

is anticapitalist and anticolonial and dedicated to constructing/recon-

structing entirely new forms of social organisation.

From this perspective, the process is carried out in community spaces, 

transforming everyday networks and creating the conditions for self-

determination and self-support, always conceived in an open manner, 

through discussion and through the sharing, in solidarity, of similar 

experiences.

To recover and to recreate people’s own ways of life, which are hu-

man, based on respect of all other living beings and the environment, 

with a free politicality deivoid of hegemonisms. Decentralised de-

mocracies. This is the other way out of neoliberalism, and it would 

be very impoverishing to call it postneoliberalism, because it is even 

diffi  cult to locate it in the same semantic fi eld. We all know that se-

mantics are also politics, and that here too it is essential to subvert our 

senses to make them correspond to the new air of emancipation.

What is coming after neoliberalism is a wide range of multiple pos-

sibilities. Let us not narrow the horizon, fencing it in with concepts 

that reduce its complexity and belittle its creative and emancipatory 

capacities. The world is full of many diff erent worlds, with infi nite 

routes of bifurcation. It is up to the peoples in struggle to show the 

ways forward.
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