
At the moment, the planet might seem poised more for a series of unprecedented catastrophes 
than for the kind of broad moral and political transformation that would open the way to such a 
world. But if we are going to have any chance of heading off those catastrophes, we’re going to 
have to change our accustomed ways of thinking. And as the events of 2011 reveal, the age of 
revolutions is by no means over. The human imagination stubbornly refuses to die. And the 
moment any significant number of people simultaneously shake off the shackles that have been 
placed on that collective imagination, even our most deeply inculcated assumptions about what 
is and is not politically possible have been known to crumble overnight. 

A second excerpt from an essay by David Graeber in which he focuses on the present 
conjuncture: 

“Normally, when you challenge the conventional wisdom—that the current economic and 
political system is the only possible one—the first reaction you are likely to get is a demand for a 
detailed architectural blueprint of how an alternative system would work, down to the nature of 
its financial instruments, energy supplies, and policies of sewer maintenance. Next, you are 
likely to be asked for a detailed program of how this system will be brought into existence. 
Historically, this is ridiculous. When has social change ever happened according to someone’s 
blueprint? It’s not as if a small circle of visionaries in Renaissance Florence conceived of 
something they called “capitalism,” figured out the details of how the stock exchange and 
factories would someday work, and then put in place a program to bring their visions into reality. 
In fact, the idea is so absurd we might well ask ourselves how it ever occurred to us to imagine 
this is how change happens to begin. 

This is not to say there’s anything wrong with utopian visions. Or even blueprints. They just 
need to be kept in their place. The theorist Michael Albert has worked out a detailed plan for 
how a modern economy could run without money on a democratic, participatory basis. I think 
this is an important achievement—not because I think that exact model could ever be instituted, 
in exactly the form in which he describes it, but because it makes it impossible to say that such 
a thing is inconceivable. Still, such models can be only thought experiments. We cannot really 
conceive of the problems that will arise when we start trying to build a free society. What now 
seem likely to be the thorniest problems might not be problems at all; others that never even 
occurred to us might prove devilishly difficult. There are innumerable X-factors. 

The most obvious is technology. This is the reason it’s so absurd to imagine activists in 
Renaissance Italy coming up with a model for a stock exchange and factories—what happened 
was based on all sorts of technologies that they couldn’t have anticipated, but which in part only 
emerged because society began to move in the direction that it did. This might explain, for 
instance, why so many of the more compelling visions of an anarchist society have been 
produced by science fiction writers (Ursula K. Le Guin, Starhawk, Kim Stanley Robinson). In 
fiction, you are at least admitting the technological aspect is guesswork. 

Myself, I am less interested in deciding what sort of economic system we should have in a free 
society than in creating the means by which people can make such decisions for themselves. 



What might a revolution in common sense actually look like? I don’t know, but I can think of any 
number of pieces of conventional wisdom that surely need challenging if we are to create any 
sort of viable free society. I’ve already explored one—the nature of money and debt—in some 
detail in a recent book. I even suggested a debt jubilee, a general cancellation, in part just to 
bring home that money is really just a human product, a set of promises, that by its nature can 
always be renegotiated. 

Labor, similarly, should be renegotiated. Submitting oneself to labor discipline—supervision, 
control, even the self-control of the ambitious self-employed—does not make one a better 
person. In most really important ways, it probably makes one worse. To undergo it is a 
misfortune that at best is sometimes necessary. Yet it’s only when we reject the idea that such 
labor is virtuous in itself that we can start to ask what is virtuous about labor. To which the 
answer is obvious. Labor is virtuous if it helps others. A renegotiated definition of productivity 
should make it easier to reimagine the very nature of what work is, since, among other things, it 
will mean that technological development will be redirected less toward creating ever more 
consumer products and ever more disciplined labor, and more toward eliminating those forms of 
labor entirely. 

What would remain is the kind of work only human beings will ever be able to do: those forms of 
caring and helping labor that are at the very center of the crisis that brought about Occupy Wall 
Street to begin with. What would happen if we stopped acting as if the primordial form of work is 
laboring at a production line, or wheat field, or iron foundry, or even in an office cubicle, and 
instead started from a mother, a teacher, or a caregiver? We might be forced to conclude that 
the real business of human life is not contributing toward something called “the economy” (a 
concept that didn’t even exist three hundred years ago), but the fact that we are all, and have 
always been, projects of mutual creation. 

It’s as if American forces in Iraq were ultimately defeated by the ghost of Abbie Hoffman. 
At the moment, probably the most pressing need is simply to slow down the engines of 
productivity. This might seem a strange thing to say—our knee-jerk reaction to every crisis is to 
assume the solution is for everyone to work even more, though of course, this kind of reaction is 
really precisely the problem—but if you consider the overall state of the world, the conclusion 
becomes obvious. We seem to be facing two insoluble problems. On the one hand, we have 
witnessed an endless series of global debt crises, which have grown only more and more 
severe since the seventies, to the point where the overall burden of debt—sovereign, municipal, 
corporate, personal—is obviously unsustainable. On the other, we have an ecological crisis, a 
galloping process of climate change that is threatening to throw the entire planet into drought, 
floods, chaos, starvation, and war. The two might seem unrelated. But ultimately they are the 
same. What is debt, after all, but the promise of future productivity? Saying that global debt 
levels keep rising is simply another way of saying that, as a collectivity, human beings are 
promising each other to produce an even greater volume of goods and services in the future 
than they are creating now. But even current levels are clearly unsustainable. They are precisely 
what’s destroying the planet, at an ever-increasing pace. 



Even those running the system are reluctantly beginning to conclude that some kind of mass 
debt cancellation—some kind of jubilee—is inevitable. The real political struggle is going to be 
over the form that it takes. Well, isn’t the obvious thing to address both problems 
simultaneously? Why not a planetary debt cancellation, as broad as practically possible, 
followed by a mass reduction in working hours: a four-hour day, perhaps, or a guaranteed 
five-month vacation? This might not only save the planet but also (since it’s not like everyone 
would just be sitting around in their newfound hours of freedom) begin to change our basic 
conceptions of what value-creating labor might actually be. 

Occupy was surely right not to make demands, but if I were to have to formulate one, that would 
be it. After all, this would be an attack on the dominant ideology at its very strongest points. The 
morality of debt and the morality of work are the most powerful ideological weapons in the 
hands of those running the current system. That’s why they cling to them even as they are 
effectively destroying everything else. It’s also why debt cancellation would make the perfect 
revolutionary demand.” 

  
 


