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•
•
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In Sep 2011, a young financial trader, Alessio Rastani, in a live BBC interview
about the euro crisis, suddenly left topic. After first admonishing people not to
put too much faith in governments, he continued: “governments don’t rule the
world, Goldman Sachs rules the world.”
This brings us to the questions, what is power and who has power in the
current world, dominated by corporations and large financial institutions,
increasingly operating on a global scale?
And, is it really true that Goldman Sachs rule the world?
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Feudal power was exercised from fortified castles

•
•

Power is often thought of as state power with its monopoly on sanctioned
violence (executions, jails, concentration camps, etc.), and control over
existing military assets.
More generally, power relates to individuals or organizations which, by
establishing an ultimate threat of violence, are able to cause people to do
what they don’t want to do, or accept what they otherwise wouldn’t.
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Kim Jung-un voting for himself in a farcical election, Mar 2014 in North Korea:.*

There are many modern states where power still is mainly reliant on the
threat of raw violence, ready to be used against all possible opponents.
Often, the exercise of power is legitimized by claims to protect specific
economic arrangements, declared to be to the benefit of all, for instance
communism (PRK) or neoliberalism (Pinochet Chile),
However, the true reason for the exercise of power is the unrestrained
access to the country’s resources it allows a small elite to enjoy.
In reality, the control and repression needed to prop up such totalitarian
states on the contrary stymie economic development, even to the extent
of perpetuating widespread poverty.

* “All voters took part in voting and 100 per cent of them voted for Kim Jong-un,” the official news agency reported.
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Pierre-Joseph Proudhon was a theoretician
of the early workers‘ movement

•
•
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Early socialist and anarchists were the first to articulate that the rise of
capitalism meant the emergence of new power structures, springing from
accumulation of economic assets and wealth.
They saw this power grab as illegitimate. Thus, the anarchist Proudhon
declared that “property is robbery”, and Marx defined wage labour in the
industrial factories as a system of unjust exploitation, based on ownership of
the means of production.
At first, capitalist power was mainly connected to the entrepreneurial
industrial system, but in recent times power has shifted to increasingly reside
within the financial sector.
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The power of financial trading hubs
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In the context of modern capitalist democracies, power is the ability to have
one’s economic interests triumph over others.
How can we map the structures of power in this context?
Some claim that power is a direct function of capital and can be measured by
‘capitalization’, the discounted present value of all future income that capital
assets are expected to give rise to.
However, such one-dimensional notions don’t improve much on the
neoclassical dogma. Power must be understood in field-dynamic contexts,
where possession of money and capital assets are only one, albeit surely an
important one, of the aspects that define power distributions.
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Indonesia’s Suharto sign a 1990 IMF ‘conditionality’ agreement
while IMF chief (enforcer?) Camdessus sternly looks on
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“Goldman Sachs rules the world”, should not be taken literally but as a
metaphor that covers two crucial aspects of modern power:
First, the Market (written with capital M, primarily the big financial entities)
have the power to thwart government policies by speculating against them.
Second, the prevalence of a revolving door between government jobs and
jobs in top financial firms is an embedded structure of conflict of interests.
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A former Goldman Sachs employee, Mark Carney former governor
of Bank of Canada and now Bank of England. Here at the 2010
Davos meeting, the yearly feast of neoliberal self-congratulation.

•
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The revolving door tendency causes both administrative and executive
government thinking to bias toward financial market interests, at the cost of
general economic well-being. This creates doxa, or mindsets, that enhances
the power of financial positions.
Former Goldman executives who moved on to top government positions
include: Robert Rubin and Henry Paulson who served as Secretaries of the
Treasury under Clinton and Bush, respectively; Mario Draghi, current ECB
President; Mark Carney, Governor of the Bank of England.
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Our willingness to endlessly play the consumer
game gives power to those in control of it

•
•
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Power exists within cultures and cannot be separated from the norms that
cultures spawn. Therefore, many power aspects depend on symbolical creations
that legitimize the state of interplay between agency and normalized structures.

In a field dynamic context, power is channeled through spatial networks and
personal relationships within them, which can amplify the different attributes
of power, at times crucially so.
It is clear that money has a dominant role in enhancing and projecting power,
but it is not all encompassing and depends on position in the field, which
defines specific ability to influence policy and other social aspects.
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Arab Spring, Libyan protesters
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Political leaders certainly also possess power, but it is circumscribed by their
position relative to the major economic interests.
Power is also a function of people’s mindset and in particular their
misrecognitions about economics and politics that determine the extent to which
they will bend to power, and allow it to play its games unopposed.
While people’s power is difficult to mobilize in the current Western democracies,
anaesthetized by entertainment and cascades of pseudo information, it still exists
as a latent force, that, if roused, can create upheavals and sweep oppressive and
unjust power structures away,
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