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Judith Dellheim 
 
Crises and capitalist oligarchies 
 
Within the social sciences the concern has been formulated since considerable time, 
who are the agents effectively taking political decisions in the globalized world and 
which are the consequences of such decisions – and why this is so. Since the 
beginning of the global financial crisis, this question is again under an intensive 
debate, not in the least within the space of the Euro. It is a reaction to circumstances 
in which „the markets“, especially the „financial markets“, have been unilaterally 
“driving” politics and incapacitate the politicians.  
 
The central element of our argument will be the idea that, if the capitalist oligarchies 
are in fact determining the main orientation and the modalities of the development of 
our societies, and if the social, ecological, and human problems connected to it are 
so hugely important, to look for capabilities of action and for potential kinds of agency 
in order to slow down the processes of social and ecological destruction and, finally, 
to overcome and stop the underlying destructive structures of them and to build 
humane and dignified conditions of life – always starting with and in the interest of 
those who are the weakest within our own societies and in a global perspective. 
 
The argument is here developed in three steps: 

1. Clarification of the concept of capitalist oligarchies, 
2. Characterization of capitalist oligarchies as main bearers of action of the 

dominating structures of production and consumption, i.e. the modes of 
production, of consumption, and the resulting ways of life, 

3. Some conclusions on coping with capitalist oligarchies. 
 
 

1. The notion of capitalist oligarchies, old and contemporary capitalist 
oligarchies 

 
Until the outbreak of the last global financial crisis, the notion of ‚oligarchy‘ resp. of 
‚oligarchs‘, as it has been current in the scientific and political mainstream has been 
linked especially to the property of natural resources, especially of carriers of energy, 
like petrol and natural gas in North Africa, and later in Russia.  
Since the financial crisis has broken out openly, there is a renewed – in relation to the 
debates on ‘imperialism’ in the past – and still growing debate on “financial 
oligarchies”, e.g. on Wall Street.  
 
This „financial oligarchy“, these „sharks of finance“ must have developed and 
emerged in some way – i.e. they must have found or created a framework for social 
and economic policy, which has made it possible for them, to accumulate such 
amount of power. And this process must have been compatible with „democratic 
governments“ and also with the interests of large parts of the population. 
The citizens in the centres of the capitalist mode of production had a kind of 
democracy, which has helped to bring about, and to reproduce, the social and global 
divisions, oppositions, inequalities and political discrimination. A closer analysis of 
this development makes it apparent, who – asking with Gramsci – are these small 
groups, how they are organically linked to a changing society and have emerged and 
grown within it, and how the needed consent  within society has been produced and 
reproduced.  
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1.1 Old capitalist oligarchies 
„Financial oligarchy“ (Lenin) or „capitalist oligarchy“ (Hilferding), accordingly, refers, 
on the one hand, to a group of agency, which relies upon highly concentrated capital 
organized in enterprises of special societal significance, as well as upon political 
institutions of civil society respectively the state, in order to impose and realize its 
own interests. On the other hand, it refers to relations between and among capitalist 
elites as members of such groups of agency, as well as between them and members 
of society from socially different groups. The accumulation of their capital is realized 
via the integration of securing resources and productive operations with finance, 
commodity production and the realization of these commodities within this group, as 
well as via the appropriation and the use of the results of work done outside of this 
group, by appropriating resources, income, and property – relying on leadership, 
redistribution and coercion within society at large – by this very group, based upon its 
associations and organizations, as well as on the state. 
. 
 „Old capitalist oligarchies“ refers to those specific groups of a capitalist elite, which 
had emerged before the beginning of the neo-liberal, finance driven globalization. 
The kind of financial capitalism which had emerged in the 19th century had been 
characterized by level of socialization in which it still has been possible to identify an 
oligarchy defined by individual persons who could be called by their names. This 
corresponded to a certain type of the organization of the labour process and of 
production and to determinate relations between capital and labour.   
 
1.2 Modern capitalist oligarchies 

Since 1971, it has become the general practice that no longer those who bought, but 
those who sold securities - i.e. especially the banks – would pay for the ratings 
(Rügemer 2012: 17). With the increase of the trade in securities the role of these 
ratings has become more important. Since the middle of the 1970s it is established 
by law in the USA that stock exchange brokers have to adjust their capital reserves 
according to their being rated as “investment grade” or “non-investment grade” by 
rating agencies. Since then the VIPs of the Big 31 have become the counsellors and 
partners of those in government or in parliament, as well as of a broad array of state, 
of para-statal public or of private institutions. This private-state-system of rating 
procedures has then been transferred into national, international, as well as EU law 
with the globalization driven by the accumulation of financial capital which also 
started in the 1970s. “Even those who act as ‘propagandists’ of deregulation have 
created ... also by using the help coming from these rating agencies  ... a new system 
of regulation under private dominance, supported by the state” (Rügemer 2012:11).  
 

At the same time large banks and other credit institutions had “introduced new 
electronic payment systems and computerized systems of data control for payments 
received and credits granted ... Likewise, annuity and investment banks, together 
with insurance corporations, saw new possibilities of making profits by an active 
management of the money deposed, but (similar to the banks) they found themselves 
hampered from acting on those possibilities by the existing regulation of the financial 
markets.“ (Reich 2008: 93) 
Simultaneously, transactions in securities began to expand.  
The Employee Retirement Income Security Act of 1974 permitted pension funds and 
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insurance corporations to act at the stock exchange. In 1975 stock exchange 
prohibited stock brokers to negotiate commissions. This has been used as an 
opening by firms. In this way, savers turned into investors, with different interests. 
Investors are interested in multiplying their deposits, and they tend to act in an ever 
more individualized way, apparently of necessity each time less as citizens.  
 
The existence of small groups of leaders in the energy and transport sector, in the 
areas of “security“ and high-tech or in the sphere of finance is the basis for 
understanding the specificity of the contemporary capitalist oligarchies which have 
newly emerged in dramatic crises or the simultaneous transformation of the old 
capitalist oligarchies into modern ones: their capability of controlling the reproduction 
of economic processes and societal everyday routines essentially by using the 
mechanisms of the financial markets, while unflinchingly redistributing income, assets 
and property in their own favour. They are capitalist elites who – within our highly 
socialized economies – can rely upon highly concentrated (financial) capital, and on 
informal and formalized mutual relations – among themselves, with those in 
government and in politics, with legal practitioners, scientists and professionals, with 
cultural creators, as well as with the leading forces in other areas of the economy. On 
the one hand, they have created labour processes and production structures within 
society, which have offered possibilities of attractive consumption for relevant sectors 
of the population. On the other hand, they have organized financial markets, in which 
relevant parts of the society could participate with the aim of facilitating attractive life 
styles or simply making it possible to have a dwelling, an education, health services, 
old age provision and nursing. 
 

In this perspective, participation in the financial markets has served the function of 
making the boundaries between social classes and strata more permeable in the 
sense of an upward movement, in spite of growing differences of income. Certainly, 
in this way, they also have become more pervious for a movement downwards – the 
dangers of social descent were increasing. And the growing participation of broader 
parts of society in the financial markets has in no way contributed to decentralizing 
the economic or the economic and social policy decision making. In this way, the 
capitalist oligarchies have created new relations of dependence; they have modified 
and intensified relations of exploitation, exacerbated social inequalities – but at the 
same time they have successfully disguised existing contradictions and oppositions, 
they have successfully corrupted social attitudes and they have intensified the waste 
of resources and the destruction of the environment; all in all, they have successfully 
reproduced their hegemony (Gramsci), not lastly by coercion. A decisive tool in this 
respect has been the privatization of the public sphere. 
 

2. Capitalist oligarchies as a main agency in the dominating structures of 
production and consumption   

 

Capitalist oligarchies aspire to appropriate and secure the resources needed for 
maximizing profits in all fields lucrative for them. At the same time, they want to 
control the present and the future of their societies – by leadership, but also by might. 
Without being a phenomenon specific for the US, the capitalist oligarchies have 
shaped global developments to a large degree and continue to influence them 
strongly – due to the structure of US society, because of the close imbrication of the 
most powerful within the financial sphere, within the area of high tech, within the 
security area or the military-industrial complex (MIC), and because of the sheer 
global strategic weight of the US. 
In Germany and in the EU, in Latin America, in China and in India, capitalist 
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oligarchies have emerged, developed and changed in a different way, yet always in 
inter-  respectively trans-national competition, and always in a close, although 
contradictory relation to US capitalist oligarchies. And these processes have always 
and again been occasioned by crises, by wars, by conflicts and social struggles. This 
has shaped the structures and processes of the economy, as well as the modes of 
production and consumption, and thereby everyday life in their societies. 
 

After the Second World War the US continued to work under high pressure on 
technologies for military use with intensive financial requirements. Especially 
government circles, energy corporations (especially Nelson Rockefeller & Brothers), 
the Air Force and their partners in politics, industry (especially Ford) and science 
(again, from the very beginning, the Ford foundation) developed an interest in 
changing and rebuilding the national agrarian sector (and later the global agrarian 
sector) on the same model and on the same principles as applied in the oil 
respectively the energy sector (Engdahl 2011).  
 
In the 1970s, under the motto of „increasing economic efficiency“, president Jimmy 
Carter has given a hand to changing the laws, making possible vertical integration, 
i.e. the intervention of corporations from other sectors within e.g. the agrarian 
economy.  
Since 1999, with Bill Clinton and George W. Bush, financial markets have been 
spectacularly deregulated. 
At the same time, trading with derivatives on grain and agrarian produce has been 
deregulated among the most important banks and financial market agencies.  
 
Based on the notion of shareholder value as a philosophy of economic activity, and 
with hedge funds and private equity corporations as real agency, finance capitalist 
relations have reached a new dimension in quantitative terms and have produced 
new qualitative forms of financialization.  „The State“ as such acted to further the 
extension of the available masses of capital on the one, and the enlargement of the 
spectrum of potential ‘rentiers’ (rent earners) on the other side, bringing in a great 
number of investors from outside the sphere of finance proper – by simply creating 
respectively permitting new instruments of finance, on the one hand, while 
deregulating the financial market and privatizing systems of social security, as well as 
of public services, on the other hand. This has created new possibilities of managing 
sovereign debt incurred by governments: by lowering social expenditures and by 
putting state debt based securities into circulation on financial markets. 
Today already a broad array of the population has entered in a new kind of 
dependency on the financial markets via pension funds, capital covered forms of old 
age and other social security. Financial markets have become an integral part of the 
“normal workings” of society. 
 
The emergence and reproduction of the material structures of society underlying 
these data has been and still is essentially linked to armaments and militarization, to 
violence and to wars. The military-industrial complex is not only a major client of the 
energy sector, of transport, of agrarian production/agro-business. It has participated 
in shaping these sectors from the very beginning. These four areas alone have the 
effect of an enormous consumption of natural resources, of destructive pollution of 
air, water and soils, of an excessive utilization of ecological systems. They have an 
outstanding share in the production of violence against human beings.  
 

„The leaders“ exercise leadership, not only because they are those who are 
equipped with special wealth and competence within specific areas, in possession of 
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„social and cultural capital“ (Bourdieu), but because they occupy a specific position 
within the system of the social division of labour and are integrated into the 
globalization process under capitalist domination by being part of functionally defined 
communities pursuing specific interests – i.e. because they do constitute capitalist 
elites within capitalist oligarchies.  
 
Within the global centres of the capitalist mode of production, there is no sustainable 
opposition, let alone any rebellion of relevant part of these societies, against these 
states of affairs – against societal relations and structures which make it difficult, if 
not impossible for them, to live their lives on the basis of self-determination, solidarity, 
and ecological responsibility. The ruling have organized, renewed, and perfected a 
broad consensus with large parts of the population, while unfolding and reproducing 
the economic structures underlying their domination: structures of production and 
patterns of consumption, modes of production and ways of life. They base 
themselves on the economic areas we have discussed before: The industries of 
finance and “security”, the sectors of energy, transport and agrarian production/agro-
business and the high-tech area. 
Capitalist oligarchies, i.e. those exercising domination, have not been able nor will 
they be able to prevent people from articulating their interest of living a life of dignity, 
of being together in solidarity, and within an intact natural environment – and from 
organizing to make this effective. 
 
 

3. Some conclusions on how to cope with capitalist oligarchies 
  
Those in power, respectively the capitalist oligarchies, are trying to use the present 
crisis of finance and the economy, for functionally perfecting the political and legal 
framework, i.e. for securing and enhancing their own strategies of profit 
maximization, their hegemony within society, and their security, while bolstering their 
own foreign policy and ‘security’-oriented positions. These processes do not evolve 
without internal interest struggles among these elites – as e.g. in the aspiration of the 
capitalist elites oft he EU, to make the EU, and more especially its Eurozone, an 
important global player. The development of financial oligarchies and of the EU is 
characterized by contradictory impulses of unfolding and exacerbating relations of 
competition which, again, will result in exacerbated interest struggles. 
 
In these dimensions, entry points may well be found, in order to stimulate critical 
reflection in people, to make them aware of the problems of those who are weaker – 
and to give them the needed courage for autonomous and solidarity based action, for 
joining forces with the aim of giving a productive turn especially to the following 
contradictions – i.e. in order to impose just and sustainable solutions. The capitalist 
mode of production requires the cooperation of people. Those who do cooperate 
may, however, resist the constraints of working as detail worker (which also may 
apply to highly qualified people) or they may offer resistance to constraints to operate 
in the sense of social and ecological destruction (a). At the same time the new 
technologies and the changes occurring with financialization are producing new 
needs for possibilities of individually shaping one’s lives. In many cases, they do not 
only offer new possibilities to capitalist oligarchies of enlarging their power, but 
likewise offer new possibilities to those who are struggling against them and working 
to realize alternatives on a societal level (b). People in very different social situations 
are interested in their health or in education – or at least in that of their children. They 
have a strong interest in self-determination and therefore in reasonable and dignified 
work and secure income, in having nature intact and in living in a peaceably 
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functioning everyday life. They do perceive competition, nature destruction, societal 
and global cleavages or political and religious competition, surveillance and 
militarization as a threat to themselves. They are capable of refusing to accept the 
explanations and political responses of those in power. Also all those who do 
participate in administering their societies tend to construct and to pursue some kind 
of converging interests, even between socially and politically very heterogeneous 
forces: Given the conditions of the dominant mode of socialization, factors like the 
“quality of human capital” or like locations with “relatively reasonable” values for air, 
water and soil quality have become irreplaceable conditions for success. And 
besides, “there only is this one world”. (c) 
 
The situation of political defensive the left is facing since a long time requires a kind 
of research in the field of political economy which refers to the actual dimensions of 
current problems in our societies in order to identify possibilities of action in the here 
and now and in order to help the effort to arrive at real solutions for these problems, 
while at the same time strengthening the forces of democracy and emancipation. 
Being aware of one’s own situation in the defensive should motivate to look more 
closely for those agents who do in fact actively confront the current problems and the 
societal situations and structures underlying them. The politics of social change 
carried out by the left addresses four closely linked dimensions of the life of our 
societies:  
 

(a) public finance, and not in the least systems of social security, development 
aid, budgetary stabilization and debt reduction, mirrored by the problematics of 
the financial markets;  

(b) special projects pursued by those in power, by governments, by specific 
corporations – like privatization, private-public-partnership, mega-projects 
respectively specific projects on the municipal or regional level2;  

(c) the reaction to/coping with poverty and social exclusion, discrimination and 
repression and violence – the demands for social, democratic, and ecological 
(minimum) standards;  

(d) fighting against socially and ecologically destructive projects or practices by 
governments or international institutions (EU, WTO), which already have been 
realized or are in the process of realization, like the EU directive on services, 
free trade agreements, WTO-conventions. 
 

A closer analysis of really implemented activities in the field of the politics of society 
will help us to condense and focus our attention. Basically, we shall find three 
interdependent main fields of strategic action: 
 

(1) the issues of democratic, social and ecological standards, including standards 
for an effective prevention of poverty;  

(2) the issues of defending and  democratizing the public sphere, especially the 
sphere of public finance; 

(3) the issues of an active local and regional development. 
 

These three fields are essentially linked by processes of participation. Such 

                                                           

2  The latter often are linked to issues of energy, transport, agriculture/agro-business, 
„security/defence” and, accordingly, with questions of plant sites of production processes causing 
problems, with specific technologies and with investment. 
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processes offer specific possibilities for concerned people to appropriate relevant 
knowledge and to develop their capacities for co-operation and solidarity. On this 
basis, people are capable of actively addressing the causes (and those responsible 
for them) of social or ecological problems and of coping with them by building reliable 
political alliances and bringing about sustainable changes in their own collective and 
individual lives, as well as in their societies– on a local and regional, on a trans-
regional, European and global level in a perspective of solidarity and networking 
action. This should always start from a special political commitment for structural 
improvements for the living conditions of the weakest in our societies and for the 
poorest in a global perspective – that is exactly of those who should (according to the 
will of the dominant groups) simply NOT BELONG (van der Pijl). 
 
Such political struggles, in the fight against privatization, against destructive projects, 
against the current practices of big corporations, against mega-projects etc. – and in 
this way against the power of the capitalist oligarchies and their main allies – 
currently do take place mainly on the local or regional level. Local and regional 
development is highly relevant for political activities against social and ecological 
destruction – and, therefore, for the critique and conversion of the energy, transport 
and agrarian economies and for dismantling the MIC plus the “security” complex. It is 
here that citizens and collective agencies are engaged in concrete solutions for 
problems and in working out alternatives. 
Local and regional development is the other side of globalization, especially in the six 
fields of the economy named above. Labour is not mobile in the way capital is. Life in 
a municipality or in a region depends in very important ways on the social, 
democratic and ecological standards valid for them, as well as on decisions on public 
finance. On the level of municipalities or regions, the different social and political 
groups most easily come together, who are capable of forging the alliances required 
on the level of the nation state, of the EU or on the global level, for setting standards, 
rules as well as legislation on public finance in our societies – including the needed 
help for the globally poor – and for bringing about a conversion of economic 
structures and ways of life.  
All these struggles will lastly have to confront the capitalist oligarchies. These 
struggles will become more embittered respectively more effective, whenever and if 
they are fought specifically against the reproductive needs and requirements of the 
capitalist oligarchies. This implies e.g. that it will be necessary to claim from 
administrations that they democratize and defend public infrastructures, without 
asking per se for the nationalization of big private enterprise e.g. in the area of 
finance: Asking for an administrative practice countering the arbitrary rule of capitalist 
elites can rely upon objective functions of administrative practice – and therefore can 
relate to existing contradictions of interest within our states and our societies. Any 
nationalization will have to take place under specific relations of power which are 
condensed in the respective state. Capitalist oligarchies certainly are an important 
part of these relations of forces – and they might, under certain conditions, possibly 
gain from such a step economically and politically.  
 
Likewise, the demands for the raising or setting of social, ecological and democratic 
minimum standards – standard setting – are capable of focussing on contradictions 
of interest within society, even within the capitalist class, in relation to the capitalist 
oligarchies. After all, set standards imply the right to make one’s claims effective, and 
therefore they are the object of demands of concrete actors with their specific 
interests. They can also define limits of what is admissible, or they also can be re-
articulated as demands for concrete limits (e.g. maximum working hours). However, 
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they can also define limits of what is admissible, or they also can be re-articulated as 
demands for concrete limits (e.g. maximum working hours). 
 
Such standards can only be achieved and implemented through new political 
alliances. The effectiveness of these struggles can increase, as they become more 
specific, and more successful in activating those, whose interests are in contradiction 
to the requirements and needs for reproduction of capitalist oligarchies and who can 
therefore be won over, at least on specific points, for corresponding political activities. 
Such alliances would indeed have to be carried by the citizens, but they [would have 
to go far beyond the still indispensable “citizens’ movements”. There] will have to 
develop into alliances of organizations on various levels – of trade unions, social and 
ecological movements and associations, of associations based on professions, 
specialized activities and associations of entrepreneurs; of parties with their various 
possibilities for action through the work of their members, associations and groups, 
their parliamentarians and parliamentary groups, their representatives in 
administrations and governments; of parliaments, governments and states. Working 
on the question of standards is relevant for these alliances to emerge, especially in 
so far they are it is carried out as a conscious confrontation with the capitalist 
oligarchies. A supportive kind of research in political economy should especially 
focus on the following questions: How do capitalist oligarchies effect changes in the 
structures of societies, and which are the social, ecological and global consequences 
of these changes? Which are the consequences for emerging constellations of 
interests, especially with respect of practicing solidarity with the socially and globally 
weakest? What does this mean, specifically, for the struggles to defend or to 
appropriate the conditions for a self-determined and dignified life, for a solidarity 
based kind of togetherness and for an intact nature? 
 
(For sending the complete text: judith.dellheim@web.de) 
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