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Crisis of Capitalism David Harvey has become a pivotal phrase for
understanding contemporary economic challenges. David Harvey, a renowned
Marxist geographer and social theorist, has dedicated much of his
intellectual career to dissecting the inherent contradictions and cyclical
crises within capitalism. This article delves into his seminal works,
exploring his theories on how capital accumulation drives these crises, the
geographical implications of these upheavals, and the potential pathways for
resistance and transformation. We will examine Harvey's insights into
neoliberalism's role in exacerbating these issues and his broader critique of
the system's sustainability.
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Unpacking the Crisis of Capitalism Through the
Lens of David Harvey

The concept of the crisis of capitalism is not a new one, but David Harvey
has provided a uniquely insightful and comprehensive framework for
understanding its persistent and evolving nature. His work, deeply rooted in
Marxist analysis, posits that capitalism is not a stable system but one
inherently prone to cyclical disruptions and systemic breakdowns. These
crises are not mere aberrations but rather essential mechanisms through which
capitalism attempts to resolve its internal contradictions and facilitate
further accumulation. Harvey’s rigorous examination moves beyond superficial
economic indicators to explore the underlying social, political, and
geographical forces that shape these recurring upheavals.



He argues that the relentless drive for profit necessitates constant
expansion, pushing capital to overcome barriers, both temporal and spatial.
When these avenues for expansion become blocked or saturated, the system
experiences a crisis, often manifesting as financial instability,
overproduction, or social unrest. Understanding David Harvey's analysis is
crucial for anyone seeking to grasp the fundamental dynamics of contemporary
global capitalism and its pervasive impact on societies worldwide.

The Temporal and Spatial Dimensions of
Capitalist Crises According to David Harvey

David Harvey’s groundbreaking contributions to understanding the crisis of
capitalism lie in his insistence on analyzing its crises through both
temporal and spatial lenses. He argues that capital accumulation is a process
that unfolds over time and across space, and that crises emerge when the
conditions for this accumulation become untenable in either dimension. This
dual perspective allows for a richer and more nuanced understanding than
traditional economic analyses that often focus on short-term fluctuations.

Temporal Fixes and the Accumulation of Capital

Harvey introduces the concept of the “temporal fix” to explain how capital
attempts to overcome the problem of overaccumulation by investing in long-
term projects. These can include infrastructure, urban development, and
technological innovation. These investments, while appearing to resolve an
immediate surplus of capital, often defer the crisis to a later point in
time. The long lifespan of such fixed capital means that it can tie up
resources for decades, becoming a burden when economic conditions change.
This temporal dimension highlights the way capitalism essentially “borrows”
from the future to maintain stability in the present, a strategy that
inevitably leads to future crises.

Spatial Fixes and the Geographical Mobility of
Capital

Complementing the temporal fix is the “spatial fix.” Harvey posits that when
capitalism encounters barriers to profitable investment in one place or
sector, it seeks new geographical frontiers. This can involve opening up new
markets, exploiting cheaper labor, or engaging in large-scale urbanization
projects in developing regions. This geographical mobility allows capital to
escape localized crises, but it also means that the problems of
overaccumulation and exploitation are simply displaced and reproduced
elsewhere. The global expansion of capitalism, driven by this spatial logic,



has led to uneven development and a constant reordering of global economic
power.

The Interplay of Time and Space in Crisis Formation

Harvey emphasizes that temporal and spatial fixes are not independent but
deeply intertwined. Investments in long-term projects (temporal fixes) often
require new geographical territories and populations (spatial fixes) to
absorb them. Conversely, the opening of new spatial frontiers can create
opportunities for long-term investments. The effectiveness of these fixes,
however, is not permanent. Eventually, both time and space become saturated,
leading to intensified crises. This cyclical process of fixing and re-fixing
is a core element of Harvey’s understanding of the crisis of capitalism.

Neoliberalism: A Crisis Management Strategy,
According to Harvey

David Harvey’s seminal work, "A Brief History of Neoliberalism," offers a
provocative perspective on the rise of neoliberalism, framing it not as an
inherently superior economic model but as a political project designed to
manage and discipline the crisis of capitalism that intensified in the 1970s.
He argues that neoliberalism represents a class-conscious effort by
capitalists to restore their power and profitability after a period of social
democratic advances and economic stagnation.

The Crisis of the 1970s and the Neoliberal Turn

Harvey meticulously details how the post-war boom, characterized by strong
welfare states and a degree of worker power, gave way to stagflation and
rising social unrest in the 1970s. He identifies this period as a critical
juncture where the existing capitalist order faced significant challenges. In
response, a coalition of intellectuals and political actors promoted a set of
policies that prioritized deregulation, privatization, free trade, and fiscal
austerity. These policies aimed to dismantle the welfare state, curb union
power, and unleash market forces as the primary means of economic
organization.

Neoliberalism as a Crisis of Accumulation Strategy

From Harvey's perspective, neoliberalism's primary function has been to
create new opportunities for capital accumulation by opening up new sectors



for privatization (water, energy, healthcare, education), by creating new
financial instruments and markets, and by disciplining labor through
austerity and precarious employment. The global financial crisis of 2008, for
example, can be seen as a stark illustration of how the deregulation and
financialization characteristic of neoliberalism can lead to systemic
instability and further crises, which are then often “resolved” by further
state intervention and bailouts that disproportionately benefit capital.

The Social and Political Consequences of
Neoliberalism

Harvey is critical of the immense social and political consequences of this
neoliberal project. He highlights the exacerbation of inequality, the erosion
of public services, the intensification of environmental degradation, and the
rise of political polarization as direct outcomes of this economic paradigm.
The pursuit of profit maximization, unfettered by social or environmental
considerations, has, in his view, intensified the inherent crisis of
capitalism while creating new forms of social and political instability.

The Uneven Geographical Development as a Driver
of Capitalist Crises

One of the core tenets of David Harvey's analysis of the crisis of capitalism
is the concept of uneven geographical development. He argues that capitalism,
by its very nature, creates and relies upon spatial inequalities, and that
these inequalities are not incidental but fundamental to its operation and
its crises.

Capitalism's Need for New Frontiers

Harvey explains that capital requires constant expansion to overcome the
tendency towards overproduction and falling rates of profit. This expansion
often takes the form of moving into new territories, exploiting new
resources, or creating new markets. This process inherently creates a
division between developed and underdeveloped regions, between core and
periphery. The development of one region often comes at the expense of
another, leading to a highly uneven global landscape.

The Role of Infrastructure and Urbanization



Large-scale infrastructure projects and rapid urbanization are key mechanisms
through which capitalism seeks to resolve crises of overaccumulation. These
projects absorb surplus capital and labor, creating new spaces for profitable
investment. However, they also concentrate wealth and power in certain areas
while leaving others underdeveloped or exploited. The boom-and-bust cycles of
urban development, from the creation of metropolises to the decay of
industrial zones, are symptomatic of this dynamic. The spatial reorganization
of production and consumption, a hallmark of capitalist development,
constantly reshapes geographical landscapes and contributes to the cyclical
nature of crisis.

Global Supply Chains and Exploitation

The intricate global supply chains that characterize contemporary capitalism
are also a manifestation of uneven geographical development. Capital seeks
out the cheapest labor and the fewest regulations, leading to the
concentration of production in certain parts of the world while consumption
is dispersed globally. This creates exploitative relationships where the
profits of the core are often built on the immiseration of the periphery.
When economic downturns occur, these global networks are particularly
vulnerable, and the crisis can be transmitted rapidly across borders,
demonstrating the interconnectedness of spatial inequalities and the crisis
of capitalism.

The Limits of Capital Accumulation and the
Specter of Crisis

David Harvey's work consistently returns to the fundamental issue of capital
accumulation and its inherent limits, which he argues inevitably lead to the
crisis of capitalism. He believes that the very success of capitalism in
expanding production and creating wealth contains the seeds of its own
destruction.

The Tendency of the Rate of Profit to Fall

Drawing on Marx, Harvey emphasizes the "tendency of the rate of profit to
fall." As capitalists invest more in machinery and technology (constant
capital) relative to labor (variable capital), the rate of profit tends to
decline over time. To counteract this, capital constantly seeks new
technologies, new forms of organization, and new markets to devalue existing
capital and create new opportunities for profit. However, these counter-
tendencies are ultimately limited, and the fundamental pressure on the rate
of profit remains a persistent driver of crisis.



Overproduction and the Crisis of Realization

Another key aspect of the crisis is the problem of overproduction and the
crisis of realization. Capitalism produces goods and services with the goal
of profit, but the limited purchasing power of the masses, particularly the
working class, can prevent the realization of that profit. When production
outstrips demand, or when the distribution of wealth is highly skewed, unsold
goods pile up, leading to economic downturns, bankruptcies, and unemployment.
This highlights the social contradictions inherent in the pursuit of endless
accumulation within a system constrained by human needs and social
structures.

The Role of Financialization and Debt

Harvey has extensively analyzed how financialization has become a dominant
strategy for capital to manage its crises. By creating complex financial
instruments and expanding credit and debt, capitalism can defer the problems
of overaccumulation and falling profits. However, this reliance on finance
also creates its own inherent instability, leading to speculative bubbles,
asset inflation, and ultimately, financial crises that have global
repercussions. The crisis of capitalism is thus not a single event but a
continuous process of crisis and attempted resolution, often leading to more
profound and systemic instability.

Resistance and the Possibility of Post-
Capitalist Futures

While David Harvey's analysis of the crisis of capitalism is stark, it is not
without a forward-looking dimension. He views these recurring crises not just
as destructive forces but also as moments of potential transformation,
opening up possibilities for resistance and the creation of alternative
social and economic systems.

The Everyday Forms of Resistance

Harvey points to the myriad of everyday forms of resistance that occur within
capitalist societies. These can range from workers organizing for better
wages and conditions to community groups fighting against environmental
degradation or the privatization of public services. He argues that these
localized struggles, while often appearing fragmented, are crucial in
challenging the logic of capital accumulation and in building the foundations
for broader social change.



The Potential for Urban Uprisings and Social
Movements

Urban areas, as the focal points of capital accumulation and its crises, are
also sites of intense social struggle. Harvey highlights the significance of
urban uprisings and social movements in challenging established power
structures. These movements, often driven by grievances related to
inequality, austerity, and lack of opportunity, can disrupt the smooth
functioning of capitalism and force political and economic concessions. They
represent a direct confrontation with the spatial and social consequences of
capitalist development.

Towards a Post-Capitalist Horizon

While Harvey is not an utopianist, he believes that understanding the deep-
seated problems of capitalism and the potential for its crises opens the door
to imagining and working towards a post-capitalist future. This future would
be characterized by a different set of values, prioritizing human well-being,
ecological sustainability, and democratic control over economic life. He
emphasizes the need for critical theory, collective action, and the
development of new social and political institutions to move beyond the
destructive cycles of capitalist crisis. The ongoing crisis of capitalism
thus serves as a catalyst for a critical re-evaluation of our current
economic system and a call to action for building a more just and sustainable
world.

Conclusion

David Harvey's comprehensive and critical analysis provides an indispensable
framework for understanding the persistent and evolving nature of the crisis
of capitalism. His insistence on examining the temporal and spatial
dimensions of capital accumulation, his critique of neoliberalism as a crisis
management strategy, and his exploration of uneven geographical development
offer profound insights into the systemic contradictions that drive
capitalist economies. By highlighting the inherent limits of endless
accumulation and the recurring patterns of crisis and attempted resolution,
Harvey not only diagnoses the problems but also points towards the potential
for resistance and the urgent need to envision and build alternative futures
beyond the destructive logic of capitalism.

Frequently Asked Questions



What is David Harvey's central argument regarding
the 'crisis of capitalism'?
David Harvey argues that capitalism is inherently prone to recurring crises,
not as an anomaly, but as a fundamental feature of its operation. He
identifies these crises as stemming from 'contradictions' within the system,
particularly the tension between the creation of use-values (goods and
services) and exchange-values (commodities for profit). When the surplus
value generated cannot be profitably reinvested, it leads to a crisis of
overaccumulation, often manifesting as financial instability, unemployment,
and social unrest.

What are some of the key manifestations of the
'crisis of capitalism' according to Harvey?
Harvey points to several key manifestations of the crisis, including
financialization and speculative bubbles, growing inequality and wage
stagnation, environmental degradation as a consequence of unchecked
accumulation, and the increasing precarity of labor. He also highlights the
role of state intervention and the 'spatial fix' – the geographical expansion
or restructuring of capital – as attempts to resolve these crises that often
create new problems elsewhere.

How does Harvey's concept of the 'spatial fix'
relate to the crisis of capitalism?
The 'spatial fix' is a crucial concept in Harvey's analysis of capitalist
crises. When capitalism faces a crisis of overaccumulation, it seeks to 'fix'
this problem by expanding into new geographical areas, developing new
markets, or reorganizing production and consumption spatially. This can
involve outsourcing, internationalization, or urban development projects.
However, these fixes are often temporary, as the contradictions that led to
the initial crisis can re-emerge in the new spatial arrangements.

What are some potential solutions or alternatives to
the crisis of capitalism proposed by David Harvey?
While Harvey is primarily a diagnostician of capitalist crises, his work
implicitly suggests a need for fundamental systemic change. He emphasizes the
importance of reclaiming democratic control over economic processes,
challenging the dominance of financial capital, and prioritizing social and
ecological well-being over endless accumulation. He has explored various
historical and potential avenues for such transformation, often referencing
socialist and anti-capitalist movements.

How has Harvey's work on the crisis of capitalism



influenced contemporary thought and activism?
David Harvey's work has had a significant influence on Marxist scholarship,
critical geography, and broader social justice movements. His frameworks for
understanding capitalist crises, particularly the concepts of
overaccumulation and the spatial fix, have provided crucial analytical tools
for activists and scholars seeking to challenge neoliberalism and advocate
for alternative economic and social systems. His writings are frequently
cited in discussions about inequality, climate change, and urban struggles.

Additional Resources
Here are 9 book titles related to David Harvey's work on the crisis of
capitalism, with descriptions:

1. The Limits to Capital: This foundational text by David Harvey explores the
inherent contradictions within capitalism that lead to recurrent crises. He
analyzes how the system attempts to overcome these limits through spatial and
temporal fixes, but argues these solutions ultimately exacerbate underlying
problems. The book provides a Marxist framework for understanding the
systemic nature of economic downturns.

2. A Companion to Marx's Capital: Another seminal work by Harvey, this book
offers a detailed and accessible guide to Karl Marx's magnum opus, Das
Kapital. Harvey meticulously breaks down Marx's theories on value, surplus
value, and the mechanisms of capitalist accumulation. It serves as an
essential companion for anyone seeking to grasp the theoretical underpinnings
of capitalist crises.

3. Seventeen Contradictions and the End of Capitalism: In this accessible yet
profound book, Harvey distills the core contradictions that plague
capitalism. He argues that these fundamental tensions—such as the
contradiction between use-value and exchange-value, or the antagonism between
capital and labor—are not temporary glitches but inherent to the system.
These contradictions, he posits, make capitalism unsustainable in the long
run.

4. The Enigma of Capital: And the Crises of Capitalism: Harvey delves into
the complex nature of capital and its tendency towards cyclical crises. He
examines how capital constantly seeks profitable avenues for investment,
often leading to overproduction and financial instability. The book explores
the various forms these crises take and their impact on society.

5. Spaces of Capital: Towards a Critical Geography: This book applies a
critical geographical lens to the workings of capitalism. Harvey argues that
capitalism is intrinsically spatial, constantly reshaping landscapes and
creating new geographies of production and consumption. He demonstrates how
these spatial strategies are often attempts to resolve crises but also
generate new forms of uneven development and social conflict.



6. Justice, Nature, and the Geography of Difference: While not solely focused
on economic crisis, this work by Harvey explores the intersection of justice,
nature, and geography within the capitalist system. He examines how
capitalist expansion often leads to environmental degradation and social
injustice, particularly impacting marginalized communities. The book
highlights how the drive for profit can exacerbate inequalities and
contribute to systemic instability.

7. A Brief History of Neoliberalism: Harvey provides a critical overview of
the rise and impact of neoliberalism, a dominant ideology of contemporary
capitalism. He traces its historical origins and analyzes how its
policies—such as deregulation, privatization, and austerity—have intensified
the crisis-prone nature of the system. The book argues that neoliberalism has
served to discipline labor and facilitate capital accumulation at the expense
of social well-being.

8. The Ways of the World: Capitalism and Its Changing Meanings: This book
offers a broad historical and theoretical perspective on the evolution of
capitalism. Harvey examines how capitalism has adapted and transformed over
time, often in response to its own internal contradictions and crises. He
explores the changing meanings and practices of capitalism, highlighting its
enduring capacity for both innovation and destruction.

9. The Absolutism of Fiat Money: The Crisis of Currency: Focusing on the
financial aspects of capitalist crisis, this work examines the role of fiat
money in creating systemic instability. Harvey analyzes how the reliance on
paper currency, divorced from intrinsic value, can lead to inflation,
speculative bubbles, and financial collapses. The book critiques the
prevailing monetary system as a significant contributor to recurring economic
crises.
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