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The Global Financial Crisis:
Are We Trapped in an Obsolete Economic System?
The world economic order has many profound accomplishments to its credit. Living
standards in the industrialized world have reached a level where many serious observers now
warn that our consumption threatens the future of the environment on which life depends.
Meanwhile, in the Middle East and Africa, many families survive at a level common in
Europe during the Middle Ages. Income disparities between the industrialized world and the
remainder are now embarrassing. Within a few industrialized economies, the income gap
between the top 1% of households and the remaining 99% must be considered scandalous.
Since the collapse of the Soviet Union, market-based global capitalism has emerged
politically triumphant. However, there is an argument to be made that the global economic
system is morally bankrupt and functionally incoherent.
We now live in a world being run on the principles worked out by Adam Smith in the early
years of the Industrial Revolution. Deregulated financial markets have given us a global
economic crisis that would bring a smile to the face of Karl Marx. Meanwhile a number of
influential political leaders and citizens imagine that we have happily arrived at the end of
economic history. Some want us to believe that these transformations offer definitive proof
of the superiority of global capitalism. Even an average philosopher would ask: “Superior
with respect to what?”
In this lecture I will argue that the “spirit of the times” is delusional. I will suggest that
economic theory and practice has lost its way. Pursuit of growth has driven out the necessary
focus on the moral dimension of economic processes and economic outcomes. Before Adam
Smith, economics was studied as a component of moral philosophy. After two hundred years
of intellectual independence it is time to re-imagine economic theory and political economy.
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