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Keynote Paper Friday 09.30 / Room 1

Masters of the Universe:
A Culture of Narcissism and the Incubation
of the 2008 Credit Crisis

While the idea of a culture of narcissism is already established in the literature, |
argue that this concept can be extended and further elaborated. Drawing on
psychoanalytic writing in the Kleinian tradition, | develop the ideas of unconscious
triumphalism and manic denial as facets that are central to narcissistic culture.

| then apply this argument to financial markets and the 2008 credit crisis in
particular. While many commentators have emphasised the role of a wide range
of parties and institutions — such as banks, hedge-funds, ratings-agencies,
regulators, auditors and governments ~ in the lead up to the financial crisis, the
activities of these parties raise the deeper question of the cuttural changes that
had taken place that led many, more or less simultaneously, to be implicated in
such unprecedented and extreme risk-taking.

| argue therefore that this deeper guestion should have its locus at the level of the
profound changes in culture — a three-decade long ‘incubation period’ - that
occurred in capitalist society in which many colluded. Central to these changes in
culture were narcissistic feelings that — in spite of evidence to the contrary —
capitalism has won the war against boom and bust in financial markets and that a
rosy future could be guaranteed.

Further, | argue that unconscious triumphalism and manic denial played a pivotal
role in exacerbating this narcissistic culture. This argument focuses on the
substantial increase in omnipotent risk-laking when other cultures were seen to
fail; the development of stories or accounts that spoke of a bountiful ‘new
economy’ of endless success; and the dismantling and subversion of regulatory
and other apparatuses that were warmning of the imminent implosion of the
markets. | argue that the development of this narcissistic culture - in which
unconscious triumphalism and manic denial played key roles - led inexorably to
the credit crisis of 2008.
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