

[image: ]




Praise for Capital and Its Discontents

“Enveloped by a crisis that seems to have no end, heirs to ideas that seem unable to carry us through the present—the combination is disorienting. For that, it is right to scour the intellectual malcontents to gain from their recovery of ideas from the past and their sense of how to understand the present. Ideas are the soul of social activism. Without them action dissipates into futility; the ideas help us focus our energy toward building the kind of alternative world that our hopes encourage. Sasha Lilley’s Capital and Its Discontents is a superb introduction to some of the best traditions, given to us through some of the sharpest thinkers of the Global North.”

—Vijay Prashad, author of The Darker Nations: A People’s History of the Third World.

“Few journalists can match Sasha Lilley’s knowledge of political economy, nor her keen instinct for the important questions. Read these interviews—with some of the left’s most clearheaded thinkers—for a far deeper understanding of contemporary capitalism and its problems, and, perhaps more surprisingly, a bracing and contagious optimism.”

—Liza Featherstone, author of Selling Women Short: The Landmark Battle for Workers’ Rights at Wal-Mart

“These conversations illuminate the current world situation in ways that are very useful for those hoping to orient themselves and find a way forward to effective individual and collective action. Highly recommended.”

—Kim Stanley Robinson, New York Times bestselling author of the Mars Trilogy and The Years of Rice and Salt

“In this fine set of interviews, an A-list of radical thinkers demonstrate why their skills are indispensable to understanding today’s multiple economic and ecological crises.”

—Raj Patel, author of The Value of Nothing and Stuffed and Starved

“This finely tuned assemblage of radical voices, both familiar and fresh, will be an indispensible vade mecum for opponents of capital and empire in the new century. Lucid analysis, a penetrating but sympathetic interlocutor, and signposts pointing beyond the horizon of the neoliberal order—altogether a superb addition to PM’s Spectre series.”

—Iain Boal, coauthor of Retort’s Afflicted Powers: Capital and Spectacle in a New Age of War

“Sasha Lilley, one of KPFA’s all-time finest broadcasters, turns to print, producing a splendid volume of interviews on a wide range of economic and political subjects. In Capital and Its Discontents, Lilley glides past worn-out stereotypes and exhausted explanations to get right to the heart of today’s most pressing issues. She does this with a light touch but a sure hand and brings out the best from each contributor—economists, sociologists, political activists—producing a compelling collection.”

—Cal Winslow, coeditor of Rebel Rank and File: Labor Militancy and Revolt from Below During the Long 1970s

“Capital and Its Discontents presents the thought of many of the most astute analysts of contemporary political, economic and cultural developments in accessible interview form. Sasha Lilley’s wide-ranging and probing questions prompt her interviewees to address the intersecting crises of our time and to outline frameworks for understanding and responding to them. This collection of interviews introduces the reader to much of the best thinking about social issues on the U.S. left today.”

—Barbara Epstein, History of Consciousness, University of California, Santa Cruz

“At a time of economic crisis but great political opportunity, Capital and Its Discontents provides a much-needed roadmap for turning radical ideas into action. The hegemony of neoliberal ideology can be paralyzing at times, even on the left. The contributors to this book do a rousing job of reminding us that another world is possible—if we all pitch in and make it happen.” —Steve Early, author of Embedded with Organized Labor: Journalistic Reflections on the Class War at Home

“Reading this wonderful book feels like having a face-to-face discussion with each author. These brilliant radical thinkers from many parts of the world generously and lucidly share their knowledge and insights on capitalism, empire, and resistance.”

—Roxanne Dunbar-Ortiz, historian and author of Red Dirt and Outlaw Woman

“Sasha Lilley is the very best interviewer I have ever encountered. I don’t think that I have heard as good a set of questions as she poses in these stellar interviews, and the depth of the answers she elicits will help develop the confidence to get these ideas out even more widely. Taken together, these interviews allow the left to think collectively, and that’s the real starting point for building an effective alternative politics, the kind of vision one has for a different kind of society and intermediate steps to get there.”


—Leo Panitch, editor, The Socialist Register

“This is an extremely important book. It is the most detailed, comprehensive, and best study yet published on the most recent capitalist crisis and its discontents. Sasha Lilley sets each interview in its context, writing with style, scholarship, and wit about ideas and philosophies.”

—Andrej Grubaĉić, radical sociologist and social critic, coauthor of Wobblies and Zapatistas: Conversations on Anarchism, Marxism, and Radical History





[image: ]
Editor: Sasha Lilley

Spectre is a series of indispensable works of, and about, radical political economy. Spectre lays bare the dark underbelly of politics and economics, publishing outstanding and contrarian perspectives on the maelstrom of capital—and emancipatory alternatives—in crisis. The companion Spectre Classics imprint unearths essential works of radical history, political economy, theory and practice, to illuminate the present with brilliant, yet unjustly neglected, ideas from the past.

Spectre

Greg Albo, Sam Gindin, and Leo Panitch, In and Out of Crisis: The Global Financial Meltdown and Left Alternatives

David McNally, Global Slump: The Economics and Politics of Crisis and Resistance

Sasha Lilley, Capital and Its Discontents: Conversations with Radical Thinkers in a Time of Tumult

Spectre Classics

E. P. Thompson, William Morris: Romantic to Revolutionary





[image: ]




Capital and Its Discontents: Conversations with Radical Thinkers in a Time of Tumult Sasha Lilley 
© PM Press 2011
Capital and Its Discontents: Conversations with Radical Thinkers in a Time of Tumult Sasha Lilley
All rights reserved. No part of this book may be transmitted by any means without permission in writing from the publisher.

ISBN: 978-1-60486-334-5
Library of Congress Control Number: 2010927769

Cover by John Yates/Stealworks 
Interior design by briandesign

10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

PM Press
 PO Box 23912
 Oakland, CA 94623
 www.pmpress.org

Printed in the USA on recycled paper.

Published in Canada by Fernwood Publishing
32 Oceanvista Lane, Black Point, Nova Scotia, B0J 1B0
 and 748 Broadway Avenue, Winnipeg, MB R3G 0X3 
www.fernwoodpublishing.ca

Library and Archives Canada Cataloguing in Publication Lilley, Sasha, 1970–
Capital and its discontents: conversations with radical thinkers in a time of tumult / Sasha Lilley.
Includes bibliographical references and index. ISBN 978-1-55266-394-3

1. Capitalism. 2. Globalization—Economic aspects. 3. Imperialism. I. Title.

HB522.L54 2010 330.12’2 C2010-904887-3

Published in the EU by The Merlin Press Ltd.
6 Crane Street Chambers, Crane Street, Pontypool NP4 6ND, Wales
www.merlinpress.co.uk
ISBN: 978-085036-677-8





 

To my mother 
Kathleen Lilley





Contents



		Introduction

		PART I Empire, Neoliberalism, Crisis



	CHAPTER ONE	Ellen Meiksins Wood: Empire in the Age of Capital



	CHAPTER TWO	David Harvey: The Rise of Neoliberalism and the Riddle of Capital



	CHAPTER THREE	Leo Panitch and Doug Henwood: Demystifying Globalization



	CHAPTER FOUR	 David McNally: The Global Economic Meltdown



	CHAPTER FIVE	Sam Gindin, Greg Albo, and Leo Panitch: Capitalist Crisis and Radical Renewal



		PART II Commodification, Enclosure, and the Contradictions of Capitalism



	 CHAPTER SIX	 John Bellamy Foster: The Ecological Dimensions of Marx’s Thought



	CHAPTER SEVEN	 Jason W Moore: The Socio-Ecological Crises of Capitalism



	CHAPTER EIGHT	 Gillian Hart: The Agrarian Question and Multiple Paths of Capitalist Development in East Asia and South Africa



	CHAPTER NINE	 Ursula Huws: Labor and Capital, Gender and Commodification



		PART III Alternatives?



	CHAPTER TEN	 Vivek Chibber: National Capitalism in the Third World



	CHAPTER ELEVEN	 Mike Davis: Isaac Deutscher and the Old Left



	CHAPTER TWELVE	Tariq Ali: Anti-imperialism and the New Left, Revolt and Retrenchment



	CHAPTER THIRTEEN	 John Sanbonmatsu: Postmodernism and the Politics of Expression



	CHAPTER FOURTEEN	 Noam Chomsky: Anarchism, Council Communism, and Life After Capitalism



	CHAPTER FIFTEEN	 Andrej Grubacic: Libertarian Socialism for the Twenty-First Century



		Acknowledgments



		Contributors



		Notes



		Index






Introduction
Sasha Lilley

THE PAST SEVERAL YEARS HAVE WITNESSED THE SPECTACULAR UNRAVELING OF capitalism—or so it has appeared. Venerated investment banks have vanished overnight, titans of industry have permanently shuttered their doors, and rich nations have lurched perilously close to default. The ideology of the free market, once seemingly unassailable, lies in tatters. While the death knell of capitalism may not yet be tolling, the crisis is undoubtedly of a different order of magnitude than anything seen in decades.

Crises can be openings: moments when the stanchions are kicked out from under the status quo, when the pieties of the recent past fall away, and a revitalized sense of collective power takes shape. But crises aren’t always—or only—opportunities for radicals, mechanically ushering legions of the downtrodden to the barricades. In times of crisis, the far right often harnesses the insecurities of the precarious, as well as the monied, in the service of xenophobia and austerity. Paradoxically, crises of capitalism are opportunities for capital. Notwithstanding any frontal challenges to the old order, those capitalists who survive the shake-out and destruction of competitors can find fertile ground for a new round of expansion. Such demolition and regeneration are often aided by force of arms: contrary to the pacifist slogan, war is the answer, razing old capital and clearing the way for the new. Even the crisis of nature is fortuitous for capital, spawning green commodities and product lines as coral reefs, rainforests, freshwater lakes and rivers perish, and myriad species disappear forever. Capitalism begets crisis and then crisis begets opportunities for profit. And so it goes. Or so it has gone.

For better or worse—often for worse—the left has a long history of diagnosing the death throes of capitalism and the final conflict heralding radical change.1 As the old witticism has it, Marxists have predicted ten out of the last two economic crises, a perpetual chronicle of a crisis foretold. Yet in the midst of what arguably is the fourth global crisis of the capitalist system,2 radicals—whether in North America or South Korea—find themselves adrift and tentative. We should be thankful for the departure of the old mechanistic view of the world, at least from most quarters. But what has taken its place? Anxiety about day-to-day survival has deepened the abiding anti-utopianism of our age. An enduring fatalism about the possibility of radical social transformation, the scar tissue of dashed hopes and sanguinary defeats, has us firmly in itsgrip. With the exception of a few pockets of militancy (and at times adventurism) the idea of organizing for a postcapitalist future commonly seems delusional: one thinks here of the now oft-quoted saying that it has become easier to imagine the end of the world than the end of capitalism.3 Another crisis, one of both vision and organization, is painfully in evidence.

It doesn’t have to be so. We are living through an era of considerable flux. Ideas alone won’t solve the crisis of the left, and revolutions cannot be summoned by fervent wishes. But ideas matter, as the often-tragic history of the left has proved. They are born out of action and shape the deeds of the future. They help us understand the world we unwittingly have helped to construct, grasp the many vulnerabilities of the current order, and weigh, and devise, avenues for fracture and revolt.

While emancipatory politics have been effectively in retreat over the past three decades, vital ideas have flourished in isolate places. They grapple with the remarkable durability of capitalism, the serpentine contours of neoliberalism, and the multifarious reasons for the ebbing of the left.4 The premise of this volume is that, in a moment of crisis for capitalism, a renewed radical project in the Global North would be fortified by these critical ideas.5 The thinkers collected here do not necessarily agree with each other, but they provide—with no pretense to being complete—much of what I believe the left regularly misunderstands to its detriment. A good deal of this work could be classified as political economy broadly defined, although rejecting iron laws of history of all stripes. And much, but not all, is rooted in critical and contrarian lineages of the Marxist tradition. Yet many of these thinkers are not known to radical activists. Current ideas about neoliberalism, globalization, and capitalism have more likely been shaped by an outraged political liberalism, variously yearning for a more humane version of capitalism rooted in postwar regulation, a nineteenth-century ideal of small artisans and shopkeepers, or in some cases even further back to a pre-industrial pastoralism.

This is not, however, a book of prescriptions. No glorious blueprint for the left resides within its pages. Rather it brings together crucial perspectives for understanding capitalism and the world we inhabit. While the assessment of capitalism and its opponents may seem bleak, the conclusion of the book is not. The way forward is to be found by arming ourselves with unsparing analysis of the predicament we find ourselves in, while having the fortitude to once again think ambitiously about broad emancipatory change.

The ideas contained in this book range widely. Yet if there is one rich vein that flows throughout, it is the theme of commodification. The process of creating commodities from nature and labor is essential to capitalism’s drive for profit. In the neoliberal era, capitalist commodification has reached into newrealms, straddling great distances and seizing upon the most intimate aspects of our being, including our genetic code. In the Global South and North, it has entailed the wholesale dispossession of people from land and livelihoods, leaving them dependent on the market for survival. It has meant the enclosure of nature and the commons—both in the city and the countryside—and the perpetual creation of ever-new objects for sale and disposal. If one prescription were to be proffered, it would be this: that the answer to the crises of nature and capital lies in public abundance replacing private wealth.

The book is separated into three parts, looking respectively at empire, neoliberalism, and crisis, the inner workings of capitalism, and its various antagonists. Most of the chapters originated over the last several years as interviews for Against the Grain and the conversations were expanded for this volume.6In the first section, Ellen Meiksins Wood considers the evolution of empire, from empires of property and commerce to the empire of capital today. David Harvey traces the rise of neoliberalism, in thought and deed, and probes the barriers capital must overcome to remain vital. Leo Panitch and Doug Henwood look at the myths of globalization that afflict much of the left, while Panitch, Sam Gindin, and Greg Albo analyze capital in crisis and the prospects for radical renewal. And David McNally examines the current crisis through a global lens.

John Bellamy Foster considers, in the second part of this volume, Marx’s writings on ecology, and the complex legacies of the Enlightenment and socialist conceptions of nature. Jason W Moore appraises the socio-ecological crisis and rejects a Malthusian understanding of environmental destruction and ecological footprints. Gillian Hart explores the agrarian question in South Africa and how the history of dispossession from land crucially shapes capitalist development and the forms political resistance takes, both rural and urban. And Ursula Huws analyzes the processes of commodification under capitalism and the ways that the system transforms work, consumption, and collective action.

In the book’s final section, which turns to capitalism’s discontents, Vivek Chibber considers the history of the developmental state in the Global South and the legacy of alliances that were forged between the state and labor. Mike Davis reflects on the importance of anti-Stalinist critic Isaac Deutscher. Looking back at the anti-war movement of the Sixties, Tariq Ali analyzes the turn to the right by many soixante-huitards and lessons for anti-imperialism today. John Sanbonmatsu explores the phenomenal rise of postmodernism and its consequences for the fates of the left. Noam Chomsky argues for a society based on the self-organization of workers, while Andrej Grubacic offers a potential means to get there, based on a nonsectarian melding of radical traditions.

***

II.

It is telling that at a moment when the need to transcend the system seldom has been so apparent, many of the ideas and analyses greeting the crisis from the left in the Global North have been so restrained and self-limiting. A good deal of this originates—and understandably so—from blunted ambitions in the wake of numerous defeats. Yet much could also be traced to confusion about the nature of capitalism in crisis and the economic system that has taken hold in the past three decades: neoliberalism.

At the start of the financial meltdown, various left luminaries heralded what they perceived as the return to Keynesian state intervention, following the nightmare years of neoliberalism.7 The bailout of the banks and massive involvement by governments to shore up the system apparently indicated the return of the state and the retreat of the market. They seemed to forget that a hallmark of the neoliberal project was perennial intervention by the state to protect financial interests, whether in the Global South or North.

Eulogies for neoliberalism have now faded. The expectation that, following Karl Polanyi’s notion of the “double movement,” an era of the unfettered rule of the market would be replaced by a kinder, gentler variant of capitalism have not panned out.8 Indeed, the hopes that elites would realize the need to protect society and nature from ruin have been dashed against the sharp rocks of austerity. Yet the call remains for a return to the type of regulatory system of the Keynesian postwar welfare state, which ostensibly held the depredations of capital at bay. The rationale runs along these lines: in the 1940s, ‘50s, and ‘60s, corporations were kept in their place by a state that imposed checks on banking and manufacturing. Starting in the late 1970s, the state retreated and let the market run wild. If we could only go back to the heyday of American capitalism, all would be well.

But is a return feasible and, if it were, would all be well? The present crisis and the limitations of such alternatives may be best grasped by examining the roots of neoliberalism in the crisis of capitalism in the 1970s, afflicting the system’s vaunted postwar “Golden Age.” The era that many on the left look back to with longing, combined a welfare state (to a greater extent in Europe and Canada and a lesser extent in the U.S.) and a Keynesian commitment to full employment in the Global North and varying degrees of state planning in the Global South. It was shored up by the international financial stability of Bretton Woods, which regulated the international monetary system with the U.S. dollar at its center. During its zenith, it delivered relative economic prosperity in the Global North and moderate development in the Global South.

Yet by the late 1960s the welfare state system was running out of steam. As the 1970s arrived, it sputtered out. The costs of the Vietnam War and domesticspending put significant strain on the U.S. dollar. Until that point, the dollar was guaranteed convertible to a set quantity of gold, and other major currencies were pegged to it, providing great solidity to the global financial system. Nixon elected to delink the dollar from the gold standard, bringing Bretton Woods, and the monetary stability it afforded, effectively to an end. By the early 1970s profits for capitalists who had prospered in the preceding decades were being squeezed, following a peak in profitability in the mid-1960s. Under conditions of high employment, workers became increasingly combative without the fear of permanent joblessness. And many of these workers were disinclined to accept the compromises of their trade union leaders. In the U.S., manufacturing and service workers—often people of color and women—became ever more militant, initiating wildcat strikes not sanctioned by their bureaucratized unions. Three million American workers struck in one year alone—1970—in a decade and a half of widespread rank and file militancy.9 In Europe, hot autumns of industrial action and winters of discontent roiled the governing Social Democratic parties intent on freezing wages and imposing austerity. Workers demanded not just higher wages, but greater control over production and working conditions. At the same time the profits of U.S. manufacturers were eroding from competition from German and Japanese industry. Having recovered from their decimation during World War II, these rivals were often more technically sophisticated than their North American counterparts.10

In Africa, Asia, and Latin America, the strategy of state-led Import Substitution Industrialization—the counterpart of sorts to the Keynesian state in the Global North—came unraveled by the 1970s. Developmental states in the Global South pointedly had subsidized local capitalists in order to spur on new industries and reduce their dependence on imports from the industrially developed world. Yet while these capitalists were happy to take public resources, they were disinclined to use them for their intended purposes. The result, as Chibber points out in this volume, were enormous trade imbalances for countries in the Global South with a few notable exceptions.11 The fiscal crises that resulted from lopsided trade, along with profligate spending by elites, left the populations of these countries particularly vulnerable to battering from the new neoliberal order—what was later dubbed the Washington Consensus.

What followed has left its smoldering mark around the world. Ruling classes went on the offensive to restructure class power and a new social order was marshaled to restore the flagging system’s profitability. 12 Pinochet’s Chile and New York City in the midst of a fiscal crisis—where the investment bankers dictated what would be cut and who would be paid—were proving grounds for the fledgling order. Paul Volcker, the Chairman of the U.S. Federal Reserve, raised interest rates to 20 percent in order to force up unemployment andput an end to the militancy of American workers, declaring, “the American standard of living must decline.”13 The following year Reagan fired the striking PATCO air traffic controllers en masse, as a signal to the relatively wellpaid workers that militancy of any kind would not be tolerated. In the UK, Thatcher took on the most powerful unions—culminating with the attack on the miners—and privatized nationalized industries including steel, gas, electricity, railways, airlines, and telecommunications. Other countries in the economically developed world followed suit to varying degrees (including in the 1990s the countries of the former Eastern Bloc—where following the implementation of neoliberal shock therapy in Russia, Kazakhstan, and elsewhere, life expectancy plummeted dramatically).14

In the Global South, the burgeoning ideology of neoliberalism was buttressed by the presumption that state planning spawned colossal inefficiencies—ignoring that such inefficiencies were born from an arrangement where private capital called the shots. States that had racked up huge debts were bailed out on the condition that they would remake their economies in neoliberalism’s image. The International Monetary Fund and the World Bank, dominated by the United States, and often in alliance with Southern elites, prescribed a regimen of privatization of state enterprises, the decimation of public services, and throwing open markets to international capital. In the decades preceding neoliberalism’s advent, the labor movements of those countries had effectively forfeited their autonomy and power in their “developmental coalition” with the state and national capital. As a consequence, trade unions found themselves markedly weakened and often unable to mount effective resistance to the unfolding neoliberal order.15

Privatization and unrelenting attacks on workers and their right to organize was accompanied by the restructuring of production and the labor process. Workers faced the erosion of their power over the production process through speed up, contracting out, casualization, the scaling back of wages, and downsizing, alongside the introduction of new technologies. That restructuring involved the geographic relocation of much of manufacturing to China and East Asia and maquiladoras on the U.S.-Mexico border, as well as the shift of manufacturing to lower wage or non-union regions within the countries of the Global North. The intensification of exploitation of workers in both North and South was the result of this wonderfully successful drive on the part of capital.

Neoliberalism also entailed the dispossession and incorporation of massive numbers of new workers into the waged labor force. While commentators forecast the end of the working class, in the past decades vast numbers of men and women around the world have been proletarianized. In East Asia alone, the ranks of the working class have increased ninefold since 1990,from 100 million to 900 million.16 The expansion of the global pool of labor has eroded labor’s bargaining power, making it much harder for workers to demand higher wages without capital going elsewhere. The face of the new working class worldwide is unmistakably female: in 2009 women surpassed men as the majority of workers in the U.S.—where wages have been stagnant for the past thirty years requiring two earners to maintain the prior standards of living—while a great many of the new proletarians in the Global South are women, typically from rural backgrounds.17

Many of these workers have found themselves seeking waged work (in both the country and the city; often as migrants in foreign countries or internal migrants in their own) because of the collapse of smallholder agriculture or due to the enclosure of common lands and resources that their livelihoods had depended on. While enclosure has been the hallmark of capitalism since its inception, the process of privatizing the commons has been accelerated under neoliberalism, including the enclosure of resources that had previously been privatized, then nationalized—whether as a result of postcolonial regimes, social democratic states in the Global North, or the countries of the former Soviet Bloc—and now have been privatized anew.

Neoliberalism has also meant the continued and accelerated commodification and plunder of nature. Corporations and governments (often via displaced and dispossessed smallholders) have intensified the logging of the rainforests for timber, cattle grazing, commodity crops, and biofuels; the fishing of the oceans; and strip mining and extracting of minerals and oil and gas deposits to power intensified and extensive manufacturing.18 The result has been the mass extinction of species and the wholesale destruction of marine and terrestrial ecosystems, to say nothing of the people who are dependent upon them. The ravaging of nature is nothing new, either under capitalism or class society more broadly, but with neoliberalism the breadth and depth of that destruction have been magnified.19

By its nature, the neoliberal way of organizing capitalism is tremendously unstable. This system has required the enormous financialization of the global economy, necessitating the creation of all sorts of byzantine derivatives as a hedge against international transactions where the value of currencies is no longer fixed, following the demise of Bretton Woods. The United States has played an imperial role in the center of the system, intervening via the International Monetary Fund to bail out countries when the volatility of global finance proves too much, as in Mexico in 1982. This system, which allowed for vast restructuring and integration of production globally, reaped great rewards.20 The immense profitability of neoliberalism, however, petered out in the late 1990s, and financial crises in East Asia, Russia, and Argentina followed.21 In the past decade, as growth slowed down and wages remained stagnant, governments and individuals continued to borrow to keep themselves afloat. The U.S. state stepped in after each smaller crisis and burst bubble to protect U.S. financial interests, prevent the system from crashing, and keep the U.S. public as the world’s consumers of last resort. When the U.S. housing bubble burst, the system was brought to its knees.

Neoliberalism in practice, therefore, has turned out to be a very different beast than the ideology of neoliberalism. One would be sorely mistaken, hence, to take neoliberalism at its word as “getting the state out of the market” (reducing the state to a size where it could be dragged to a bathtub and drowned in it, in Grover Norquist’s indelible words).22 Unfortunately, this is what much of the left has done: the conventional wisdom, on the right as well as the left, is that neoliberalism ushered in the rise of the market, unfettered by the state. Consequently, the state is seen as the polar opposite, and therefore the antagonist, of the market—when in reality the state facilitates the market in countless ways.23

The Keynesian welfare state was not any less a profitable order for ruling elites, nor was it one where the state restrained capital.24 But the way that system was able to remain profitable was ultimately constrained by the latitude it provided for worker militancy and class struggle under conditions of high employment. A change was in order. For these reasons, it would be very difficult to go back now.

***

Panitch has suggested in this volume that what we have witnessed may be the fourth global crisis of capitalism. The first two crises—in the 1870s and 1930s—led to protectionist barriers impeding the expansion of capital internationally. The third crisis in the 1970s, by contrast, resulted in a new global expansion of capital. The question remains as to whether this crisis will lead to a retrenchment of what has been awkwardly termed “globalization.” Capitalism’s ability to emerge out of crises with a new momentous phase of accumulation and growth, as Moore reminds us, has historically been based on access to cheap labor and cheap food—the latter helping bring down the cost of the former—as well as cheap energy and cheap raw materials to commodify. These are generated by new technological innovations and new enclosures. Moore is dubious that such prerequisites exist now that would allow for a new phase of capitalist development coming out of the crisis.25

Huws suggests otherwise. She avers in chapter 9 that while capitalism periodically runs up against limits, what it can bring into the money economy appears boundless. Commodification and enclosure are at the center of capitalism and magnified in its neoliberal form. By its very nature, capitalism mustunceasingly bring forth ever-new commodities to survive. The dynamism of capitalism is based in part on its ability to generate new commodities and desires from those activities outside of the market. In the twentieth century, capitalism has been partially fueled by products that have their origins in domestic, and usually female, labor. In this process, use-values outside of the money economy are often first turned into mass services before they end up as even more lucrative commodities. (For example, food preparation in the home is brought into the market as a service industry—restaurants and catering—and reaches its commodity zenith in the form of the packaged meal.) And often these new commodities give rise to new services, and subsequent new commodities, offshoots in a never-ending cycle interrupted only by periodic crashes. As long as the system survives, this process is once more set into motion.26

Huws argues persuasively that the process of creating new commodities from activities formerly outside of the market—turning use-values into exchange-values—is an unbounded relentless process, a never-ending enclosure, as it were, with no end in sight.27 The constant movement towards ever-new commodities has been coupled, under neoliberalism, with the commodification of things previously brought into the public sector, use-values such as public education, daycare, and healthcare. The privatization of the public sector has provided a significant impetus to capitalism and continues to do so during this period of crisis, as have industries where governments are the customers, such as the military.28 And as old capital is destroyed and workers are thrown out of their jobs, many companies are reaping record profits by squeezing the workers who are left.29

These processes of commodification, enclosure, and dispossession leave deep yet uneven marks on the manifold forms in which capitalism expands or contracts, including in crisis. They intersect with cleavages of race and gender and produce them anew. The explosive economic growth of China and the industrial success of countries such as Taiwan and South Korea have been underpinned by very distinct agrarian histories of forced dispossession and land redistribution in contrast to a country like South Africa under colonialism, apartheid, and now neoliberalism. These differences, as Hart demonstrates, have profound consequences for the conditions of capital accumulation, including the social wage—the de facto costs to a worker for housing, food, and other necessities of life—and the conditions under which workers are able to weather moments of sharp crisis.30 They also influence the ways in which resistance against capital may, or may not, take shape—such as whether struggles over land are successfully linked with labor.31

As we have witnessed, in the wake of the crisis, capital responded not with a lasting shift to Keynesianism, large bailouts and stimulus spending not with-standing, but by ratcheting up neoliberal belt-tightening. There do not appear to be any genuine efforts by elites for a “double movement” away from the ravages of the market, perhaps because they do not sufficiently fear a backlash from the dispossessed. With the obvious exception of China, which is working from a different blueprint of capitalism, austerity is now the order of the day.

Austerity has its dangers. As Harvey reminds us in his contribution to this book, capitalism tends to resolve its crises in ways that lead to new forms of crisis. In a climate of cutbacks (and now reined-in credit) layered on top of many-decades-long wage repression, capitalism is flirting with chronic lack of demand for goods from consumers too broke to spend, to say nothing of the potential for backlash from below.

What of other traditional avenues out of crisis? While war is supposed to be the midwife of revolution, it can also be the doula of capitalist renewal—decimating old accumulated capital and restoring capitalism to health. Yet although the U.S. state has been engaged in brutal trillion-dollar wars around the world, with occupying armies on multiple fronts, these conflicts have preceded the crisis. And the type of warfare it has been waging does not have those broad-based salutary effects for profits—that is, besides the very lucrative arms business and contracts for limited reconstruction—such as rebuilding cities in toto, replacing destroyed machinery, and stepping over one’s decimated competitors. The U.S. has been heavily involved, of course, in razing cities and destroying the lives and livelihoods of people in Iraq and Afghanistan. But these are cities and villages overseas in foreign lands, which can be mainly left in ruin irrespective of the horrific damage done.

War, in this case, does not appear to be the means for capital to move beyond crisis. A war on the working class and the poor will have to suffice. And judging from profit rates—some of the highest returns recorded to date for U.S. capital—it appears to be an eminently successful strategy.32 But the volatility of an entrenched neoliberalism, based on financialization and the accelerated exploitation of workers and nature, haunts capitalism and provides pitfalls and openings for the rest of us.

***

II.

As capital pursues an advantageous way out of the crisis, what of any other routes through and beyond it? What of the discontents who stand to suffer most from capital’s solution to the crisis of its own making?

The ideology buttressing free-market capitalism crumbled—an early casualty of the crisis. Capital’s brief moment of soul-searching and existential angst displayed on the pages of the business press is now a distant memory.

But capitalism has been shaken to the quick, and few are those who expect a return to the status quo ante.

The austerity imposed as a result of the crisis has spurred combativeness of all sorts. It brought down Iceland’s government; generated civil unrest and recurring general strikes in Greece and France, as well as country-wide strikes in India, Spain, and Portugal; and led to pan-European trade union actions, mass student walkouts and protests in the UK, and significant labor militancy in China. Factory occupations have taken place in South Korea, Turkey, Venezuela, China, France, Spain, Ireland, Scotland, England, Northern Ireland, Egypt, Indonesia, Ukraine, Canada, Argentina, the former Yugoslavia, and the United States.33 French workers pioneered the strategy of boss-napping, while in the U.S. activist groups returned evicted residents to their foreclosed houses.34 While such actions may yet build into formidable challenges to the system, so far many of these responses have taken place on a limited and reactive basis.

Yet while some mobilize for radical demands, others rally to the cause of reaction. For the recognition of capitalism’s bankruptcy does not ineluctably translate into anticapitalist politics, particularly in the parts of the world where over the past three decades radical and working class movements have been vanquished, fallen apart, or quietly receded.

The obstacles to conceiving a new emancipatory politics are formidable. There are many reasons for this. Capitalist neoliberalism has undermined the basis for organizing in myriad ways. Neoliberalism has meant a gloves-off form of class war, borne out by the assault on militant unions, relentless restructuring of employment, speed up, wage slashing, and intentional unemployment as a means of disciplining workers and breaking organized labor. In the United States, trade union density is at its lowest level in nearly a hundred years, while in Japan and the countries of the European Union membership has been falling since a spike in the 1970s.35 Similarly, over the neoliberal period, unionization rates have declined in Latin America, Asia, and Oceania, while rates for sub-Saharan Africa remain low with a few notable exceptions.36 Perhaps as significantly, the increasing precariousness of employment has put a damper on workplace militancy, as workers are hesitant to take actions when they may easily be put out on their ears.

Yet neoliberalism has operated in other ways, which are subtler, but no less destructive. The enormous growth of finance over the past three decades and the integration of the working class into financial circuits, through pensions, mortgage, and credit card debt, have bound people into the system, a point emphasized in this book by McNally and Albo, et al.37 This has been significant for the recent trajectory of capitalism, as more and more people kept the system afloat by borrowing money on credit and mortgages when their stagnant wages were not enough to get by. But just as consequential, it has caught workers up in the system, giving them a stake in its survival. The hope of individual advancement within the system, or simply hanging on, has become in many cases a substitute for collective social change. Privatization and the soaring cost of higher education have contributed to more debt and entanglement in the financial system. In the U.S., students—often a constituency of the left—must take part-or full-time jobs to pay their tuition and expenses while they are studying. Upon graduation, they are burdened with such high levels of debt that they typically choose jobs that will allow them to pay their financial obligations, rather than opting for avenues that would be more conducive to political engagement and activism.

Speculation generated housing bubbles in Ireland, Spain, India, the UK, and elsewhere. In the United States, the vast wave of foreclosures has been the emblem of the economic crisis for suburban and urban middle and working class people alike. The predatory nature of mortgage brokers in the U.S. targeting often female-headed Latino and African American households has been well documented. So have the ways that working class people supplemented their falling incomes by taking out mortgages and other forms of debt. But less explored have been the political consequences of homeownership for working class and poor people, which took off in earnest in the U.S. in the 1970s—not coincidentally during a period of working class militancy. Mortgage holders may be hesitant to rock the boat through job actions and strikes because of the need for a steady income, while homeownership more subtly changes people’s perceptions about their stake in the survival of a financial system into which they are tied.38

The idea that working class homeownership might serve as an effective way to foster conservatism and the maintenance of the status quo is not a new one. Following the bloody Homestead Strike of 1892, Carnegie Steel offered workers not higher wages but loans to buy their own houses.39 Other large enterprises of the time did the same. A representative of one such company summed up the philosophy behind this: “Get them to invest their savings in their homes and own them. Then they won’t leave and they won’t strike. It ties them down so they have a stake in our prosperity.”40 Yet while the working class had been integrated into the circuits of finance before the neoliberal era, under it their assimilation was greatly accelerated.41 A key tenet of neoliberalism in the UK—and one of the ways that consent was further manufactured for it—was the privatization of public housing under Thatcher, where tenants were sold their state-owned council houses at a discounted rate. The “Right to Buy” plank of the Conservative Party’s agenda was fueled both by the desire to cut working class people adrift from the social supports and publicservices of the welfare state and to transform them socially.42 Similarly, in the U.S., where homeownership was already widespread amongst white suburbanites, the desire to open up a new market by extending mortgages to the urban poor was coupled with a social ideology of creating upstanding and obedient citizens. While George W. Bush is associated with the notion of an ownership society where state provisions like Social Security are replaced by “individual responsibility” and the market, it was Bill Clinton who gave a big boost to homeownership in the mid-1990s, through both deregulation and a campaign to promote owning one’s own house to working class and poor renters.43 It was twinned under Clinton with the gutting of welfare as a means of slashing public expenditures.44

The privatization of social housing fed into the distended real estate bubble in places such as Miami, where low-income public housing was bulldozed and not replaced.45 Poor residents, whether as renters or owners, have been frequently forced from their domiciles through the use of eminent domain and more crude forms of land grabbing in the Global South and North. Cities around the world have been reconfigured into playgrounds for the wealthy, transforming social spaces that have historically been centers for collective action. (And as private washing machines replace public laundry services, as cars replace public transport, the social spaces where people encounter each other and have a sense of themselves beyond their individual identities and perhaps find political common ground shrink.)46 The evisceration of rent control likewise further undermined the economics that allowed people to participate as radical activists or engaged intellectuals without needing full time employment to make ends meet. Similarly, until it was dismantled, welfare had allowed unemployed activists, particularly in Europe, to involve themselves in radical action, strike support, and the nurturing of communities of struggle. Under post-crash austerity, more such cuts are being meted out, further diminishing the resources people can draw upon to mobilize.

Privatization has been twinned with the propagated ideology of self-help and individual responsibility, with the undercurrent that other people—particularly people of color—are a burden on the system and the taxes one pays towards it. The political scapegoating and criminalization of immigrants and people of color in many countries, and the attendant fear mongering, has resulted in the incarceration of millions and further fragmented and separated the working class. The working class has long been divided, with workers of color persistently excluded from better paying jobs. The unemployment that results from periodic crises of capitalism force down wages for all workers, but workers of color tend to be hit disproportionately. Yet the blame for this disparity is often laid at their feet, as the result of personal or cultural dysfunction.

Long work hours, particularly in North America, East Asia, and much of the Global South, have eroded the time that workers have for other pursuits. In addition to extended workdays, sometimes divided between several jobs, the rise of telecommuting has further blurred the division separating work and one’s own time. Working class people increasingly lack the time to engage in political action or to spend reading and talking to others. While workers in the past have successfully organized while toiling way beyond the eight-hour day, other constraints on contemporary workers diminish the time they have for contemplation and social interaction.47

A working class that is debt-ridden, deeply incorporated into the circuits of finance, increasingly atomized, forced out of public spaces that have been enclosed, divided by racism, and lacking the social supports and time to engage with each other is at a distinct disadvantage in facing the assaults of capital or organizing in its own interest. Its members often lack the wherewithal to, as E. P. Thompson phrased it, “identify points of antagonistic interest … commence to struggle around these issues and in the process of struggling … discover themselves as [a] class.”48

This is not to suggest that resistance has been absent during the neoliberal period. Far from it. The biggest strikes in U.S. history took place in 2006 when immigrants took to the streets in unprecedented numbers on May Day. In the largest public demonstrations the world has ever seen, millions rallied in opposition to the impending invasion of Iraq. But these actions have flared up momentarily without turning into sustained movements that build over time. The perennial challenge during this era is how to organize beyond these fleeting eruptions of outrage.

Neoliberalism’s ascendancy has undoubtedly impeded resistance in many forms. Yet unfortunately the left itself cannot be held entirely blameless for its rapid rise, which emerged both in reaction to the militant social movements of the 1960s and ‘70s and, in complex ways, was fostered by social dynamics that intersected with these movements. The latter was most strikingly seen by the defection of many Sixties radicals to the neoliberal cause, often in Social Democratic parties. This was in no way unprecedented. Tariq Ali points out in this volume that throughout history the pendulum has swung from radical advance to reaction, with erstwhile revolutionaries switching their allegiances from the former to the latter. If the cause of radicalism does not emerge victorious, counterrevolution comes swinging back.49

At the same time, the New Left seemed to embody elements of the emerging new socioeconomic order, which may have facilitated neoliberalism’s rise—a”subterranean elective affinity,” to use Nancy Fraser’s suggestive term, for the celebration of the free market unfettered.50 Provocatively, Harvey posits in this book that the New Left simultaneously combined a radical call for social and environmental justice and a libertarian call for personal freedom from the constraints of schools, social mores, bureaucracy, and the state. In answering the question of how, in liberal democracies, consent was garnered for the emergence of neoliberalism, he argues that the libertarian impulse was ultimately channeled into the individual freedom of consumer choice under neoliberalism.51 People could express their individuality against the conformist pressures of society through consumer choices and niche lifestyles of various kinds offered up by the market.52 In the same way that the alliances between trade unions and the developmental state in the Global South corroded the former’s ability to resist neoliberalism, the left in the Global North was ill-prepared to resist the rise of neoliberalism and in some ways gave tacit support to the project.

It certainly would be comforting to believe the spirit of the Sixties was simply co-opted by neoliberalism. The counterculture certainly proved fertile ground for the creation and sale of new commodities and forms of consumption. Radicals and subversives were able to “commodify their dissent,” to paraphrase The Baffler, with the accoutrements of bohemianism, which differed little from the consumer culture that they were raging against. Thomas Frank has illustrated that industry in the U.S., particularly advertising, was aware of this kinship, and not simply as something to appropriate: “Like the young insurgents, people in more advanced reaches of the American corporate world deplored conformity, distrusted routine, and encouraged resistance to established power. They welcomed the youth-led cultural revolution not because they were secretly planning to subvert it or even because they believed it would allow them to tap a gigantic youth market (although this was, of course, a factor), but because they perceived in it a comrade in their own struggles to revitalize American business and the consumer order generally.”53 “Far from opposing the larger cultural revolution of [the Sixties], the business revolution paralleled—and in some cases actually anticipated—the impulses and new values associated with the counterculture. Art Kleiner, who worked as an editor of the Whole Earth Catalog before taking up business history, is explicit about the connection between management theory and the counterculture. He depicts the 1960s as a long struggle to recover what he calls ‘vernacular’ human relationships amid the hyper-rationalism of the technocracy, an effort that ‘could only have existed against the backdrop of the counterculture.’”54

The dovetailing of the New Left and neoliberalism can be seen with arguably the most enduring success of the era—the women’s movement. It transformed for the better, albeit incompletely, the lives of women and men acrossa wide swath of society. Yet as feminist theorist Fraser posits, it provided fuel for the emergence of neoliberalism in the 1970s.55 This was not simply through the cooptation by free-marketeers of the second-wave feminist critique of the paternalistic, male-centric bureaucratic welfare state during a moment when the Keynesian state was under attack. It was connected on a deeper level. Neoliberalism depended on drawing women into wage work, often low-wage service jobs, as falling salaries meant that the “family wage” of a single (male) wage earner could no longer support a family. As Fraser indicates, feminism left behind the social justice dimension of its earlier agenda to focus on women getting a leg up in the job market, breaking the glass ceiling, and finding emancipation through entry into the market. Undoubtedly this gave women a new sort of power, as members of the waged working and middle classes with the ability to act collectively in the workplace—as white-and blue-collar workers, women had a potential strength that differed from the atomized unwaged work of the home.56 But such priorities were no longer framed within an anticapitalist agenda or struggle, and overlapped easily with the drive to tap into a pool of labor hitherto outside of the market.57

Not coincidentally, at a moment when the political pendulum was beginning to swing back to the right, a set of ideas took hold within the intellectual left in the late 1970s. Postmodernism, greatly influenced by the New Left, tended toward an antipathy to class politics and the working class at a time of phenomenal rank-and-file militancy.58 It ended up dominating the intellectual landscape, in and out of the academy, for subsequent decades. Sanbonmatsu argues in this volume that postmodernism rose not on its own merits, but as a result of the neoliberalization of the Western university system and partially reflected the strivings of academics to distinguish their ideas as products or “knowledge commodities” for career advancement across a changing academic terrain.59 While positioned on the leftward end of the spectrum, postmodernism evinced an affinity for the flux, flows, fragmentation, and hybridity of globalized capital. Celebrations of an immaterial world of networks and border crossing shared much in common with breathless neoliberal paeans to a brave new world of information technology and “placelessness.”60 That notion of a new weightless, placeless globe was seriously disconnected from the globalized capitalism it described, as proven in stark material terms when it all came crashing down with the stock market bubble in the late 1990s. Postmodernism seemed to embody both the political defeat of the radical left in the face of neoliberalism and the libertarian pole of consumer choice of the New Left that Harvey describes.

Large-scale membership based organizations, including trade unions, waned at the same time postmodernism was on the rise.61 They were replacedin many cases by nonprofit organizations, funded not by the donations of members, but rather the largesse of foundations or rich individuals, interested in quarterly deliverables, not dismantling the capitalist system. As others have commented, the rise of the nonprofit industrial complex has had a deleterious effect on the shape, demands, and direction of the left.62 (Even the World Social Forum, hailed by many as one of the bright lights of the left, is largely comprised not of movement-based organizations but nonprofits from the Global North and governments from the Global South.) Consonantly, the form protest has taken, as Sanbonmatsu notes, has largely been as expressions of outrage—a tendency dating back to the New Left—which often foreclose

attempts to reach out to and convince those beyond activist circles.

John Maynard Keynes, during an earlier era of laissez-faire hegemony, mused on the difficulty of judging what makes a person more conservative—knowing nothing but the present, or nothing but the past. Both could be said true of the dominant aspects of the left today. The neoliberal period of the past three decades, with its all-encompassing ideology of self-advancement through the alchemy of the market, appears to have impeded severely the subversive imagination. As noted previously, it is ironic that the most radical alternative to the current order that many leftists can envisage is a return to the Keynesian welfare state system.63 Others believe that utopia is emerging already through the cracks within capitalism, to be found in farmers markets, bicycle kitchens, urban homesteading, and other small-scale projects.64

Abandoning pessimism and nostalgia and looking forward are not easy—particularly given the multitudinous defeats and self-inflicted wounds of the left. Yet we are living through a moment when capitalism has melted down on a breathtakingly grand scale and the crisis of nature is writ large. One might hope that the monumental crises around us would encourage more ambitious thinking in place of the piecemeal and timid nature of even those projects labeled utopian, to aspire beyond a tamed version of capitalism or a dubious Golden Age that shimmers behind us.

It should come as no surprise that pervasive fatalism gives rise to such diminished expectations. They need to be challenged nonetheless. The piecemeal idea of change is not an answer to defeat, but rather the fetishization of it.65 There is nothing wrong with people experimenting with living differently, of carbon-free mobility, growing food in cities, and challenging restrictive societal mores of various kinds. Creating a culture of resistance to capitalism—if that is in fact what is being created—should be lauded and encouraged. But as a political orientation, often with strong moralistic overtones about individualconsumption, such projects should not be an end in themselves, as they often are. The further a larger utopian vision of social transformation recedes, the more detailed and moralistic the blueprint many activists have for daily life in the present becomes. As anarchist historian Grubacic points out, when the Industrial Workers of the World called for building the new in the shell of the old, they saw it is part of a broad-based revolutionary transformation, not a matter of individual consumption choices.66

Taken as a whole, such incrementalism makes for a pretty dreary notion of utopia: little businesses, small-scale farms, and local currencies in a small-is-beautiful version of capitalism. It might be best characterized as a middle class idyll, which doesn’t challenge the social relations between (small) capital and labor. Size isn’t the problem; capitalism is. (It should perhaps give us pause that the vision of big capital encroaching on wholesome small businesses and “local” communities is one shared with the far right.) Small farms are not any better for the earth or for their workers, than larger ones; the question is what takes place on them.67 Community banks are not more virtuous than rapacious corporate banks. The former were more likely to make bad loans than their large counterparts and, as Henwood points out, feed into the same financial circuits as the latter. Similarly, small businesses in North America tend to be non-unionized, pay less, and provide their workers with fewer benefits, if any.68 It is hard to see where the radical potential lies.

In the Global South, a number of social movements that champion farmers against big capital and the state have been much romanticized by activists in the North for the same reasons. One example is the Karnataka Rajya Raitha Sangha, or KRRS, an initiator of Peoples’ Global Action and a member of Via Campesina. The organization, which claims a membership of ten million, has been lauded for its opposition to genetically modified crops—most notably with the “Monsanto, Quit India” campaign celebrated by Vandana Shiva. Yet KRRS is an organization of rich farmers, who exploit the poor peasants and landless workers they employ. One of their demands is that they should get subsidies for chemical fertilizers.69 KRRS are not atypical of the rich farmers’ movements embraced by activists in the Global North as representing a model of environmental and social justice, an admixture of class myopia and Orientalism. There are a plethora of movements in the Global South eminently worthy of radical support—from the Western Cape Anti-Eviction Campaign in South Africa to the independent trade union confederation in Mexico, the Frente Auténtico del Trabajo, to movements of rural workers and poor peasants around the world. A desire to extend solidarity to movements in the Global South should not, however, blinker the left from the complexities of class struggle and other significant divisions.

The turn towards the local or the regional, accompanying this piecemeal notion of radicalism, is beset with blind spots. It ignores why some places are rich and some are poor in the first place, and the role that capitalism plays in creating geographic unevenness. This is the parochialism of the affluent and bountiful. It includes wealthy provinces no longer wanting to subsidize their poorer neighbors (such as Slovenia and Croatia, whose secession sparked the bloody war dividing Yugoslavia, and the desires of the Northern League in Italy or the natural-gas-rich Santa Cruz region in Bolivia to break away) and the more benign movements for eating food grown within a hundred-mile radius of where you are—which perhaps not surprisingly originate in agriculturally rich locales like Northern California and Sussex, rather than North Dakota and Caithness. It unquestionably makes great sense to rationalize a trade and agriculture system that needlessly ships food from one side of the world to the other. But this is merely one example of the dysfunctional aspects of a capitalism that is predicated on the exploitation of nature and human beings—the world both within us and around us. And seeing “the local” both as victim and alternative to global capitalism, as Hart emphasizes, misses the fact that “the global,” or global capitalism, is constituted by local places. Capitalist social forces indeed exist where we all live, whether they are organized on a large or small scale.

Russell Jacoby has written of the Cold War liberals—Isaiah Berlin, Karl Popper, Hannah Arendt—who promulgated the idea that collective utopian ambitions on a grand scale automatically lead to the gulag.70 They argued that any attempt to fundamentally reorder society for the social good is ill fated—that, in the words of Kant, “out of the crooked timber of humanity no straight thing was ever made.” Throughout history, utopian thought at its most radical aspires to a society based on leisure, equality, comradeship, peace, and—its “red thread”—the abolition of private property and the redistribution of wealth. The anti-utopian view in its contemporary form, as Fredric Jameson has pointed out, is grounded on the assumption “that the system (now grasped as the free market) is part of human nature; that any attempt to change it will be accompanied by violence; and that efforts to maintain the changes (against human nature) will require dictatorship.”71

That liberal view has become pervasive within part of the left, as well as within postmodernist thought where many of these ideas have been expanded: that utopian grand projects are doomed to end up soaked in blood. Better to leave society to small-scale incremental changes, than risk the danger that arises from utopian yearnings toward broad transformation.

That some utopian experiments have ended violently is not necessarily a testament to their desire to reorder society. Rather, as in the case of the Paris Commune of 1871 and the German Revolution of 1919, radical aspirationswere crushed by the countervailing forces of reaction. But there is no question that any hopes for reviving such thoroughgoing radicalism require coming to grips with the failures of the radical left in the twentieth century: the perversion of emancipatory hopes in the Soviet Union and other similar attempts at communism, and the inability of other experiments, such as the anarchists in the Spanish Revolution, to hold onto power and transform society.72 Was the impulse to reorder society for the good their downfall? It would be hard to argue that they were: bureaucratism, stratification, and repression, especially of the cadre of the revolution, motivated their stifling. It would be difficult to suggest that the Soviet Union and other examples of “actually existing socialism” in any way ultimately constituted a free association of producers, of “an association in which the free development of each is the condition for the free development of all,” in the words of The Communist Manifesto. Such liberatory yearnings have not been met in any enduring form. That does not mean that very difficult questions do not need to be answered about why these terrible failures took place. But blame should not simply be left at the feet of the utopian.73

The fear of totalizing ambitions—that grand utopian aspirations will lead to the extermination camp and the gulag—leaves the totalizing horror and daily violence of capitalism unchallenged in any fundamental way. Incrementalism, whether through the market or piecemeal solutions in particular localities, will not suffice to halt the destruction of our ecosystems. Nor is it sufficient to end the suffering that poor and working class people contend with the world over as a result of capitalism, both in and out of its neoliberal form.

A call to bring back utopian ambitions does not mean that simply wishing for a broadly transformative revolution will conjure one up or transcend the reasons for the left’s defeats. Those defeats, as I have argued, cannot be attributed simply to the intensity of the backlash against radical organizing. And rejecting piecemeal politics does not signify opposing anything that is not immediately revolutionary. Short-term struggles are important in themselves and crucial for building consciousness and a sense of collective power for larger struggles.74 Nor am I suggesting that urgency about the socio-ecological crisis should impel us to replace careful thinking and strategizing with panicked action for action’s sake. That is, unfortunately, yet another legacy of the left with which any emancipatory project needs to come to terms.

An appeal to utopian ambitions similarly does not mean glossing over the painful past of the left. Quite the opposite. An anticapitalist worthy of the name must confront these and other questions: How to avoid the horrors and tragedies of the past? How to address the ecological crisis and the plundering of nature—found equally under “actually existing socialism” as in the capitalist countries (pioneering ideas by Aleksandr Bogdanov and others about conservation and ecology in the early Soviet period notwithstanding)?75 And how to get from neoliberal capitalism to an emancipatory socialism—how to get from here to there?

The left has an often-disastrous history of organizing itself and trying to organize others. The Stalinism that gripped generations of the left in the Global North and South did incalculable damage to the shape that radical politics took in the twentieth century. That legacy is still with us. Mike Davis reflects in this book on that history in considering the life of Isaac Deutscher, who in many ways, represented a bridge between one of the critical, emancipatory lineages of the Old Left—with Rosa Luxemburg, Victor Serge, C. L. R. James, and others—and the New Left; although with hindsight one can say, not critical enough. Like E. P. Thompson, Deutscher both recognized the importance of social forces and class consciousness, and remains an exemplar of resolute anti-sectarianism, with scant few contemporaries.

The Old Left’s heritage of sectarianism was unfortunately passed on. It was spectacularly built upon by the New Left, where in the U.S. and elsewhere radicals inadvertently assisted the state in the destruction of their movements through fierce infighting, the Leninist party, and the politics of voluntarism—that revolution might come through taking the most militant posture. The pox of sectarianism has tragically withered many opportunities for radicalism.76

Thinking that one is saved from that history by not organizing, or simply acting spontaneously, however, is fatally flawed. Sloughing off the blight of sectarianism requires changing the culture of the left itself, which is a prerequisite for a transformative anticapitalist project that has any chance of succeeding. An essential place to start would be to address the sordid history between socialists and anarchists, in which the latter—along with communists of various leftwards stripes—have been at the receiving end of violence at the hands of the Soviet state and Communist Parties. Much could be gained by laying down the hatchet between Marxists and anarchists, as the ideas of both benefit from proximity to each other. Anarchism would be enriched by the understanding of capitalism as social system provided by the rich tradition of Marxist political economy. And Marxism would benefit from anarchism’s wariness of the state as an end in itself, and its emphasis of creating a culture of struggle that embodies the values of comradeship and solidarity. Anti-sectarianism does not mean jettisoning one’s political and ideological differences, but it does mean debating them in a comradely fashion and finding points of unity on which to organize collectively.

These two traditions intersect and overlap in fruitful ways in the visions of council communism and anarcho-syndicalism, of which Chomsky is the most notable proponent and elaborates upon in the penultimate chapter of this book.

A return to the unitary spirit of nineteenth-century socialism, prior to the disintegration of the First International would well serve a renewed anticapitalist left in the early twenty-first century. Chancellor Otto von Bismarck, on hearing of the split between Marxists and anarchists in the First International, declared that “crowned heads, wealth and privilege may well tremble should ever again the Black and Red unite.” Perhaps after decades of defeats and divisions, it is time to heed those words. Raymond Williams warned, at a moment when capitalism was assuming its current shape, against “the received alternatives of triumphalism and pessimism.”77 Long before the present crisis, radical triumphalism had fallen by the wayside, leaving a murky legacy for the left. If we move between and beyond the twin dangers of which Williams warned—unfettered by the fatalism of the age and the blinders of neoliberalism, while clear sighted about the defeats and hubris of the past—where might we land? What might an anticapitalist vision entail?

Any sustainable anticapitalist project worthy of the name must situate public abundance—in place of private wealth—at its center. Mike Davis points one way forward in balancing his own deep pessimism about global warming with the potentialities of a large collective project of social-ecological transformation. He looks to cities, which under capitalism are the largest source of carbon emissions, arguing that under socialism the city could be a key vehicle for ecological sustainability.78 “Left to the dismal politics of the present, of course, cities of poverty will almost certainly be the coffins of hope,” writes Davis, but a reconfigured radical city could also provide the best means to reduce carbon emissions through population density, economies of scale, preservation of green space, and most importantly, by replacing private ownership and private commodities with public affluence.79 He evokes visions for city organization from the garden cities of the Guild Socialists and the early Soviet attempts in the 1920s to restructure daily life through experiments in communal living and urban planning, to the radical public housing of the Karl MarxHof on the Ringstrasse des Proletariats, where militants barricaded themselves during Red Vienna’s February Uprising in 1934. It goes without saying that such a reconfiguration would not, or should not, end at the outskirts of the city.

Doing away with commodification and the commodity form would similarly be paramount, a question wrestled with by cultural radicals, from William Morris more than a century ago to Rodchenko and the artists of the Constructivist movement who sought to transform it with their notion of object-as-comrade.80 Going further, Huws has argued suggestively that the left needs to move beyond its fixation with manufactured objects, challenging the notion of merely replacing commodities produced under the logic of capital with different ones produced under socialism.

Such a vision would need to answer fundamental questions: about transcending the division of labor between intellectual and physical work; resolving the separation between the city and the countryside and reintegrating the two as a means of living equitably and sustainably; reorganizing our relationship with nature and ourselves as part of nature; and radically transforming work and leisure, well beyond the abolition of wage labor. Morris gives us a sense of those possibilities when he writes, “when all are working harmoniously together and there is no one to rob the worker of his time, that is to say, his life; in those coming days there will be no compulsion on us to go on producing things we do not want, no compulsion on us to labor for nothing; we shall be able calmly and thoughtfully to consider what we shall do with our wealth of labour-power.”81

A fatalistic incrementalism precludes such a vision, but we should not opt to do the same. It appears increasingly obvious that the ecological systems on which life depends cannot endure the ravages of capitalism indefinitely. To be sure, we need to guard against seeing the crises we are living through as automatically auspicious moments for radicals—after the deluge, us. Crises unleash many things, a great deal of them not the least bit amenable to the left, much less to an overarching radical vision of social transformation. Capital is in the process of resolving the crisis by imposing ever more neoliberal austerity, which ensures that the type of capitalism ahead will be a particularly unstable one. The triumphalism of capitalism, however, has crumbled away and pessimism may be lifting. The future is unwritten. One can only hope that a route out of the darkness will be navigated, where the discontents are finally able to seize control of their collective destinies.



Part I Empire, Neoliberalism, Crisis




CHAPTER ONE
Ellen Meiksins Wood: Empire in the Age of Capital

While empire long precedes capitalism, contemporary imperialism is inseparable from capitalism. What, then, are the distinguishing features of capitalism as an economic system, as you see it?

EMW: I think the essential characteristic is that all of the major economic actors are market dependent, dependent on the market to maintain and reproduce their conditions of life. This also means that the relationship between classes is mediated by the market, so that unlike precapitalist systems in which exploiting classes were able to extract surplus labor from exploited classes by means of superior coercive power, direct noneconomic coercion, in capitalism the compulsions are economic imperatives. So in a mature capitalist economy, the capitalist doesn’t need to have superior political, legal or military power over workers, the way a precapitalist landlord had to have power over peasants who had nonmarket access to land. Wage laborers have to sell their labor power to a capitalist simply in order to gain access to the means of their own life, their own labor, and so on. And of course the capitalist depends on the market for access to labor and to realize the profits the workers produce. Of course there’s a huge difference between propertyless workers and the owners of capital, which means a huge imbalance of class power. But capitalists are no less dependent on the market to maintain themselves and their capital. The whole capitalist system is operated by market imperatives, the compulsions of competition, profit-maximization, and capital accumulation.

Why don’t commerce or trade in goods constitute capitalism, as some might assume?

EMW: I make a distinction between market opportunities and market imperatives. And I think it’s only in capitalism that you have a system in which people are obliged, are compelled, to enter the market simply to guarantee their own existence and their own self-reproduction. There have been markets throughout history in which people have brought their surpluses to sell, but there’s never been a system before capitalism in which producers and appropriators both were absolutely dependent on the market for their most basic conditions of life and therefore compelled to follow the dictates of the market in order to sustain themselves.

You write that the exploitation that is a necessary part of capitalism is hidden in certain ways, unlike the coercion that characterized feudal societies where naked power was more apparent. How is exploitation under capitalism opaque?

EMW: The contrast that you just indicated, between capitalism and feudalism, is a useful one. If you think about what the relationship is between a feudal lord and a dependent peasant, it’s a very transparent relationship, which is even legally recognized as a relationship of inequality.

In capitalism, the capitalist and the laborer begin, on the face of it, as equals. They’re legally equal, and on top of that, the capitalist actually pays the workers instead of transparently extracting surpluses from them. In the case of feudalism, the peasant is obliged to do labor services or to transfer surpluses directly to the lord; whereas in capitalism, the relationship appears on the face of it to be the opposite, because the capitalist actually pays the worker up front before realizing profits from the worker’s labor in the market. So it takes some complicated calculation to figure out how it is that the worker’s surpluses are transferred to the capitalist and how it is that the capitalist derives a profit from the worker’s labor.

What are the main features of capitalist imperialism?

EMW: The main feature of capitalist imperialism is that it operates as much as possible via economic imperatives, instead of by direct colonial rule. I think that if you had talked about American imperialism before the invasion of Iraq, you would likely meet the objection that the United States doesn’t really possess colonies. But I actually think it remains true that it’s not a colonial power in the sense that we’ve traditionally understood it. I think the United States would still prefer to stay out of colonial entanglements and operate its domination through economic imperatives.

I think that the United States is actually the first, and so far the only, truly capitalist empire, which has exercised its domination largely by these economic imperatives, by making subordinate powers subject to economic compulsions emanating from the United States and from American capital.

So in the case of the U.S. occupation of Iraq, would you say then that it is an exception to this rule?

EMW: I think the mess that they made of it in Iraq, and the complete lack of planning for after the war, probably testifies to the fact that they hadn’t really intended it to be this way. They hadn’t intended to be an occupying power. What I think they hoped would happen was that they could decapitate the regime and just install some more compliant leadership and then allow

American capital to insert itself comfortably into the Iraq economy and into the production of oil. The very fact that they made such a hash of it seems to me to confirm the point, rather than the reverse.

What is it about capitalism today that allows empire to exist and to flourish and to expand without the need for military colonialization?

EMW: When we were talking about the relationship between capital and labor, I talked about the ways in which capital can exercise its domination over labor, because workers are market dependent and obliged to enter the market, to sell their labor power, simply in order to gain access to the means of life and self-reproduction. In a way, an analogous thing has happened on the global plane, in which more and more parts of the world have been subjected to these market imperatives by making them dependent on entering the market. Capitalists have to pay workers up front before they realize profits from the workers’ work through the market just to gain access to the means of maintaining themselves. You only need to think about the conditions imposed by the IMF on developing economies, which are designed to make them more dependent on global markets and foreign capital. Or, for example, think about agricultural producers who have been forced into single cash crop production and increasingly forced to orient themselves towards the external market and export. The more they’ve been oriented in that way, the more susceptible they’ve became to the imposition of this kind of domination from the advanced capitalist countries.

Why wouldn’t smaller, poorer countries just try to stay independent of a global economy in which the winners are clearly the richer countries?

EMW: This is obviously the toughest question for anybody in these countries to answer. The extent to which economies can withdraw themselves from the global capitalist economy is obviously a matter of huge contention and, frankly, I can’t answer it myself. It’s really difficult now to imagine a world in which people could be independent and completely autonomous of the global market. But I think that what has happened is that increasingly, through the IMF and so on, these countries have more and more subjected themselves and allowed themselves to be drawn even more into this form of domination, more dependent on foreign capital and finance.

Take Brazil for example. The Brazilians in recent years have liked to talk about their independence or decoupling from the global economy, but in reality, even under the Workers’ Party, they’ve made themselves more dependent on international capital, and some economists far more expert than I am have raised questions about whether this has been wise or even necessary. You might think that an economy as big and potentially autonomous as this could have detached itself much more than it has been prepared to do. Whatever the press is now telling us about the Brazilian recovery from the current crisis, there’s ample evidence that they’ve suffered more from the recession than they needed to do or than they would have done had they not been following IMF principles and made themselves increasingly dependent on the global economy. But I really don’t feel qualified to comment on this with any confidence. strong>You distinguish empires of capital—capitalist imperialism—from at least two other kinds of imperialisms that have existed and to some extent flourished in the past for a time: empires of commerce and empires of property. You regard the Roman Empire and the Spanish Empire in Latin America as conforming to the latter. What defined these empires?

EMW: I selected these two forms of empire and distinguished them from the empire of capital because a focus on property and on commerce are something that we associate with capitalism. I wanted to show that it was possible, and historically did happen, that empires could be property-oriented or could be commercially oriented without being capitalist and without responding to the same capitalist imperatives.

The Roman Empire is probably the first really to be grounded in the acquisition of private property. The reason I called the Roman Empire an empire of property is because, first of all, it was responding to the interests of private propertied classes in ways quite different, for example, from empires like the Chinese, where private property was well developed but where the imperial state was a primary mode of appropriation for officeholders and the main source of great wealth. In the Roman Empire we’re talking about property in land as the principal source of power and the empire was constructed on that foundation. The republic that created this empire was basically an oligarchy of propertied classes and it was their interests that were being expressed in imperial expansion. And, in fact, although they created an imperial state, the imperial state never became the primary source of wealth for the ruling classes. Property was always the objective, the sole reliable source of wealth, while the imperial state served as an instrument of appropriation indirectly by protecting and expanding private property. The Roman Empire was basically one big land-grabbing operation.

All the ruling classes enriched themselves big time. They also, to some extent, used imperial land to pacify their own peasant armies, whom they had basically been expropriating at home. But they also effectively created local propertied classes in their colonial territories, even in places where aristocracies of property hadn’t existed before. So the empire was in a sense more a coalition of local landed aristocracies than an imperial state.

What empires of commerce, which are based on commerce and trading routes, stand out to you historically?

EMW: Probably the most commercialized empire that ever existed before capitalism was the early modern Dutch Empire. But you can also identify the Arab-Muslim Empire in these terms and, for example, the Venetian and other Italian commercial city-states. The principal reason that I call them noncapitalist is that their commercial success depended on their extra-economic powers, political, military, and so on. I have this complicated argument—and this is obviously very contentious and controversial—about how the Dutch economy, as commercialized as it was, was not driven by capitalist imperatives. It was above all a commercial power, but its commercial successes depended not really on competitive production. Although it did introduce quite a few innovations in production, its main successes had to do, for example, with its naval power, its navigational skills, its extra-economic command of trade routes and its imposition of de facto trade monopolies in various places.

So trade, which would involve buying low and selling high, is not a hallmark of capitalism, which involves a certain kind of competitive production to continually make products faster and better at less cost.

EMW: Right. One way of looking at it is to say that precapitalist commerce depends on fragmented markets. In other words, you buy in one market and sell in another and that’s why long-distance trade was the most wealth-creating form of commerce. Whereas an economy driven by truly capitalist imperatives is in effect an integrated market, ideally, in which all producers are subjected to the same competitive imperatives and have to adopt productive strategies to meet those imperatives.

In the case of the Dutch, for example, it’s certainly a case of dependence on commerce, in the sense that even Dutch farmers were obliged to enter the market for some of their basic inputs like grain. But the way they achieved their success was to command, for example, the Baltic grain trade and to import cheap grain from relatively low-cost producing areas, while the Dutch farmers themselves were able to move onto semi-luxury goods like dairy products and meat and so on. It was never a question of their competing with cheap low-cost producers. They actually benefited from low-cost production elsewhere. They were able to keep their output prices high and keep their costs low simply by their command of this vast trading system.

Let’s turn to the British Empire, which you regard as the first emerging instance of capitalist imperialism. How did capitalism emerge in England? What happened to production and agriculture there?

EMW: It wasn’t some single revolutionary moment that brought about capitalism, but what emerged in the English countryside was a distinctive network of agrarian relations in which tenants increasingly held their property on economic leases, not rents fixed by custom, for instance, but rents that varied according to the movements of economic forces. And you had landlords who became increasingly dependent for their wealth on the competitive productiveness of their tenant, rather than on their own superior force, their own coercive power to extract more surpluses. So you had a system in which both appropriators and producers had an interest in increasing the labor productivity, at first by innovative land use and then by technical means, and embarked on this project of what they called “improvement” to increase the productivity of agriculture.

Improvement, the idea of improving uncultivated or poorly cultivated land, was used to justify seizing the land of others, whether in England or Ireland or elsewhere. How did the philosopher John Locke, perhaps the most influential proponent of the concept of improvement, shape Western ideology about the value of property?

EMW: European imperialism was often justified by claiming that unoccupied land was available for appropriation—the so-called res nullius principle. This wasn’t an uncommon defense of colonial appropriation. But what happens with capitalism, which is absolutely distinctive, and what you get with the capitalist ideology to which Locke contributed so much, is that it isn’t simply a question of unoccupied land being available for appropriation. The argument now was that anything which was not being fruitfully and productively used, by the standards of English commercial agriculture, was itself subject to justifiable appropriation. So that applied, for example, to indigenous lands in the Americas where the indigenous people did not improve their land by the standards of English commercial agriculture and did not increase the exchange value of what they produced.

And that’s critical: the notion of exchange value is the really essential point. Locke is very explicit about this. He indulges in these calculations about how much of the land’s value derives from nature and how much from human labor, and in an improved economy, the value created by labor is maybe 99 percent or something like that. But it soon becomes clear that the essential point isn’t labor—the expenditure of effort—but the creation of exchange value; and the point then is that, no matter how much effort may have been expended by the indigenous peoples in America, they weren’t actually doing what needs tobe done to establish their rights of property, because, in the absence of a well developed commercial economy, they weren’t creating value.

And so the production of exchange value becomes effectively the basis of property both domestically and abroad. Now this doesn’t mean that once somebody seizes a piece of land and renders it productive, somebody else can come along and claim it on the grounds that they’re going to be even more productive. Locke says that we establish a right to property when we mix our labor with something. But you have to follow the argument a bit further than that, because it isn’t just a question of our mixing our labor with something that gives us a right to property. What establishes property is adding to its commercial value by rendering it more productive.

That created a whole new justification for empire, although I have to say that Locke wasn’t the first one to think of it. There’s a fascinating document, which I refer to in my book, by one of the architects of British imperialism in Ireland, a lawyer named Sir John Davies, who decades earlier than Locke justified seizing Irish land by arguing that the Irish themselves were not really using the land because they weren’t improving the land. Not that they weren’t cultivating it, because they obviously were, so it wasn’t just a question of unoccupied or uncultivated land being open to appropriation. But they simply weren’t improving it, they weren’t increasing its exchange value sufficiently, so the English were entitled to claim it. And it became the objective of English imperialism in Ireland to transform Irish property relations in such a way that they could try to reproduce the effects of English agrarian capitalism—until of course Ireland itself threatened to become a competitor and then they started obstructing Irish development. But that’s another story.

How do you regard the British Empire in India in light of your contentions about territorial empire and the imperatives of British early capitalism?

EMW: The British were never able to transport their social property relations to their empire in the way that they tried to do in Ireland. In the case of India you had a prosperous highly developed economy operating on its own principles, which were not about to be transformed in a direction that would have suited the British. But the British did hope to be able to just derive great advantages from it as a commercial resource. And for a while they were capable of doing that, especially through the East India Company. But increasingly the state rather than the East India Company got drawn into the process, because to defend their commercial preeminence in India they were being increasingly drawn into military adventures to keep order and this meant being increasingly drawn into a territorial kind of empire. Partly this was because the East India Company itself wasn’t operating on what might be called capitalist principles. The East India Company had become a revenue-extracting instrument. People like Edmund Burke in England, who was quite critical of the way the empire was being conducted and of the East India Company, said that they simply weren’t operating on commercial principles.

So the state, ironically, was drawn into dominating the empire, not just to get its share of the revenues, but in order to get it to operate on commercial principles that would suit the British. And this produced a territorial imperative. The empire increasingly became what you might call a military dictatorship. And I would argue that in the long run this represented a contradiction.

There’s a lot of debate about the extent to which India was profitable for the British and I can’t possibly settle the question of whether it was profitable or more of a drag on British resources. But I do think that there was a fundamental contradiction between, on the one hand, the attempt just to derive commercial advantage from it, and, on the other hand, the increasingly territorial and military nature of the empire. So I could easily be persuaded that in the long run it really wasn’t as profitable as they would have liked it to be, even as profitable as it may have been for some individuals engaged in the empire. I think in the long run, a very persuasive argument could be made, and in fact has been made, that in the long run it was more of a drag than a benefit, precisely because of the cost of this kind of territorial empire. And that’s why I say that the American empire is the first truly capitalist empire, because the British were not able to pull it off. They weren’t able to govern their empire by economic means, whereas the Americans have come closer to doing that than anyone else has ever done.

In capitalist markets, where labor is exchanged in the market without any overt coercion, people are supposed to be free and equal. What impact did the identification of capitalism with freedom and equality have on the rationale for subordinating certain people as slaves?

EMW: The first point obviously is that even though capitalism is conventionally defined in terms of wage labor, that didn’t prevent it from making use of slave labor at certain moments in its history. There’s a lot to be said about how capitalism has exploited slavery and, conversely, how slavery was shaped by capitalist imperatives, which didn’t exist in earlier forms of slavery.

I think that it’s possible to argue that the extreme racism that was associated with slavery in the United States, an extreme kind of racism that didn’t exist in the same way in ancient slave societies, has to do partly with the fact that the ideology of capitalism, which argues that all human beings are contractual equals, found it difficult to deal with a situation in which people were transparently not legally equal. And so one justification for this anomaly wassimply to write a whole section of people out of the human race. It was possible to say all humans are equal, but these people in effect were not human—or, in milder forms of so-called cultural racism, that they were perennial children, who could never rise to the level of adult responsibilities and rights.

As you just mentioned, one of capitalism’s central characteristics is the prevalence of wage labor where non-economic forms of coercion are not necessary. How, then, should we understand systems of coercion under capitalism, such as apartheid in South Africa?

EMW: I should emphasize first that for me, as I said at the beginning of the interview, the defining characteristic of capitalism is the market dependence of the main economic actors. Of course wage labor is the market dependence of laboring classes taken to its ultimate and extreme conclusion. But market dependence, and the subjection of people to market imperatives, can happen—and historically has happened—short of the proletarianization of labor. Direct producers like those tenants on economic leases I talked about before were market dependent and compelled to respond to market imperatives. In fact, the emergence of a large force of dispossessed workers obliged to sell their labor power for a wage was historically the result rather than the cause of those market imperatives, as competitive pressures, and also landlords responding to those pressures, forced many small producers off the land.

The second point I would emphasize is that, as I said about slavery, capitalism has made use of various kinds of dependent labor, in various ways. We have to make a distinction between, on the one hand, the basic conditions, the social property relations that create those market imperatives I keep talking about and, on the other hand, how those market imperatives can be imposed on various kinds of labor, not just capitalist wage labor. In the early days of capitalist development in the U.S., for instance, southern planters were inserted into a growing capitalist economy and a world market, and—though there’s still debate about this—they, at least for a time, successfully exploited slave labor in response to those economic imperatives. It would take too long here to consider how and why the employment of slave labor became less viable in the context of a capitalist economy, but the point is that capitalism could and did make use of it, as it can and does make use of other forms of extra-economic dependence and coercion. Capitalism wouldn’t be capitalism if the basic relations of market dependence didn’t prevail and impose their requirements on the economy in general; but this doesn’t mean that those imperatives can’t act on other forms of labor than wage labor or that various forms of extra-economic oppression—whatever happens to be available in any given historical context—can’t be exploited to respond to market imperatives.

Of course, wage labor has the distinct advantage that it doesn’t require constant extra-economic coercion, constant political or military oppression and vigilance. Economic compulsions are enough to make the workers sell their labor power for a wage and, in normal conditions, to keep on working and producing capital. So, whatever economic benefits capital can derive from forms of oppression like apartheid in the right historical conditions, those economic benefits can’t survive changing political conditions, like the powerful anti-apartheid resistance. And it’s no surprise that big capital in South Africa decided it wasn’t worth preserving the system.

In the twentieth century, and specifically after the Second World War, you suggest that capitalist imperialism emerged in a mature form.

EMW: Yes. I think that it was not before the end of the Second World War that it actually emerged in a mature form. What you get is a two-pronged strategy on the part of the Americans, which on the one hand establishes economic hegemony through the Bretton Woods system, in which the U.S. effectively set the conditions of economic development throughout the world, and on the other hand, the U.S. establishes itself as the overwhelming superior military power during the war, capped off by dropping the bombs in Hiroshima and Nagasaki towards the end of the war.

So you have this two-pronged strategy, which has effectively been pursued from then until now. So you might want to ask, what’s the connection between this economic hegemony and the military? If the United States is depending on economic hegemony in a way that an ideal capitalist imperialism should do, why does it need this massive military power? Well, it’s a curious thing. In earlier forms of imperialism, the purpose of military power was pretty obvious. If you were out to capture territory or to defeat imperial rivals, it’s clear why you needed an overwhelming military power. But if you’re trying to establish hegemony over the world by means of your economic power, then why is it necessary to have the most hugely superior dominant military power the world has ever known? I think that here we come to an important anomaly in the capitalist imperialism that we’ve been seeing.

I don’t think it’s just a matter of the U.S. building up its military power just to compensate for its declining economic power—though that’s certainly part of it. What I’ve been arguing is that capitalist imperialism operates by means of economic power, which is more or less separate from political, military, and legal power. In other words, unlike the feudal lord who depends on his military, legal, and political powers to extract surpluses from the peasant, the capitalist supposedly doesn’t. And that makes it possible for capitalist power to extend far beyond the reach of any political or legal or military power. But this doesn’tmean that capitalists don’t need the support of political and military powers to maintain the conditions of capital accumulation. The trouble is that there is a growing disparity between the global scope of capitalist economic power and the more local powers of administration and coercion that it still needs.

I simply don’t buy the argument that we’ve been getting from globalization theoreticians and from people like Hardt and Negri that the more global the economy becomes, the less relevant the nation-state is. I think the contrary is true. The global economy is being managed through the medium of the global state system. I think what’s really characteristic of globalization is the growing disparity between the global reach of capitalist economic domination and the persistence of the territorial state which it still needs, because capital needs an orderly, predictable legal and administrative apparatus more than any other social form has ever done.

We shouldn’t be fooled by capital’s constant whining about government interference and regulation. Capital accumulation, especially because the capitalist market itself is so anarchic, is a very demanding process that needs lots of legal, political, and administrative order, as long as it’s capital friendly; and in the foreseeable future, it’s impossible to imagine that this kind of close legal and administrative regulation is possible on a global scale. So I don’t foresee the day when capital will be able to organize the world without the aid of territorial states. But of course once you acknowledge that capital still needs this system of multiple states and that the political form of globalization isn’t a global state, but a global system of multiple states, you can see that it creates some real possibilities of instability.

In other words, you believe that these local states, these poorer countries where the U.S. is trying to exert its economic hegemony, aren’t necessarily going to remain loyal to its cause.

EMW: That’s right. The point is, though, the U.S. needs their states to organize an orderly global economy. The U.S. depends on them all to do that. And the capitalist power, the imperialist power, is constrained by that dependence. It can’t be going to war with every one of these powers or trying to coerce them by military means, because that would upset the whole climate for capital accumulation. So it has to find ways of imposing this coercion to keep these states in line without depriving them of their capacity for organizing the world for global capital. And this is a real problem for capital and a real weakness, I think, in the long run. It creates whole new spaces for opposition.

What I think has happened—especially under Bush, though the thinking behind it has forerunners as least as far back as Ronald Reagan—is that in dealing with this contradiction, the United States has adopted a military doctrinewhich justifies permanent war very often without any specific objectives, a kind of infinite war, a war without end, in purpose or in time. The Rumsfeld, Wolfowitz, and Perle crowd surrounding Bush actually devised a plan they themselves called “Operation Infinite War”; and for them one of the principal functions of war, as they understood it, was the so-called demonstration effect, where you show your massive military superiority without really seeking any particular objective in the way that old imperialist powers did with their military force. You’re not necessarily seeking a specific territory, but you want to create a cautionary atmosphere by means of this demonstration effect: shock and awe. I think that what happened in Iraq was not just a question of the most obvious impulse to control the oil supply. It was also just to shock and awe the world, not least Iran.

The U.S. doctrine of demonstrating enormous military capability and a willingness to use it, in order to deter efforts or any temptation to think about contesting or equaling U.S. military power—would you say that this is directed at both “rogue states” and industrialized states that have been longtime U.S. allies?

EMW: Absolutely, but the problem with capitalist competition is that it’s not like inter-imperialist rivalry of the traditional kind. I mean, if you’re fighting over trade routes, you go and you conquer your rival and the objective is pretty clear. But you don’t have that luxury in advanced capitalism because you need your competitors’ markets as much as you’re endangered by their competition. So you have to find a new way of controlling allies which doesn’t at the same time undermine your own economic power. It has been a longstanding policy of the United States to demonstrate that it is the overwhelming supreme military power which is hardly worth trying to challenge or even to match. And if the truth be told, other major capitalist states have generally ceded that supremacy to the U.S.—something you couldn’t imagine in old inter-imperialist rivalries.

Some commentators have argued that the doctrine of perpetual war represented a clear break from prior U.S. policy, that U.S. empire has taken a new turn. Is there any truth in such claims?

EMW: Well, it’s very tempting to say that it does represent a huge break because these people were so extreme, it’s hard to find any comparison in the recent past, not just in foreign policy but on the domestic level where they introduced restrictions on civil liberties in ways that were not only reminiscent of the Cold War but perhaps in some respects even worse. So on that front there obviously were certain discontinuities from the recent past, and the ostensible territorial occupation of Iraq does suggest that they were reverting to an older form of territorial imperialism, but I’ve already discussed why I don’t think that was their objective.

So despite the extent to which they took their doctrine to unmatched extremes, you can’t make sense out of what they were doing if you don’t consider what went before. For example, that two-pronged strategy that I talked about before, that’s been in place since the Second World War: on the one hand, economic domination, through the control of a global commercial and financial systems, and on the other hand, its absolutely overwhelming and unmatchable military power. There’s no way that Bush could have done what he did if those forms of dominance hadn’t been a longstanding objective, if the construction of this overwhelming military power hadn’t already been in place. I think that the logic of the American empire and the contradictions that I’ve been trying to explain that prevail in it are longstanding, at least since the Second World War. You might say that Bush followed it to its ultimate and irrational extremes, but it doesn’t make sense unless you see it against the background of what went before.

Where would you situate U.S. empire under Obama?

EMW: It’s a really tough question where we should situate Obama in relation to his predecessors. I have no doubt that he’s sincere in his more progressive rhetoric, as far as it goes, and he’s certainly not George Bush. But it’s not clear to me that his view of the world and the place of the U.S. in it marks as much of a break as he no doubt genuinely believes it is. We should probably listen to the alarm bells set off by his domestic economic policies and the extent to which they tread the Wall Street line or by the people in his administration who belong to that milieu. Or, for that matter, the healthcare reform fiasco and the ways it was driven by the interests of insurance companies; I don’t think that can be blamed entirely on Congress. So why should we be confident that Obama’s foreign policy and his attitude to war will represent a sharper break from his predecessors? Two wars don’t inspire much confidence. I’m sure he believes what he says about the doctrine of “just war,” which he invoked in his Nobel speech. The trouble is that this doctrine is notoriously flexible, and it’s been invoked for centuries by some pretty rapacious imperial powers.

One thing you could maybe say is that Bush was so beyond the pale that even this flexible doctrine wasn’t flexible enough for him. I mean, the doctrine of just war, in all its traditional versions, required some idea of finite ends and means and some proportionality between them, and it’s impossible to apply those principles to a doctrine of infinite war, war without limits in time or geography. How far Obama has moved away from this is hard to say, but atleast he invokes those principles of ends and means, and he may have some sense of limits—maybe like Colin Powell did with his Powell Doctrine, alone in the Bush administration.

Obama has supposedly been strongly influenced by the theologian Reinhold Niebuhr and what’s known as Christian realism, which acknowledges the tragedies of war but recognizes its occasional necessity. But one interesting thing about Obama is that he seems far less concerned than Niebuhr was about the arrogance, the hubris, of U.S. power, which Niebuhr explicitly warned against. If you’re going to argue that war is sometimes necessary to combat evil, a lot, of course, depends on what you think is evil, and there’s always been a temptation for U.S. presidents to think that what’s bad for the U.S.—or U.S. capital—is by definition evil. The other side of that coin has been to believe that what the U.S. regards as good should be imposed on everyone, everywhere. That kind of arrogant moralism can always be a dangerous thing, but, of course, it’s even more dangerous when a state has the military power to act on it. I’m not convinced that Obama has strayed very far from that course. He certainly isn’t about to give up the military supremacy of the U.S., any more than what’s left of its financial dominance; and he isn’t, after all, just acknowledging that its military dominance should make the U.S. state more, rather than less, cautious about using its power. I’m afraid he really buys into the view that the U.S. does and should lead the world and sometimes, even if reluctantly and conscious of the tragedy of war, impose its ideas of good and evil by military means.

I’d like to turn to the ways in which earlier Marxist thinkers have thought about imperialism and tried to describe its contours. You point out that we are now in a world of universal capitalism—that capitalism reaches all over the globe in a way that perhaps Marxist theoreticians might not have anticipated.

EMW: I wouldn’t say that Marx didn’t foresee the universalization of capitalism, but he actually never talked much about it. He gave us a vivid conception of its expansive qualities already in The Communist Manifesto. You get a sense of its incredible powers of expansion. But he himself was primarily interested in exploring the internal logic of the system. So in Capital he uses as his model the most advanced capitalist economy, Britain, and constructs a theory of the internal logic of capitalism.

But his successors did get more interested in the external relations of capitalism and the assumption that they all seemed to make was that capitalism never would become so universal. It required noncapitalist entities to exploit, and capitalist powers would engage in wars with their imperial rivals for control of those noncapitalist areas. But somehow you never get a theory whichtakes account of the universalization of capitalist imperatives as the dominant imperial form, and that’s where we are today.

Are the theories of Lenin and Rosa Luxemburg, which were written during the classic age of imperialism at the turn of the last century—at a time when capitalist social relations were incipient or had not taken hold in most of the world—still valid?

EMW: They’re obviously important to build on. I wouldn’t say that they’re lacking in validity. They’re just incomplete, you might say. They give us a very good account of the exploitative character of capitalist power and its need to extend its exploitation on a global scale. I don’t see how they could have at that stage envisaged a situation in which the capitalist imperatives are the principal mode of domination throughout the globe. This isn’t to say that prosperous capitalism exists everywhere—on the contrary—but the capitalist powers do exercise their domination by means of manipulating these economic imperatives of capitalism and that’s become the dominant form of imperial domination. And we don’t really have a theory for that.

You write in Empire of Capital that this current form of imperial domination, while it may appear all-powerful to some, is potentially quite vulnerable. And the vulnerability stems to some degree from global capitalism operating through a system of multiple states.

EMW: One way of looking at it is to contrast my argument with the arguments made by Hardt and Negri. They suggest that we’re now in a situation where empire is everywhere and nowhere. “There is no place of empire” is how they put it, and they themselves tell you what the political implications of their arguments are. And if you think about it, it’s very politically disabling, because they say we don’t really have visible concentrations of capitalist power and visible targets, that’s effectively what they’re saying, because capitalist power is everywhere and nowhere. That means, they say, that you can’t really create an oppositional force in the form of a counter-power, and that’s why working class movements and socialist parties and so on are basically a total irrelevance. Now opposition can only take the form of some mystical force and transformation of subjectivities, or whatever it is, but a counter-power to visible concentrations of capitalist power is no longer a possibility, according to them.

Well, I’m arguing just the opposite. I’m saying that there are indeed visible concentrations of capitalist power, that the territorial state may be more than ever the point of concentration of capitalist power, that global capital needs the power of the state, and depends on this global system of multiple states. And that means that, although obviously oppositional forces in the main imperial powers will be the most effective, nevertheless other territorial states have their own leverage too because the system is so dependent on them.

The reason I say that the state is perhaps more than ever the point of concentration of capitalist powers is because, if you think about it, global capital—capital itself—can’t organize globalization. It just can’t do it. It doesn’t do it and it depends on states to do it for them. So its dependence on this form of territorial and localized power is a vulnerability and it creates direct targets for opposition in a way that hasn’t existed for a very long time.
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