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Editors' introduction 

i\1ark Rupert and Hazel Smith 

Has historical materialism (HlVI) any relevance in an era of globalization? Of what 
significance is globalization \\ithin an historical materialist frame? Is the traditional 
vocabulary of Hl'vf - in which concepts such as 'class', 'state', and 'imperialism' 
loom large adequate to understand, and to change, contemporary social condi
tions? Can there be a socialist project in an era of globalization, and what forms 
might it take? \Vith an eye towards sites of struggle and transformative potential, 
this volume addresses the tensions and possibilities of globalizing capitalism - and 
historical materialist critique- at the dawn of a new cenhny: 

Perhaps ironically, during the last decade when liberal capitalism seemed to 
have attained a kind of global apotheosis, the shrdy of international relations has 
witnessed a revival of intellech~al traditions associated with the legacies of Karl 
l'vfarx and his many and various interpreters. Entailing practices of Clitical scholar
ship, the traditions of historical materialism share a set of family resemblances: 
they aim at de-reifYing the apparently nahn·al, universal, and politically neutral 
appearances of capitalist social reality, explicitly to re-situate those abstract appear
ances in relation to the processes and social power relations implicated in their 
production, and tl1ereby to enable their transformation by the human social agents 
whose socially productive acti\ity constitutes their condition of existence. 

Marx suggested that such a transformation might emerge out of the confluence 
of capitalism's endemic crisis tendencies, the polarization of its class structure and 
the immiseration of the proletariat and, most importantly, the emergence of the 
latter as a collective agent through the realization of its socially productive power; 
heretofore developed in distorted and self~limiting form under the conditions of 
concentrated capitalist production. Traditional interpretations of l\Iarx tended 
towards mechanical and economistic 'isions in which tl1e crisis tendencies of capi
talism played themselves out 'behind the backs' of historical actors. Leninist 
interpretations re-injected a sense of historical agency into historical materialism, 
but did so by empowering a vanguard of professional revolutionaries to seize the 
state and transform social relations in the name of the oppressed. Viewed in tl1e 
light of either of tl1ese interpretations, historical materialism may appear to have 
been discredited by the apparent robustness of capitalist economies and the failure 
of the oft-predicted final crisis to arrive, and by the degeneration of the Bolshe'ik 
revolution into a profoundly anti-democratic system of one-party rule. 
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But, as contributors to this volume demonstrate, there are resources w-ithin 
the traditions of historical materialism which counteract these regressive tenden
cies and which ofier hope for a more enabling and participatory form of social 
organization than either liberal capitalism or Soviet-style bureaucratic socialism. 
These new historical materialisms share a scepticism towards mechanistic or 
\·anguarclist \·isions of social change. Progressive social change need not auto
matically follmv in train behind economic crisis, nor can such change be enacted 
or imposed by a revolutionary elite acting in the name of the inert masses of the 
oppressed. Rather~ progressive social change must be produced by historically 
situated social agents whose actions are enabled and constrained by their social 
self~unclerstandings. This recognition highlights the practical, material signifi
cance of critical analysis. In an era when Sm-iet-style socialism has collapsed 
upon itself and liberal capitalism offers itself as the natural, necessary and abso
lute condition of human social life, the chapters in this volume insist that the 
potentially emancipatory resources of a renewed and perhaps reconstructed 
historical materialism are as relevant in today's world as ever. 

Ethics and politics 

Historical materialism has an ethical and political content in that it is a ilieory 
concerned v\-ith explaining the world in order to change it for the betteL That 
change however does not come about automatically or simply because the world 
can be understood better through the instruments prm-ided by historical materi
alist analysis. Change comes about through the self~organization and struggle of 
those social classes marginalized by capitalist social relations and those individ
uals and groups who are allied with them. ·what Marx understood as social 
classes both in terms of those that benefit and those that are excluded from 
benefits of the system - are directly and in an everyday way engaged in class 
struggle with each other. This is a class struggle which is involuntary in the sense 
that, to secure their very existence, indiv-iduals within capitalist social relations 
must either earn a wage or salary and therefore constantly negotiate with an 
employer to maintain the means of existence, survival and life or, if they are 
mmers of capital, they must constantly maximize their returns from the labour 
they employ and win out in the conflict with other owners of capital, again, 
because if they do not, their very physical sun-iva! is threatened. Cl~s stn:!g~js 
an imperative defining tl~:;-~yay human beings r£!!te to each other w-ithin s~ems 
of capitalist social regtiQ!!S - it is not optional and neither is it a condition of 
existence from which any indi\-idual can escape. 

If class struggle is an imperative of capitalist social organization, it can take 
many different forms, be played out in many ways and take place in many 
different fora. Someone turning up late for work may not regard tl1emselves 
engaged in class struggle but, unless their pay is clocked, this person is retrieving 
their time and labour for their own purposes, not tl1eir employer's this is a 
minor form of class struggle. A collective fight to maintain social protections - for 
instance in the fight to keep a minimum wage, to maintain welfare benefits for the 
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elderly and the vulnerable - these also take resources from the owners of capital 
and redirect them towards those \vho \\·ork to produce that capitaL This is also 
class struggle. And then there are the great conscious political struggles which 
have sometimes been informed by historical materialist theorizing and sometimes 
not These include the great anti-colonial struggles of the nineteenth and twen
tieth centuries, the battles for the vott> and tht> eight-hour clay and the fights for 
democracy and freedom and the struggle against poverty which continue \\·orld
wicle. These are never just' economic conflicts but are fundamentally about the 
rights of people to have control m·er their own lives to live a quality of life 
which is independent and dignified and free from oppression and poverty. 

In the same way, those who own and control capital are engaged in everyday 
struggles for control of capital as well as the big, important and highly \-isible 
political and social conflicts of interest - between the owners and managers of 
capital and those who work to create capital, and among and between the ovmers 
and managers of capital themsehes. Such struggles can be m-er the right to 
exclude small workplaces from the application of the minimum wage, the right to 
fire workers because of the insufficient ·profitability' of industries, such as in the 
airline industries after the 11 September bombing of New York and Washington 
nc. in 200 I, or perhaps the larger more mertly political issues such as the right 
to decide who should be the political leaders of great nations (through funding 
political campaigns, access to high-level social and political networks and influ
ence and sometimes straightforward bribery). These are also never just 
'economic' battles. They are about struggles m·er the social di\-ision of the poten
tial benefits tl1at flow from capitalist organization of society about who should 
have what and why- about, in other \VOrds, the politics of social existence. 

There is no ine\-itability about the 'positi\·e' outcome of class struggle. In the 
same way there is no sense here that historical materialist approaches can do more 
than help explain the world by prm-icling a fi·amework for analysis of empirical 
material. Historical materialist approaches do not ob\-iate the need for painstaking 
empirical research .. Nor does historical materialism offer glib or fundamentalist 
analysis that ignores the multivariate cleavages in contemporary society along lines 
of race, class, religion, age, gender; sexuality and geographical origin. Historical 
materialist approaches are informed by theories based on l\Iarx's analysis of tl1e 
modern world but they need not conflate Marx's theoretical enterprise witl1 the 
task of carefully analysing historically constructed social and political life \v-illi all 
its complexity, multiplicity of tensions, and lack of linearity. 

This book sets out to offer some explanations of this contested phenomenon 
called globalization, accepting that globalization in some way prm-ides a short
hand marker to denote the breadth and depth of twenty-first-century 
international relations. But this, although an important purpose of the book, is 
not primary. Its primary aim is to show the pertinence and relevance of histor
ical materialism as a theory of international relations including that of 
contemporary international relations or globalization. The first of the three 
related objectives of the book, therefore, is to establish the rele\·ance of historical 
materialist approaches to toclay's international social, political, economic and 
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cultural life to help explain this globalizing world. The second is to explain 
what is understood by historical materialist theories and how they can be used to 
make sense of, and change, the world in which \v·e live. The third is to critically 
interpret and inter\·ene in the politics of globalization. The book concludes with 
a historical materialist interpretation of the ideology and politics of what many 
contributors understand as 'globalizing capitalism'. 

Relevance 

The first part of the book demonstrates the relevance of histmical materialist 
approaches to the study of globalization and international relations more gener
ally: This part contains reference to some of the traditions of Marxian inquiry that 
have sought to understand 'globalizing capitalism' its cly11amics and trajectory 
(oc more accurate!;; its possible trajectories) - and investigates how some of these 
rraditions of thought can be used to help us understand contemporary interna
tional relations or 'globalization'. The concept of imperialism is reworked and 
dissected. An emphasis is placed right fi·mn the beginning on how historical mate
rialist approaches help explain the world but also encourage its transformation. 

In assessing the rele\·ance of historical materialism to the era of globalization, 
contributors remind us of the continuities which relate contemporary global 
processes, and indeed possible future worlds, to the history of capitalism as an 
expansive form of social organization. Understanding historical materialism to 
imply a focus 'not on some transhistorical "economic" sphere, but on historically 
specific material conditions of social reproduction' (p.IS), Ellen \ Voocl argues that 
processes often called 'globalization' are not qualitatively new but represent 
instead the universalization of capitalist social relations. To the extent that territo
rial states (which existed prior to the eighteenth-centmy emergence of capitalist 
production in England) have been internalized, transformed and brought to 
maturity \vithin capitalism's characteristic structural separation of the 'economic' 
from the 'political' (see also the chapter by Hannes Lacher in this volume), such 
states have become integral to the capitalist organization of social life. \Vhile 
acknowledging the increasing interconnectedness of international economic life, 
Wood argues that there is no reason to believe that globalizing capitalism entails 
the supersession of the territorial state by some supranational sovereign authority; 
nor of the national economic spaces which these political entities have organized. 
Indeed, capitalist globalization is likely to continue historical processes of uneven 
development, competition and rivalry across national states and national capitals. 
Contrary to those who argue for the emergence of a transnational capitalist 
ruling class and a nascent global state apparatus (compare, e.g., William 
Robinson's chapter in this volume), \Yood suggests that market-mediated 
economic relations readily outdistance the social organization of political rule, so 
that globalizing capitalism is increasingly reliant on nation-states for the political 
mediation of local spaces. As 'a global system organized nationally' (p.37) global
izing capitalism is likely to generate an intensification of the contradiction 
between economic expansionism and the territorially defined forms of political 
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authority upon which capitalism depends for social stability and political repro
duction. In the spaces opened up by this contradiction, \\'ood reminds us, there is 

room for opposition and cause for hope. 
Like a number of contributors w this volume, Bob Sutcliffe beliews tenden

cies tmv·ards globalization to ha\·e been o\·erstated. and he too questions the 
representation of globalization as a fundamental discontinuity in social life. 
Deploying metaphors of spirals and contradictions, Sutcliffe argues that - at its 
best historical materialist analvsis leads one to 'think about change as some
thing complex and many sided, ;nd yet not totally random or chaotic' (p.-1-3). For 
Sutcliffe, globalization is not entirely new, nor is it simply a recurrence of long
established patterns. Pre\ious eras of international capitalist expansion- the era 
of inter-imperialist ri\·alry preceding the First World \ Var; and the neo-colonial 
intensification of North-South relations of inequality follmving the Second 
\\'oriel \ \'ar have been the objects of sustained historical materialist analysis 
and, Sutclifle implies, it would be as serious an error to neglect the hard-won 
insights of pre\ious generations of Marxian theorists as it would be to accept 
them uncritically as a template for understanding our own historical situation. 
Spiral-like. capitalism is again entering a phase of intensified international 
acti\1tv which retains some of the marks and contradictions of pre\·ious episodes 
of im1;erialist expansion: 'Conflict between national capitals remains important, 
and so does the exploitation, domination and marginalization of many countries 
within the globalizing capitalist structure' ( p.5 7). Recalling the classical Marxist 
thesis that capitalism generates its mv11 gra\·ecliggers, Sutcliffe notes emergent 
forces of transnational resistance which may even now be coalescing around 
these spirals and contradictions. 

Insistent that histmical materialists (of all people) must not shy away from 
looking history in the face, Michael Cox situates contemporary Marxian analysis 
in the wake of the Cold War and asks it to account for itself: With the tone of an 
old friend and sympathetic critic, Cox broadly smYeys j\farxian and related 
radical theory as it attempts to come to grips with the collapse of 'actually 
existing socialism', globalizing capitalism and its contradictions, and the question 
of US hegemonic pmveL Absent the emergence of a unified working class as 
history's universal emancipator}' subject, and with the taint of Smiet-style 
socialism's ignominious collapse, the greatest challenge for radical theory in the 
current period, Cox concludes, is not so much the critical analysis of emergent 
tendencies in a contemporary capitalist world, but rather the formulation of a 
coherent \·ision of an alternative possible world. 

Elided from most contemporary discussions of globalization, Freel Halliday 
notes at the outset of his chapter; are the crucial terms capitalism and imperialism. 
That this process is conducted for profit, with the aim of both subjugating and 
incorporating, is the central d;11amic, and secret, of the modern epoch' (p. 76). A.s 
does Sutclifle, Halliday argues strongly for historical continuities in the expansion 
of capitalism and suggests that a critical re-reading of historical materialist theories 
of imperialism and neo-colonialism can teach us much about the hierarchical and 
exploitative character of processes which may fashionably be subsumed, and 
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obscured, under the rubric of globalizationo Most importantly, understanding 
contemporary processes in terms of capitalist expansion and domination holds out 
tl1e possibility for political movements of transnational resistance: 'the task, 
common to born de,·eloped and de,·eloping countries, is that of bringing me 
processes of contemporary capitalism under democratic control, and of realising 
tl1e emancipator;; potential \vithin advanced and subordinated capitalism alike' 
(p.88). 

Mark Laffey and Katl1I)11 Dean are like\\ise concerned with the ability of 
historical materialism to inform emancipatOI)' political practices across an emer
gent global social formation, but underscore the dangers of responding to 
globalization \vith a reassertion of economistic forms of Marxian analysis. Such 
analysis not only reproduces conceptually capitalism's systemic tendency towards 
the domination of social life by the economic, it also marginalizes mose forms of 
subjectivity and of struggle which are not reducible to the class categories of 
European modernit): Arguing for 'a flexible Marxism for flexible times', Laffey 
and Dean suggest that many contemporary Marxists have been unduly scornful of 
the work of Louis A.lthusser and have neglected his insights on cmcial questions of 
subjecti\ity, ideology and the conditions of meaningful social action. Viewed in 
terms of a dialectically interpreted and re\i\ified Althusserian conceptual field, 
capitalism and its economizing project appear dually ilireatened: on ilie one hand, 
by its 0\\11 complex sets of contradictory logics and practices, distributed across 
various relati,·ely autonomous aspects of the capitalist whole; and on ilie oilier by 
capitalism's articulation \vith various pre-capitalist or non-capitalist relations, iden
tities and practices within concrete social formations. In both instances, difference 
becomes crucial to transformati\·e agency. Indeed, central to Laffey and Dean's 
interpretation of globalization are the manifold tensions which must emerge 
between the economizing logic of capitalism and a world of cultural multiplicities. 
The flexible .tviarxism championed by Laffey and Dean 'offers hope of generating 
a critical theory that is attenti\·e to the quite proper concerns of political economy 
\vithout at the same time being blind to the importance and relatively autonomous 
causal power of difference' (poI 03). Transformative political possibilities, they 
remind us in good dialectical fashion, are cmcially related to the ways in which we 
understand ourselves in relation to the world around us. 

Theories 

Drawing upon fviarxian categories and insights, contributors to ilie next part of 
tl1e book consciously seek to develop historical materialism as a ilieory of interna
tional relations. In his contribution to this volume, Peter Burnham criticizes those 
such as practitioners of neo-Gramscian international studies who, he argues, 
would reduce class to 'just another "interest" in a metl1odology characterised by 
\Veberian factor analysis' (p.ll3)o Ratl1er than reaffirming a Marxist-Leninist 
world-\iew with its deterministic methodology and statist political commitments, 
Burnham prescribes a return to l'viarxian conceptual fundamentals of class, labour, 
and struggle in order to reconstruct an 'open fviarxism'. 
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Class struggle 0 0 0 lies at the heart of fviarx's account of accumulation as 
capital must not only extract surplus from labour daily in the production 
process but must also ensure the successful reproduction of the total social 
circuit of capital through its three principal forms [the commodity-form, 
money-form and productive form of capital] 0 

(pJl+) 

On this \iew, capital is a process of self-expanding value in which, if it is to be 
successfully consummated in accumulation, must assume different forms as it 
completes its circuiL It is tl1e pervasiveness of class struggle (more or less self
conscious), and the possibility of interruption at any point throughout this 
circuit, which creates real, if also open-ended, possibilities of systemic crisis and 
social transformation. Likewise, the state is understood as a relation in process: 
'National states exist as political "nodes" or "moments" in ilie global flow of 
capital and their development is therefore part of the antagonistic and crisis
ridden development of capitalist society' (p.l23). States attempt to facilitate 
accumulation by channelling class struggle into non-class forms, and managing 
the circuits of capitaL Globalization, then, signifies a 'deepening' of interna
tional circuits of capital and corresponding challenges to political management 
of those increasingly complex circuits and their manifold contradictions. 

In a wide-ranging historical survey of the emergence of Western philosophy, 
Kees van der Pijl suggests that Marx's revolutionary dialectical sy11thesis of 
materialism/idealism was often reduced by various followers and interpreters to 
a naturalistic and scientistic materialism unable to animate a transformative poli
tics: 'the actual labour movement, if it adhered to an explicit philosophical 
position at all, more often adopted naturalistic materialism than Marx's histor
ical materialism because manual labour in combination vvith experimental 
natural science was conducive to that perspective' (p.l43)0 As globalizing capi
talism transforms the social organization of production such that manual and 
mental labour are increasingly integrated in the 'collective worker' ilirough the 
world-wide socialization of labour; van der Pijl suggests that the dialectical 
preconditions of human emancipation may be nearer than ever to realization. 

Hannes Lacher both celebrates and criticizes the re\ival of historical materi
alist international studies which has taken place in recent years. In particular, he 
highlights ilie difficulties of Marxian scholarship classical theories of imperi
alism as well as contemporary ilieories of the capitalist state - in providing an 
adequate account of the interstate system. While acknowledging iliat capitalist 
geopolitics are qualitatively different from absolutist or feudal geopolitics, Lacher 
offers a powerful theoretical and historical argument against the thesis that the 
modern state and, by extension, the system of states - was born out of the very 
historical processes which gave rise to capitalismo Drawing on the work of 
Robert Brenner and Ellen vVood, among others, he argues instead that the emer
gence of a system of states, a process driven by the historically distinct 
politico-economic imperatives of absolutist rule, preceded the emergence of 
capitalist production relations and cannot adequately be understood as their 
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product. Following the emergence of capitalist production relations in England, 
however, the dynamics of absolutist geopolitics \\·ere transformed and the system 
of territorial states was 'internalized' within, and became integral to, a distinctly 
capitalist system of social relations: 'Territoriality became exclusive with respect 
to political space only; while the privatization of appropriative power [in the 
hands of a capitalist class] allowed for the organization of surplus extraction 
across boundaries through the productive employment of contractually secured 
labour' (p.l59). This insight generates a pletlwra of challenges for Marxian 
international studies, which is on this \·iew obliged to untangle the complex and 
contradictory ways in which capitalist processes and relations have been shaped 
by the historical fact that capitalism's 'political space is fractured by sovereign 
territoriality' (p.l60). Concurring with other contributors to this volume who 
emphasize inter-imperialist rivalry, Lacher argues that this structural disjuncture 
puts states in the position of ri\·alry: 

\ \'hereas the state domestically stands apart fi·om the competition between 
indi\ idual capitals, and seeks to regulate the economy through universal 
forms of governance like the rule of law and money, in the international 
sphere it is or can itself be a competitor seeking to promote the interests of 
its capital with political and economic means. 

(pp.l60-l) 

However, in contrast to some contributors such as \Vood, whose chapter 
strongly suggests that the states system is likely to remain into the indefinite 
future as the problematic political infrastructure of economically universalizing 
capitalism Lacher \iews the persistence of territorially based rule as very much 
an open question in the era of globalization. 

In response to the rise of 'social constructivism' as the newest (counter-) 
orthodoxy within international relations, Benno Teschke and Christian Heine 
argue that constructivists' criticisms of historical materialism are based on a 
systematic misreading of Marxian theory, neglecting its relational ontology 
and erroneously subsuming it 'under the deductive-nomological protocols of 
the natural sciences' (p.l65). Launching their own critique, Teschke and Heine 
point towards contradictions and lacunae in the \Veberian epistemology which 
underlies constructi\·ism and undermines its attempts to understand neoliberal 
restructuring and globalization: '\Ve criticised this [constructivist] account 
because it treated "social purpose" as a domestic black box, failed to relate 
globalisation to capitalist crisis, and underspecified the fundamental relation 
between states and markets under capitalism' (p.l 7 5 ). A dialectical vision of 
historical materialism, the authors maintain, pro\·ides for a more compelling 
and politically empowering interpretation of neoliberalism and globalization 
insofar as it represents these as problematic and contestable responses to a 
crisis of capitalist profitability which had its onset in the 1970s. Further, they 
argue that globalization should not be understood in terms of the diminution 
of state power or the effacement of politics: 'neoliberalism is a conscious state 
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policy that is not to be confused with the self-cancellation of the state' (p.182). 
Political struggles and correlations of social forces, which account for uneven
ness in the patterns of neoliberal restructuring, remain central to the processes 
of capitalist globalization. 

Politics 

The theoretical traditions identified by contributors to this book provide vocabu
laries for the political analysis of the globalizing world in which we live. Taking a 
brief from the famous Marxian thesis which understands historical materialism 
as being engaged in social critique as part of a political project of changing the 
world, contributors explore how the politics of globalization are being played out 
in today's world. Rather than \iewing global capitalism as an ineluctable natural 
force, contributors seek to show how a dialectic of power and resistance is at 
work in the contemporary global political economy - producing and contesting 
new realities and creating conditions in which new forms of collective self~deter
mination become thinkable and materially possible. 

According to Alejandro Colas, globalization should be understood as inte
grally related to 'the class antagonisms inherent in capitalism' (p.l9l ). The 
politics of globalization necessarily entails, as both cause and consequence, 
struggles between capital and labour - 'a process whereby the very policies and 
strategies developed by capitalists and workers in response to globalisation, them
selves throw up new expressions of international class antagonisms' (p.l92). 
Along with Burnham, Colas is strongly critical of neo-Gramscian interpretations 
of globalization, which he ta..xes \\ith a top-do\\11 perspective which largely 
abstracts from the social relations of production, and hence reifies transnational 
ruling class agency and obscures the ongoing contestation of class power; espe
cially as it unfolds unevenly across various local contexts. At the most abstract 
level, Colas argues that class must be seen as neither the subject of globalization 
(as in interpretations which emphasize ruling class agency), nor as its object (as in 
narratives stressing intensified subjugation and exploitation of global workers), 
but rather - as simultaneously the subject and object of these fundamental and 
contradictory political processes. Interpreting concrete class struggles, however, 
challenges Marxists to account for the ways in which capitalist social relations 
have been articulated with other; non-capitalist forms of social organization. 'It 
is this complex interface between the universality of capitalist social relations and 
their specific manifestation in difierent socio-historical contexts, which arguably 
defines international class-formation and reproduction' (p.205). A \iable socialist 
politics for the new century, Colas suggests, can only be constructed on such a 
basis. 

In contrast to a number of contributors to this volume whose attitudes 
towards the concept of globalization range from ambivalence to outright 
hostility, \Villiam Robinson embraces it as 'a concept useful intellectually and 
enabling politically', for it is this concept which enables historical materialist 
critique of a political process Robinson describes as 'the transnationalization of 
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the state' (p.2l 0). On this view, globalization represents an 'epochal shift' in 
which the displacement of pre-capitalist relations is completed and capitalist 
commodification is universalized, national circuits of accumulation are 
subsumed within global circuits, a transnational capitalist class emerges and the 
nation-state is tendentially transformed, superseded by and incorporated within 
a transnational state (TNS) as the political aspect of capitalist social organiza
tion. Deploying Gramscian concepts much maligned by some of our 
contributors, Robinson suggests that 'The TNS comprises those institutions and 
practices in global society that maintain, defend, and advance the emergent 
hegemony of a global bourgeoisie and its project of constructing a new global 
capitalist historical bloc' (p.2l S). Patterns of nation-state based political accom
modation between capitalist and popular classes, and the constraints on 
accumulation which these have represented, have been increasingly vitiated by 
the transnational reorganization of capitalist power, displaced by the hegemonic 
project of the Washington Consensus. Robinson cautions his readers that there is 
nothing inevitable in these tendencies. Increasingly global, capitalism is nonethe
less a deeply contradictory system and, like all hegemonic projects, the emergent 
TNS is both contestable and contested. To do so effectively, working and popular 
classes will need to extend their own political horizons, mobilize on a transna
tional scale, and construct 'alliances, networks, direct actions and organizations' 
capable of challenging the power of global capitaL 

Applying in an original and unorthodox way some core insights of historical 
materialism to the analysis of law, Claire Cutler argues that the law is a human 
social product and, having been produced in an historical context of capitalist 
dominance, is not class-neutral. Legal rules are a crucial constituent of property 
relations and privatized class power; and also form the 'legal culture' of a 
transnational bloc advancing a globalizing neoliberal agenda under the guise of 
naturalized representations of property, market, and capital. 'The globalization 
of the rule of law is an integral aspect of neoliberal discipline, which is 
expanding the private sphere of capital accumulation, while constraining poten
tially democratizing influences' (p.236). Cutler~ too, adopts some of Gramsci's, 
insights in her analysis of capitalist globalization and transformations of interna
tional law, insisting that legal norms are also terrains of struggle fraught w-ith 
implications for class-based power. 'The law can be used by the disenfranchised 
and dispossessed as a powerful instrument of change once the mythology of its 
inherent objectiv-ity and neutrality is displaced by the sort of critical analysis 
prov-ided by historical materialism' (p.2S 1 ). 

Class, state and the law are here discussed not as reflective of some trans
historical conceptual vacuum but are analysed as part of the recursive social 
relationships in which they are born and which they help to shape. Illustrating 
the thesis of this volume that globalization entails real social relations for real 
people which are often both oppressive and unequal but yet contain germs of 
emancipatory promise, this part includes an analysis of the contradictory 
nature of empirical reality for the electorate of the member states of the 
European Union. 
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Hazel Smith approaches the politics of European integration through a histor
ical materialist lens. In particular~ she focuses on the ways in which the language of 
indiv-idual rights embodied in tl1e Amsterdam treaty of 1997 partakes of the 
contradictory character of liberal capitalist democracies. \Vhile ilie language of 
r-ights represents persons as abstractly equal individuals - the very representations 
which Marx attacked in his early critique of 'political emancipation' and his subse
quent analyses of the appearances of contractual market relations - iliese 
representations are deeply problematic and potentially double-edged in the context 
of privatized capitalist powers ensconced in the economic sphere. European inte
gration, and the promotion of liberal democracy, which now attends it, entail 

the contradictory normative project inherent to a capitalist logic which 
limits indi\-idual rights to a politics which is about facilitating capitalist 
exchange and, at the same time, provides what philosophers sometimes call 
'the conditions of possibility' for emancipation through the collective exer
cise of those rights. 

(p.266) 

To the extent that globalization represents the universalization of capitalist 
production relations and its associated political forms, struggles over the effective 
meaning and scope of 'rights' may become important terrains of struggle. 

Like LaHey and Dean, Scott Solomon and Mark Rupert affrrm ilie value of 
historical materialist analyses of globalization but are sceptical iliat the political 
processes involved can adequately be understood in terms of traditional 
Marxian categories of class. Drawing on neo-Gramscian insights regarding the 
mediation of political struggle tl1rough ideology, and the practical significance of 
social self-understandings and identities, Solomon and Rupert argue iliat 

the class-based relations of production under capitalism create the possibili!J 
of particular kinds of agency, but these possibilities can only be realized 
through the political practices of concretely situated social actors, practices 
which must negotiate the tensions and possibilities - the multiple social iden
tities, powers, and forms of agency- resident within popular common sense. 

(p.293) 

On this v-iew, central to ilie politics of globalization will be struggles to counter
pose \-isions of globalization/ solidarity to dominant narratives of globalization/ 
competitiveness. \Vhile there are indications iliat such str·uggles are under way, 
Solomon and Rupert suggest that 

If such projects are to forge a unified resistance to globalizing capitalism, 
they must find ways to articulate class-based identities with oilier social iden·· 
tities and powers already resident and active within the popular common 
sense of working people in various parts of the world. 

(p.297) 
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Historical ID.aterialisiD. as theory of globalization 

That the contributors to this 'olume do not speak in a single ,·oice should not 
surprise anyone familiar with the rich, complex and contradictory intellectual 
and political history of the Marxian tradition. It \\as newr our aim to resoh-e the 
ambiguities, tensions and conflicts \\·ithin historical materialism, or to produce a 
new parry line on globalization. Rather we hme sought to gi\e \Oice to various 
currents \vithin the tradition in order to demonstrate its continued Yitality 

\\'hat we ha\e in common is a vie\\" that historical materialism is releYant for 
both the theoretical understanding of globalization and for prmiding political 
analvsis of hm\ change might be possible \vithin the limits and possibilities 
prmided by globalizing capitalist social relations. i\Iarxist concepts such as class, 
state and imperialism haYe not yet lost their ability to help frame the world and 
in some \vays may be more pertinent than e\·er. There is more tentati,·eness, 
howe\ei; and less optimism, about the ability of historical materialist approaches 
to help challenge and, therefore, change social conditions. The bankruptcy of 
those actually existing socialisms and the lack of examples of democratic 
socialism as an end state haw not helped. The Gramscian aphorism 'pessimism 
of the intellect, optimism of the will' is apposite here however. Given that there 
are many examples of democratic socialist practice \\ orld-\\·ide, in \ arious stages 
of reYolutions, in solidarity struggles and in \ arious collectiw enterprises world
\\ide, the next step for a fi.1rther \ olume of historical materialist theorizing is 
perhaps to analyse the sites of political and social struggle where transformative 
practices and processes can be obsened. 

This \ olume identifies sites of struggle and transformati\·e potential and 
addresses the tensions and possibilities of globalizing capitalism and historical 
materialist critique. Rather than foreclose the deYelopment of historical materi
alist thought, we ha\ e sought here its re-opening. 

Acknowledgeinents and genesis 

The editors of this Yolume first discussed at the Toronto International Studies 
Association in 1997 the possibilities of bringing together established scholars 
\\·ith younger scholars of i\Iarx. \\"e \vere particularly a\\·are of the fine new work 
emercina fi·om votmaer scholars in the discipline of international relations and b <::) • b 

\vanted to find \\·avs around which these scholars could be supported to form a 
'critical mass' in tl~e discipline. \ \'e \\·ere also aware of hm\· difficult it had been, 
especially during the period of the Cold \ \'ar; for serious historical materialist 
scholarship to be heard or published and how personally difficult it had been for 
those lone indi\iduals who had brmed what was at best marginalization and at 
\\Orst \\·hat \Vas often close to hostility \\hen they had attempted to pursue any 
form of historical materialist intellectual agenda. Almost paradoxically; the end 
of the Cold \\'ar allowed space for the resurgence of such theorizing partly 
because with the defeat of the Communist experiments. there appeared to be no 
possible threat fi·om an 'academic' i\Iarxism. Into this space climbed this project. 
Here Hazel Smith would like to thank all the scholars imoh eel in the London 
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School of Economics historical materialist \\·orking group, led by Justin 
Rosenberg, all of them prmided inspiration and confirmation that the historical 
materialist project \\as necessary, essential and timely. This book is also 
conceiwd of panly as a homage to those who hm·e struggled to maintain a 
hearina for historical materialist approaches set out in this volume - many of 
\d10m ~\·e are proud to say are represented as contributors to this volume. It is of 
course imidious to pick out indi\·iduals but \\"C do want to express special appre
ciation to Ellen \ \"oocL whose work the word 'path-breaking' seemed designed 
for. and who has set standards for scholarh and political inquiry which she would 
\\·ith characteristic modesty be surprised to hear are standards \rhich many 
\Vould want to emulate but few could surpass. 

Much of this volume has had to be put together while one of the editors was 
based in Pyongyang for a year with the United -:'\ations, with all the attendant 
problems of communication (insufilcient electricity- sometimes none at all not 
enough Yoltage for fa-xes, no internet, no reliable postal sen ice, etc.) and the 
other \vas coping with all the unfortunately nO\\ normal demands of modern 
academic life. which leaw little time for 'research'. This book has been possible, 
in the end, hmve\er; because of the outstanding commitment of its contributors. 
Thev hme not onlv submitted \\ork that is of the highest scholarly standards but 
hav~ submitted to ~he editing process \\·ith immense patience and forbearance. 

\ \'e \\·ere Yerv fortunate to secure support fi·om Professor Richard Higgott of 
the Centre for ;he Studv of Globalisation and Regionalisation at the University 
of \ \'arwick, which resulted in generous financial backing such as to fund a \\·ork
shop on historical materialism and globalization, at \\'an\·ick, in April 1999. The 
International Studies Association also financially supported the project. \ \'e are 
\Cry gratefi.!l for all this support 

\\'e hope it is not too much of a cliche to finish by sa;ing that what we all 
share - editors and contributors - is a Y-ision of scholarly work which imolws a 
commitment to do our best to tr-v to make the \Vorld intelligible, to explain and 
to understand, at the same time, ;1eYer forgetting that 'the point is to change the 
world' .. This book is not conceiwd as a 'threat' to com·entional or ruling ideas 
about what constitutes good theory for understanding and explaining contempo
rarY international relations and, most particularly, the phenomenon of 
glol)alization but as a challenge to those theories .. 



Part I 

Globalization 

The relevance of historical 
materialist approaches 



1 Global capital, national 
* states·· 

Ellen iVIeiksins f;Jiood 

Capitalist economies are all 'capitalist', despite their many national diversities, 
because they share certain common principles or 'laws of motion', a certain 
common 'logic of process'. In one way or another, they are all subject to the 
capitalist imperati\ es of competition, capital accumulation and profit-maximiza
tion. All national capitalist economies also exist only in relation to others, and 
capitalism has from the beginning been tendentially 'globaL Capitalist principles 
and pmcesses are nmv more uni\ersal than eYer before, and capitalist economies 
are, as we are constantly reminded, more interconnected and global than e\·eL 

Yet there is no 'global economy' abstracted from the particular local, national, 
and regional economies that constitute it, or from the relations among them, 
\vhether among major capitalist powers or between imperialist powers and 
subaltern states. The general laws of capitalism and global economic forces 
manifest themselws in specific national and regional forms, and the global 
dy11amics of capitalism continue to be driven by forces within, and relations 
among, national economies and nation-states. The emergence of capitalism was 
closely tied to the evolution of the modern nation-state, and that close link has 
shaped the development and expansion of capitalism ever since .. The global 
economy as we know it today is still constituted by national entities. 

My intention here is to explore the contradiction between the global S\\eep of 
capitalism and the persistence of national entities by tracing, in very broad 
strokes, some of the connections bet\reen capitalism and the nation-state fi:om 
the beginning until now. The object of this exercise is not specifically to explicate 
the contribution that historical materialism can make to an understanding of 
'globalization', but it should become clear why I believe that the interconnections 
bet\veen the modern state system and the development of global capitalism can 
be more fruitfully explored from the perspective of historical materialism than 
fium more conventional theoretical \·antage points. 

For instance, the relations and the contradictions between the global and the 
national can be clarified by understanding the separation of 'economic' and 
'political' spheres and the relations between them. But that separation is specific 
to capitalism. The 'economy', conceived as a distinct and separate sphere, is a 
notion that has meaning only under capitalism, where t\\O fundamental and 
related conditions are met: first, all economic actors are market dependent that 
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is, dependent on the market for the conditions of their self~reproduction, and 
hence subject to the specifically 'economic' imperati,·es of competition and accu
mulation: and second, appropriation takes place not by direct coerci,·e means, 
through the exercise of political or military pm1·er in the hands of the appropria
tors themselves f(x example, in feudalism), but by purely economic means, 
the 'free' exchange bet\l·een capital and labour in \vhich direct producers are 
compelled by their propertylessness to exchange their labour-power for a wage. 
The economy as a separate 'sphere', in other \lords, exists only when the market 
regulates social reproduction and when exploitation is disaggregated into two 
separate 'moments', apportioned between two distinct agencies: the moment of 
appropriation by capital itself and the moment of enforcement by a separate 
state power: 

The 'historical' in historical materialism allows us to explore the conditions 
and implications of this historically specific separation .. Its 'materialism' focuses 
our attention not on some transhistorical economic sphere, but on historically 
specific material conditions of social reproduction, \1·hich not only afiect all 
social spheres but constitute them as distinct spheres in the first place. From that 
perspective, \1·e can explore a dewlopment like globalization not as some ahistor
ical natural process but as a truly historical one. 

Joined at birth? 

It is not at all uncommon to insist on the connections between the emergence of 
capitalism and the rise of the nation-state, or ewn to define capitalism as a 
system of nation-states. Ty1)ically: the connections are seen through the prism of 
one or another theory of 'modernity' or 'rationalization', according to which 
certain 'modern' or 'rational' economic, political, and cultural forms haw devel
oped more or less in tandem, combining a process of urbanization and 
commercialization with the formation of a 'rational' state. One particularly inge
nious account suggests that the emergence of the absolutist state in early modern 
Europe freed the 'bourgeois' commercial economy fi·om the dead hand of 
feudalism and landlordly power: separating political and economic spheres by 
concentrating sovereignty in a centralized state .. Another influential explanation 
suggests that the European nation-state, in sharp contrast, say, to Asian empires, 
laid the foundations for capitalism because the organization of Europe into 
multiple polities, instead of in one owr-arching empire, permitted the develop
ment of a trade-based di\ision of labom; \l·ithout the burden of massive 
appropriation by an imperial state which sy~honed off surpluses that could 
othen1·ise ha\·e been invested. 1 

Let me propose a somewhat different account of the relation between the rise 
of capitalism and the nation-state. This account will be based on certain presup
positions which can only be stated here bald!;.: without elaboration, but which 
have been discussed at greater length elsewhere. 2 The main presuppositions are 
these: that capitalism \\·as not simply the natural outcome of certain transhistor
ical processes like 'rationalization', technological progress, urbanization, or the 
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expansion of trade; that its emergence required more than the removal of obsta
cles to increased trade and growing markets or to the exercise of 'bourgeois' 
rationalitv: that while certain European, or \\"estern European, conditions, not 
least the insertion of Europe in a larger and non-European net\vork of interna
tional trade, were necessary to its emergence, those same conditions produced 
di\erse effects in \·arious European, and ewn \\'estern European, cases: and that 
the necessary conditions for the ;spontaneous' or indigenous and self~sustaining 
development of a capitalist system, with mutually reinforcing agricultural and 
industrial sectors, existed only in England. 3 

How, then, do these presuppositions apply to the relation bet\veen the rise of 
capitalism and the nation-state? \Ve can certainly accept that capitalism devel
oped in the distinctive context of the early modern European state, which was 
not itself created by capitalism -- or, more precisely; that capitalism de\·eloped in 
tandem with the process of state formation. Bur, while there were certain 
common preconditions, not all European, or even \\'estern European, nation
states de\·eloped in the same \l·ay: The French absolutist state, for instance, had 
an economic logic quite distinct from capitalist forms of exploitation or capitalist 
laws of motion . .\'otwithstanding France's 'bourgeois' revolution, \\"e cannot take 
for granted its 'spontaneous' evolution into capitalism, in the absence of external 
pressures from an already existing English capitalism+ 

The development of capitalism and the nation-state were intertwined in 
England in a very particular wa)Z But to insist on the particularity of this English 
relationship is not at all to deny the close connection between capitalism and the 
nation-state in generaL On the contrary, the particular nature of the English 
relationship only seryes to emphasize that close connection. England was not, of 
course, alone in producing a sowreign territorial state, but it \vas, in the first 
instance, alone in producing a capitalist system. At the same rime, the process 
that gave rise to English capitalism was accompanied by the development of a 
more clearly defined territorial sovereignty than existed elsewhere in Europe. 
The social transformations that brought about capitalism were the same ones 
that brought the nation-state to maturity. 

As I'viarx pointed out long ago, precapitalist modes of production were char
acterized by a unity of economic and political power, specifically in the sense 
that exploitation was carried out by 'extra-economic' means that is, by means 
of political, judicial, and/ or military power, or what has been called 'politically 
constituted property' 5 This unity which cannot be efiectively accommodated 
by a conceptual framework that takes as given the separation of the economic 
and the political, or their existence as distinct spheres existed in a wry wide 
variety of forms. For instance, many ancient empires employed state power to 
collect tribute from subject peoples, including their own peasants, and imperial 
office was the principal means of acquiring great wealth. 

\\l1at was notable about precapitalist forms in Europe was the emergence of 
a fragmented state power, the 'parcellized sovereignty' of \\'estern feudalism, 
\1·hich created a distinctive kind of extra-economic power; the pmver of feudal 
lordship. The fiagmented military, political, and judicial po\1·ers of the state 



20 Ellen Jfriksins Hood 

became the means by which individual lords extracted surpluses from peasants. 
At the same time, political parcellization was matched by economic fragmenta
tion. Internal trade, lor example, e\·en when it extended beYond verv local 
peasant markets, was less like modern capitalist forms of trade in an int~aratecl 

.. 0 

competitive market than like traditional forms of international commerce. a 
series of separate local markets joined together by a carrying trade conducted. bv 
merchants 'buying cheap· in one market and 'selling clear' in another, or an 'inf;_ 
nite succession of arbitrage operations between separate, distinct, and discrete 
markets'b 

The feudal ruling class was eYentuallv compelled to consolidate its fraa
mentecl political power in the face of .peasant resistance and the plainly 
untenable disorder of aristocratic conflict. Parcellized sovereignty gm·e way to 
more centralized monarchies in some parts of Europe. But if feudalism was a 
precondition of capitalism, and if capitalism, with its separation of political 
and economic spheres, emerged in conjunction with a process of feudal 
centralization, the process of state formation took different forms in different 
places, and capitalism \1as only one of se,·eral outcomes of the transition fi·om 
feudalism. 

One eflect was absolutism, which, instead of producing a capitalist economy, 
reproduced the umfr of political and economic power at the level of the central 
state, while newr completely OYercoming the parcellization of feudalism. The 
most notable example is the absolutist state in France, regarded by many as the 
prototype of the emerging 'modern' nation-state .. Formed in a process of state 
centralization that ele,·ated one among many feudal powers to a position of 
monarchical dominance, French absolutism remained in manv wavs rooted in its 
feudal past. 7 ' • 

On the one hand, the bureaucracy that is supposed to be the mark of the 
French state's modernity represented a structure of offices used bv office-holders 
as a kind of pri,·ate proper[}; a means of appropriating pe~sant-produced 
surpluses, what has been called a kind of centralized feudal rent, in the form of 
ta.xation. This was a mode of appropriation ,·ery different, in its means and in its 
rules for reproduction, from capitalist exploitation depending, for example, on 
direct coercion to squeeze more surpluses om of the direct producers, instead of 
on intensifying exploitation by enhancing labour producti\ity 

On the other hand, the absolutist state ne\·er completely displaced other 
forms of politically constituted proper[}: It always li\·ed side-by-side, and in 
tension, \1·irh other~ more fragmented forms, the remnants of feudal parcellized 
sowreignt}: Aristocrats, the church, and municipalities clung to their old 
autonomous powers, military, political, or judicial. Ev·en when these powers were 
fi:ttally weakened by state centralization and hence no longer represented a frag
ment of parcellized sov·ereignt}; they often continued to serve as a fiercelv 
protected (occasionally re\ ived or even im·ented) source of income for thei~ 
possessors. At the same time, the central state, competing for the same peasant
produced surpluses, t}']Jically co-opted manv potential competitors bv civina 
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them state of1ice. exchanging one kind of politically constituted property for 
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another. But the remnants of aristocratic pri,ilege and municipal jurisdiction, 
together \lith the tensions among v·arious forms of politically constituted prop
ertv. remained to the end just as much a part of French absolutism as \Vas the 

•' . 
centralizing monarchy. 

Elsewhere in Europe, the fi·agmentation of property and polity \l·ere ev·en 
more marked, and everywhere, these fragmented forms of politically constituted 
property, like the centralized wrsion, represented a mode of appropriation anti
thetical to capitalism. They were inimical to capitalism in yet another sense too: 
they fragmented not only the state but the econom~~ Instead of a natio:1al 
market, there \\·ere separate local and municipal markets (not to ment1on 
internal trade barriers) characterized not by capitalist competition but by the old 
forms of trade, not the appropriation of surplus \alue created in production but 
commercial profit-taking in the sphere of circulation. To put it another \Va): the 
parcellization of soYereignty and the parcellization of markets \1·ere rv1·o sides of 
the same coin, rooted in the same proper[}· relations. 

The fragmentation of both economy and polit)• \vas overcome first and 
most completely in England. From the outset certainly fi·orn the Norman 
Conquest the English state (the emphasis here is on England, not on other 
parts of what \muld become the 'United Kingdom') was more unified than 
others in Europe, without the same parcellized soYereignty. For instance, \1·hen 
France still had its regional 'estates', England had a unitary national parlia
ment, and when France (even up until the Revolution) had some 360 local law 
codes, England had a more nationally unified legal system, especially its 
'common law' acljudicated by royal courts, \vhich had become the preferred 
and dominant lecral system verv earlv in the development of the English state. 0 • • / 

But this unit}' was not simply a matter of political or legal unification. Its 
corollary was a degree of economic unification unlike any other in history, 
already in the seventeenth centurv constituting something like a national 
econo:Uy, an integrated and increasingly competitiv·e national market centred 
on London. 

Both political and economic unity can be traced to the same source. The 
centralization of the state in England was not based on a feudal unity of 
economic and political power. The state did not represent a private resource for 
office-holders in the wav or on the scale that it did in }"'ranee, nor did the state on 
the whole hav-e to com~ete with other forms of politically constituted proper[}: 
Instead. state formation took the form of a cooperativ·e project, a kind of divi
sion of .labour bet\1·een political and economic pmver; betv1·een the monarchical 
state and the aristocratic ruling class, between a central political power that 
enjoyed a virtual monopoly of coercive force much earlier than others in Europe 
(the English aristocracy, for instance, was effectiv·ely demilitarized v-ery early) and 
an economic power based on private property in land far more concentrated 
than elsewhere in Europe (in France, for instance, by far the most land continued 
to be held by peasants). 

Here, then, was the separation between the moment of coercion and the 
moment of appropriation, allocated betvveen two distinct but complementary 
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spheres, that uniquely characterizes capitalist exploitation. English landlords 
increasingly depended on purely 'economic' forms of exploitation, while the 
state maintained order and enforced the whole system of property. Instead of 
enhancing their mvn coerci\·e powers to squeeze more out of peasants, landlords 
relied on the coercive pmver of the state to sustain the whole system of property, 
while they exercised their purely economic power, their concentrated landhold
ings, to intensify the exploitation of labour by increasing its productivity, in 
conditions \1·here appropriators and producers \l·ere becoming increasingly 
market dependent. 

The weakness of politically constituted property in England, in other 
words. meant both the rise of capitalism and the e\·olution of a truly sovereign 
and unified national state. It also meam a more sharply defined territorial 
polity. In feudalism, the territorial boundaries of political sovereignty tended 
to be fluid, expanding or contracting with the reach of the lord's, or the 
monarch's, personal rule, his proprietary domain and family alliances. The 
centralizing monarchies of Europe certainly created territorial states in which 
the central more or less sm·ereign power exerted its predominant coercive 
force mer a more or less \l·ell-clefined territory. But the fluid boundaries of 
feudalism were never firmlv fixed until personal rule was replaced by an 
impersonal state, and that c~uld never be fi.Illy accomplished until the separa
tion of the political and economic, the moments of appropriation and 
coercion, pri\·ate property and public poweL Just as the separation of the 
political and the economic in capitalism ended the contestation of sovereignty 
among competing sites of politically constituted property, so did it detach the 
territorial borders of the state from the fluctuating fortunes of personal prop
ertv and clvnastic connections. 

There ,~·ere, to sum up, two sides to the historical relation between capitalism 
and the nation-state. On the one hand, that state was not itself produced by 
capitalism. The 'modern' state, together with 'modern' conceptions of territori
ality and sovereign(); emerged out of social relations that had nothing to do with 
capitalism, in the tensions between 'parcellized sm·ereignties' and centralizing 
monarchies8 On the other hand, the rise of capitalism, which took place in the 
context of a rising nation-state, brought that state to fruition or; to put it more 
precisely; the particular form of English state formation belonged to the same 
process that brought about capitalism. The transformation of politically consti
tuted property into capitalist property was at the same time, and inseparably, a 
transformation of the state. 

A state with an unambiguous sovereign power over a clearly defined territory 
did not come completely into its own until capitalist property had displaced 
precapitalist modes of appropriation that is, until capitalist property displaced 
both parcellizecl sovereignty and the fragmented economy entailed by politically 
constituted property. The territorial nation-state \1·as part of a more general 
European process of state formation, but a clearly defined territorial state with a 
truly sm·ereign pm1·er matured only when political sovereignty became both 
separate from and coextensive with a national economy. 

Global capital, national states 

Capitalism and inter-national relations 

For those who regard capitalism as the consequence of commercial expansion 
\1·hen it reached a critical mass, there is something paradoxical about the devel
opment of English capitalism. England \1·as certainly part of a vast trading 
network. But other European nation-states in the early modern period \1-ere also 
deeply im·oiYecl in the system of international trade, as \I ere non-European civi
lizations in Asia and the Islamic \I"Orlcl, some of \1hich long had trading networks 
more hirrhlv developed and extensiw than the European. \\"hat distinguished 
England"'- 'and \I· hat was specifically capitalist about it - \\as not, in the first 
instance, predominance as a trading nation or any peculiarity in its way of 
conducting foreign trade. England's peculiarity was not its role in an out\l·arclly 
expanding commercial system but, on the contrar:-; its imvarcl de\ elopment, the 
growth of a unique domestic econom;: 

\ \l1at marked off England's commercial system fi·om others \I as a single large 
and integrated national market, increasingly uniting the country into one 
economic unit (which eventually embraced the British Isles as a whole), with a 
specialized cliYision of labour among interdependent regions and a grmving, and 
~t1tualh reinforcinrr interaction benveen agricultural and industrial sectors. 

• 0' '-' 

This market was also clistinctiw in the natme and extent of its trade in cheap 
eyeryday goods the means of suni\al and self~reprocluction for a growing 
mass market 9 \ \"hile England competed \I ith others in an expanding system of 
international trade, a ne\1 kind of commercial system \I as emerging at home, 
which \1oulcl soon giw it an acl\·antage on the international plane too. Unlike 
traditional commercial systems, this one did not depend mainly on profits 
derived from 'bu:-ing cheap and selling clear', the carrying trade or arbitra?e. 
This svstem was unique in its dependence on intensi\e as distinct from extensive 
expan;ion, on the extraction of surplus value created in production ~s clisti:1ct 
fi·om profit in the sphere of circulation, on economic gro\1·th based on mcreasmg 
proclucti\ity and competition \1-ithin a single market in other \VOrcls, on capi
talism. 

Capitalism, then, \1hile it certainly developed within - and could not hme 
developed without an international system of trade, \1as a domestic product 
But it was not in the nature of capitalism to remain at home for long. Its need for 
endless accumulation, on \1hich its \cry suni\al clepenclecl, produced new and 
clistinctiYe imperatiws of expansion. These imperatiws operated at Yarious 
levels. The most ob\·ious \vas, of course, the imperialist drive. There \l·as, to be 
sure, nothing new about colonialism, and Britain's major European ri\als w~re 
just as much imoh·ecl in the subjugation of colonial territories, in the oppression 
of colonial peoples, and in the slave trade. But here again, capitalism had a 
transformati\e efiect The new requirements of capitalism created new imperi
alist needs, and it was British capitalism that produced an imperialism ans\vering 
to the specific requirements of capitalist accumulation, its particular need for 
resources, labour; markets, and increasing proclucti\it)·. Abm e alL capitalism 
created ne\1 imperialist possibilities by that 
could reach far beyond direct political 
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Capitalism also expanded out from Britain in another and more complicated 
sense. The unique producti,·ity engendered by capitalism, especially in its indus
trial form, gmc Britain new ad,·antages not only in its old commercial ri,·alries 
with other European states but also in their military conflicts. So, from the late 
eighteenth centmy and especially in the nineteenth, Britain's major European 
rivals \\·ere under pressure to develop their economies in ways that could meet 
this ne\1· challenge. The state itself became a major player. This was true most 
notably in Germany, \l·irh its state-led industrialization, which in the first 
instance \vas undoubtedly dri\ en more by older geopolitical and military consid
erations than by capitalist motivations. 

In these cases, the dri,·e lor capitalist development did not come from internal 
property relations like those that had impelled the development of capitalism in 
England from \l·ithin. \\"here, as in France and German:; there \\·as an adequate 
concentration of productive forces, capitalism could develop in response to 
external pressures emanating from an already existing capitalist system else
\vhere. States still following a precapitalist logic could become effective agents of 
capitalist development. The point here, hm1·e,·er, is not simply that in these later 
dewloping capitalisms, as in many others after them, the state played a primary 
role. \\"hat is e\ en more striking is the ways in which the traditional, precapitalist 
state system, together with the old commercial network, became a transmission 
belt for capitalist imperati,·es. 

The European state system, then, was a conduit for the first outward move
ment of capitalism. From then on, capitalism spread outward from Europe both 
by means of imperialism and increasingly also by means of economic impera
tives. The role of the state in imperial ventures is obvious, but even in the 
operation of purely economic lm1·s of motion, the state continued to be an 
una\ oidable medium. 

Capitalism had emerged first in one country. After that, it could never emerge 
again in the same way. Every extension of its laws of motion changed the condi
tions of development thereafter, and eve1-y local context shaped the processes of 
change. But ha,·ing once begun in a single nation-state, and hming been 
followed by other nationally organized processes of economic development, 
capitalism has spread not by erasing national boundaries but by reproducing its 
national organization, creating an increasing number of national economies and 
nation-states. The ine,·itably une\·en de,·elopment of separate, if interrelated, 
national entities, especially when subject to imperatives of competition, has 
virtually guaranteed the persistence of national forms. 

Nation-states and classes in today's universal 
capitalism 

Today capitalism is all but universaL Capitalist laws of motion, the logic of 
capitalism, hm·e penetrated ever deeper into the societies of advanced capi
talism and spatially throughout the world. Every human practice, every social 
relationship, and the natural em·ironment are subject to the requirements of 
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profit-maximization, capital accumulation, the constant self-expansion of 
capitaL At one extreme, in advanced capitalist countries, this means the pene
tration of capitalist principles into those social, institutional, and cultural 
spaces that even a few decades ago they had not yet reached. At the other 
extreme, it means the marginalization and increasing impoverishment of 
whole regions outside the advanced capitalist world. In a sense the class polar
izations of capitalism are being reproduced in the N orth-Somh divide, 
together with the impoverishment of so-called 'underdasses' within advanced 
capitalist countries. 

But to say that capitalism is universal is not to say that all, or e\·en most, 
capital is transnationaL The measure of universalization is not whether, or to 
what degree, capital has escaped the confines of the nation-state. \Ve still have 
national economies, national states, nationally based capital, even nationally 
based transnationals. It hardly needs to be added that international agencies of 
capital, like the IMF, the World Bank, or the WTO, are above all agents of 
specific national capitals, which derive whatever po\1·ers of enforcement they 
have from nation-states - both the imperial states that command them and the 
subordinate states that carry out their orders. 

There are many things to be said about capitalism today, and about its 
current relations \vith the nation-state, that lie beyond the scope of this chapter. 
Needless to say, a thorough examination of their complex interactions would, 
among other things, require a much closer inspection than is possible here of the 
many changes that have brought us from the early phases of capitalism to 
today's economic and political order. But the point here is that, throughout all 
the various phases or 'regimes' of capitalism, there has been one over-arching 
pattern: not the decline but, on the contrary, the persistence and even the prolif~ 
eration of the nation-state. It is not just that nation-states have stubbornly held 
on through the universalization of capitalism. If anything, the universalization of 
capitalism has also meant, or at least been accompanied by, the universalization 
of the nation-state. Global capitalism is more than ever a global system of 
national states, and the universalization of capitalism is presided over by nation
states, especially one hegemonic superpowe1: 

This is a point worth emphasizing. The conventional \iew of globalization 
seems to be based on the assumption that the natural tendency of capitalist 
development, and specifically its internationalization, is to submerge the nation
state, even if the process is admittedly still far from over: The internationalization 
of capital, according to that view, is apparendy in an inverse relation to the 
development of the nation-state: the more internationalization, the less nation
state. But the historical record suggests something different. The 
internationalization of capital has been accompanied by the universalization of 
capital's original political form. When capitalism was born, the world was very 
far from being a world of nation-states. Today, it is just that And while new 
transnational institutions have certainly emerged, they have not so much 
displaced the nation-state as given it new roles in fact, in some cases, new 
instruments and powers. 
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Globalization itself is a phenomenon of national economies and national 
states. It is impossible to make sense of it without taking account of both uneven 
development and competition among national economies and without acknowl
edging the constant tension (the consistently contradictory relations between the 
USA and japan spring to mind) between international cooperation and struggles 
for dominance among national capitalisms. rviuch of what goes under the name 
of globalization consists of national states carrying out policies to promote the 
international 'competitiwness' of their own national economies, to maintain or 
restore profitability to domestic capital, to promote the free movement of capital 
while controlling the mowments of labour, typically by confining it within 
national boundaries, or at least strictly controlling its movements to coincide with 
the needs of capital, and always by subjecting it to disciplines enforced by 
nation-states. Even policies to create and sustain global markets, not to mention 
policies deliberately designed to forfeit national sovereignty, are conceived, 
implemented, and enforced by national governments. And nowhere is the nexus 
of global capital and nation-state more obvious than in the degree to which 
transnational organizations of capital like the IMF not only serve as the instru
ments of dominant states but also depend on subordinate states as tl1e conduit of 
globalization. 

If there has been a real mov·ement towards transnational integration, it has 
tended to take the form less of globalization than regionalization. But even at the 
level of regional integration, the centrifugal forces of the nation-state are still at 
work The global economy is constituted by regional blocs of unevenly devel
oped and hierarchically organized national economies and nation-states. Even -
or particularly - in the most ambitious, if not the only; project of transnational 
unification, the European Union, the tensions between cooperation and compe
tition, or between integration and national sO\·ereignty, are v-iviclly on display. 
Real political integration, if it were possible at all, would, of course, simply 
create a larger state, whose purpose would be to compete with other national 
economies and states - and particularly the US superstate. But as it is, European 
integration has tended to mean growing competition among its national 
constituents, which is, if anything, intensified by monetary union. Nor has 
European integration transcended the contradictory logic of uneven develop
ment or the national exclusiveness that follows from it In fact, the Union has 
brought into sharper relief the hierarchy of national economies. Major 
European leaders are generally quite open about the primacy of nation-states, 
and even those most committed to political integration persist in thinking about 
Europe as div-ided between an 'av·ant garde' or 'centre of grav-ity' and a 
periphery of marginal economies. 

\\rhen we speak of global economic crises or downturns, too, nation-states 
and national economies invariably come to the fore. To be sure, crisis is never 
simply an Asian or Latin American crisis, nor is it a consequence of specific 
national strategies or policy failures, or the effect of 'crony capitalism' or any 
other specific and defective form of capitalism. Capitalist crisis is a consequence 
of systemic processes inherent in capitalism as such. At the same time, global 
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crises are always shaped by the specific national forms of the global economy's 
constituent parts, each with its own history and its own internal logic, and by the 
relations among diverse and unevenly developed national entities. 

It has been argued (by, among others, contributors to this v·olume) tl1at, 
despite the persistence of national economies and nation-states, there now exists 
a 'global' capitalist class. Yet throughout the world of 'global capitalism', the 
principal economic actors and classes are still organized above all on a national 
basis. Each nation's working class has its own class formations, practices, and 
traditions; and while no one would deny that capital is far more mobile and less 
place-rooted than labour, we are still a very long way from a truly global capi
talist class. No one is likely to have much trouble distinguishing US from 
Japanese capital, or either one from Russian or Brazilian, not only as regards 
their obv-ious cultural differences but also the divergent and competing interests 
among them. National classes are likely to persist precisely because global inte
gration itself; whatever else it may mean, has meant intensified competition 
among national capitals. 

To say, as Marx already suggested a century and a half ago, that capital 
acknowledges no national boundaries is certainly to say that capital is mobile 
and that capitalists place profit above national loyalties, so that they v\-ill move, 
whenever they can, wherever the imperatives of profit-maximization take tl1em. 
But it certainly does not mean that they have no roots in, or no need for, the state 
or for their own nation-state in particular. Capital accumulation has always 
im·olved certain requirements of social order and stability which capital itself 
cannot prov-ide, and market imperatives themselves require coercive enforcement 
(not least, to discipline the working class). These requirements up to now have 
been, and in the foreseeable future still promise to be, fulfilled above all by 
nation-states. 

There are, needless to say, differences between capitalists whose main 
economic arena is their own domestic economy and those who operate on the 
global stage, deriv-ing their massive profits from transnational movements of 
capitaL To the extent that capitalists of the latter type have interests in 
common with others across national boundaries, as against the interests of 
their own compatriot capitalist classes, and to the extent that these transna
tional capitalists have certain international agencies at their command, they 
could (with great caution) be said to constitute a global capitalist class. But 
even they must rely on the coercive powers of national states. Even they - in 
some ways, especially they - rely on the preservation of territorially defined 
labour regimes and controls on the mobility of labour; which are always 
policed by national states and which depend on maintaining and strictly 
enforcing the principle of nationality. 

It is no doubt true that national governments are now more than ever obliged 
to act in the interests of 'global' no less than local capital, including the interests 
of 'transnational' capital \v-ith its home base elsewhere. But this is significant not 
only because those capitalist interests are global but also because tl1ey need the 
nation-state to sustain them. 
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Of course the global economy is highly integrated, and of course massive and 
rapid movements of capital across national boundaries, especially in the form of 
financial speculation, are a dominant feature of the world economy. But not only 
is every transnational process shaped by specifically local conditions, the state is 
also its indispensable instrument If 'globalization' means the decline of national 
capitalist classes and the nation-state, the transfer of sovereignty from the state to 
the organs of some kind of unified transnational capital, it certainly has not 
happened yet and seems unlikely ever to happen. 

The new imperialism. 

To say all this is certainly not to deny that the relations between capital and 
nation-state take many different forms. The relations among advanced capitalist 
economies and among their national states are ob\iously very different from the 
relations between them and weaker national entities, and the room for national 
manoeuvre varies accordingly. Ne\·ertheless, it is significant that all these rela
tions are, in one way or another, inter-nationaL 

Capitalism has, to be sure, made possible an imperial hegemony that need not 
rely on military conquest or political rule but dominates by means of economic 
imperatives and the 'laws' of the market It is in this respect more than any other 
that globalization has moved beyond earlier forms of imperialism. Not only have 
the economic imperatives of capitalism extended into every corner of the world 
but new means have been found to implant them without the direct application 
of military force or political subordination: from 'structural adjustment' to disci
plines imposed by capital lenders and speculators. 

But the economic hegemony of capital requires the coercive support of the 
state in this domain as in e\·ery other, and the paradoxical effect of global 
capital's far-reaching empire is that it has become more rather than less depen
dent on nation-states, as increasingly global economic imperatives require local 
mediations. In a sense, the new forms of imperial domination by means of debt 
and financial manipulation, or even foreign direct investment, are what they are 
precisely because they provide a means of penetrating national boundaries, 
barriers that hardly existed for older forms of colonial domination by direct mili
tary means. That this new imperialism is no longer a matter of direct colonial 
domination and operates through the medium of national entities has implica
tions, among other things, for oppositional struggles. 

The other side of the new imperialism is a new kind of militarism. This one 
does not generally haw territorial ambitions, and generally leaves nation-states 
in place. Its objective is not hegemony over specific colonies with identifiable 
geographic boundaries but boundless hegemony over the global economy. 
Instead of absorbing or annexing territory, this imperialist militarism typically 
uses massive displays of \ iolence to assert the dominance of global capital 
which really means exercising the military pm\·er of specific nation-states to 
assert the dominance of capital based in a few nation-states, or one in particular; 
the USA. These displays may have no clear objective, apart from demonstrating 
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the capacity of US milita1y force to move throughout the world at \\ill, its 
freedom to navigate the global economy \Vithout hindrance, and enforcing the 
economic imperatives that make it possible for US hegemony to reach far 
beyond its direct political dominion . 

. Ne\·ertheless, notwithstanding the 'Pa.x Americana' or in some ways precisely 
because of it, in the everyday life of global capitalism the major capitalist powers 
in general depend more than ewr on local states throughout the world to 
operate globalization and enforce the demands of 'global' capitaL If the 
economy is increasingly global, there is no commensurate political or military 
power to match, and nor is there e\·er likely to be. More likely i~ a gr:owing 
disparity between the scope of the global market and the local, natiOnal mstru
ments and coercive powers needed to sustain it US military force - \vith or 
without the cover of international cooperation is probably as close as the world 
will ever come to a global state poweL 

But the fact that the police force of last resort for global capital is still a 
national military force only serves to emphasize the persistent, if contradictory, 
relation between globalization and the nation-state. It is also clear that this global 
military power, for all its technological sophistication, is a very blunt instrument 

as indeed it must be to sustain its long-distance and spatially unbounded domi
nance. It cannot pro\ide the minute and local regulation required by capital in 
its daily transactions. High-tech bombs, however 'smart', are not the most effec
tive instruments of economic order and stability. Capital has yet to find a more 
efficient wav to meet those needs than a global system of multiple national states, 
each with its own legal and coercive apparatus. 

What form. of state 'corresponds' to global capitalism.? 

It is hard to foresee the day when capital will stop being organized on national 
principles. Existing nation-states may change their form. Some may fragment to 
form smaller national entities, while others may join larger regional associations. 
But the forces tending to prolong the historic connection between capitalism and 
the nation-state are very powerful, indeed rooted in the very nature of capi
talism. Even the separation of the 'economic' and the 'political', the moment of 
appropriation and the moment of coercion, which makes capital dependent on 
an external agency of enforcement, tends to the preservation of the state as we 
know it, with its monopoly of coercive force within clearly defined, and more or 
less manageable, territmial boundaries. That tendency is reinforced by the 
uneven development of capitalism, which has preserved and proliferated the 
nation-state by differentiating national economies, a di\isive effect perennially 
aggravated by the imperatives of global competition imperatives not alleviated 
but intensified by globalization. 

None of this implies that developments conventionally associated \vith the 
current 'globalized' world order are insignificant or negated by the persistence of 
national entities. l'vfarkets are certainly integrated, finance capital certainly sweeps 
the world in the flash of an electronic eye, the USA, together \\ith other major 
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capitalist powers, has certainly imposed globalization on the world econom}~ and 
global capital has certainly forged transnational agencies to advance its global class 
interests. The point here is simply that there is another no less essential feature of 
this economic order: a constant tension between the integration of the global 
economy and the centrifugal impulses of its constituent parts. 

At the heart of this contradiction between the global and the national is the 
non-correspondence between capitalism's economic and political forms. It 
seems, on the face of it, self-evident that a global state (whatever that might 
mean) would better serTe the interests of a globalizing capital, and it is no doubt 
tempting to think that the globalizing pressures of the economy will inevitably 
tend to globalize its political supports .. The question, then, is whether the stub
born persistence of the nation-state, and the apparent lack of correspondence 
between economic 'base' and political 'superstructure', is simply a historical 
contingency or more deeply rooted in the nature of capitalism. 10 

My argument here is that, while capitalism's historic connection with the 
territorial state has continued to shape its patterns of reproduction, the persis
tence of that political form is not simply the result of tenacious historical 
legacies. The contradiction between capitalism's globalizing tendencies and its 
national form is not simply a transient confrontation bet\veen forces of the future 
and remnants of the past. It is not just a matter of capitalism's persistent 
inability to overcome a historic contradiction and grow into its 'proper' political 
form. The point is not simply that capitalism has so far failed to produce a global 
political 'superstructure' to match its global economic 'base'. The critical point is 
that there is an irreducible contradiction bet\veen 1:\vo opposing tendencies, both 
of which are rooted in the nature of capitalism. 

While capitalism did not create the nation-state, and nor did it invent state 
sovereignty or territoriality, its systemic logic has reproduced and reinforced the 
territorial state no less than the universalizing, globalizing force of the economy. 
It is, in other words, in the very nature of capitalism to intensify the contradic
tion bet\veen its expansionist imperatives and the territorial divisions of its 
original political (and economic) form. 

Let us look more closely at the separation bet\veen the economic and the 
political in capitalism. Unlike other systems of exploitation, in which appropri
ating classes or states extract surplus labour from producers by direct coercion, 
capitalist exploitation is characterized by a division of labour bet\veen the 
economic moment of appropriation and the extra-economic or political moment 
of coercion. Underlying this separation is the market dependence of all 
economic actors, appropriators and producers, which creates economic impera
tives distinct and apart from direct political coercion. This separation - which 
constitutes 1:\vo distinct logics of process, each with its own dynamics, its own 
temporalities and its own spatial range - is both a source of strength and a 
source of contradiction. 

On the one hand, the distinctive division of labour bet\veen the economic 
and political moments of capitalism, and bet\veen economic imperatives and 
political coercion, makes possible capitalism's unique capacity for universaliza-
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tion and spatial expansion. The economic powers of the feudal lord, for 
instance, could never extend beyond the reach of his personal ties and extra
economic powers, his military force, political rule or juridical authority Nm; for 
that matter, could the economic pm1·ers of the absolutist state or any precapi
talist empire exceed its extra-economic range. Capital, by contrast, is not only 
uniquely driven to extend its economic reach but also uniquely able to do so. 
The self~expansion of capital is not limited to what the capitalist can squeeze out 
of the direct producers by direct coercion, nor is capital accumulation confined 
within the spatial range of personal domination. By means of specifically 
economic (market) imperatives, capital is uniquely able to escape the limits of 
direct coercion and move far beyond the borders of political authority. 

On the other hand, while the scope of capitalist economic imperatives can far 
outreach direct political rule and legal authority, the same disjunction that makes 
this possible is the root of an irreducible contradiction. The economic impera
tives of capitalism are always in need of support by extra-economic powers of 
regulation and coercion, to create and sustain the conditions of accumulation 
and maintain the system of capitalist property. The transfer of certain 'political' 
powers to capital can never eliminate the need to retain others in a formally 
separate political sphere, preserving the division benveen the moment of 
economic appropriation and the moment of political coercion. Nor can purely 
economic imperatives ever completely supplant direct political coercion, or~ 

indeed, surviw at all without political support. This means that capitalism 
remains dependent on extra-economic conditions, political and legal supports, 
whose spatial range can never match its economic reach. 

In fact, capitalism in some ways more than any other social form needs politi
cally organized and legally defined stability, regularity and predictability in its 
social arrangements. Yet these are conditions of capital's existence and self~ 

reproduction that it cannot provide for itself and that its own inherently anarchic 
laws of motion constantly subvert To stabilize its constitutive social relations -
bet\veen capital and labour or capital and other capitals - capitalism is especially 
reliant on legally defined and politically authorized regularities. The coercions 
that sustain these regularities must exist apart fi·om capital's mvn powers of 
appropriation if it is to presen·e its capacity for self~expansion. Furthermore, a 
system of market dependence, in which access to the means of subsistence is 
subject to the vagaries of the market (especially for the propertyless majority 
whose access even to the means of labour depends on selling their labour 
power), a system in which the economy has been 'disembedded' from other 
social relations, will also have a distinctive need for politically organized social 
provlSIOn. 

It is also worth considering that the state in capitalist society, perhaps even 
more than in other societies, cannot rely on direct coercion alone and must also 
organize consent by other means. This means, among other things, that the 
diflerentiation of national entities is reinforced by differences in the cultures of 
legitimation that have accompanied the varied and uneven processes of economic 
development At the same time, it is not the least of the many contradictions in 
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the relation between global capital and the nation-state that, in their quest for 
social and political stability in the process of globalization, imperial states have 
not only consolidated the national statehood of subordinate states but sometimes 
encouraged ·public sector reform' on the model of \\'estern liberal democracy. 
\Yhile it would be a mistake to exaggerate either the strength of this liberalizing 
impulse or its beneficial consequences, such reforms sometimes have the effect of 
opening new spaces for the politics of opposition, both against local regimes and 
against globalization as has happened recently in parts of Asia and Latin 
America. 

It is easy to argue that, as capital becomes increasingly global, its needs would 
be better served by a global state than by national states. But this remains at best a 
highly abstract theoretical possibility, and one that is constantly undermined by 
capitalism's own logic of process. The kind of legal and political order required to 
enable capital accumulation, and to preserYe social stability in conditions of 
market dependence, is for all practical purposes inconceivable without clear terri
torial demarcations and sharply defined jurisdictions. New technologies of force 
have certainly extended the range of coercion, but the reach of direct legal/polit
ical dominion and ci\ -il order remains far more limited than the scope of 
economic imperatives, and it is hard to imagine how it could ever be otherw-ise. 

A territorially fi·agmented political order may be less effective in managing 
transactions among globalizing capitals than in regulating relations between 
capital and labour. But w-ithin the range of practical possibilities, there can be 
little doubt that the territorial state is capital's best available option. Capitalism 
cannot tolerate the kind of fluidity that characterized political authority in 
precapitalist societies. It can tolerate it perhaps even less in the current condi
tions of globalization, \Vhen the deregulation of markets is aggravating the 
system's inherently anarchic and destabilizing effects. If; therefore, capital cannot 
have a global legal and coercive order coextensive w-ith its economic reach (and 
even lea\-ing out of account uneven development, which creates its own pres
sures against a unified global state), it must be able to move securely fl:·om one 
dearly defined political/legal order to anotheL 

The social differentiation of national econo:m.ies 

The association between capitalism and the territorial state is not, however; 
simply a matter of mundane practicalities. It is not just the practical limits of 
political order that force capital to rely on the territorial state to carry out its 
regulative and coercive functions. Capitalism as a system of social relations also 
tends towards the territorial fragmentation of space and political authority 
There is here yet another contradiction, which can, again, be brought into focus 
by contrasting capitalism with precapitalist forms and particularly 'Western 
feudalism. 

The feudal system was, on the one hand, highly fragmented. Its 'parcellized' 
sovereignty represented a network of wry local and personal social relations, 
which were at once political and economic. On the other hand, it was in the very 
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nature of these relations that there were no rigid territorial boundaries between 
one feudal nexus and another. A feudal kingdom, constituted by a series of 
vertical relations of fealt;,; bondage and personal coercive power, and horizontal 
relations of family and dy11astic alliance, \\"as likely to hm·e fairly porous borders, 
which could be breached or moved by extending, or contracting, the network of 
personal bonds and domination. Just as the feudal trading network was not an 
integrated global system but a series of arbitrage operations between one locale 
and another; feudalism as a social system was an aggregation of personal and 
local networks \v-ith permeable or moveable boundaries. 

Capitalism presents a striking contrast Its economic imperati,·es could indeed 
be said to have created a global order more integrated than e\·er before, maybe 
e\·en a form of integration that for the first time constitutes anything even 
remotely resembling a global society. But the resemblance still remains remote. 
The development of that rudimentary global societ;,• is, and is likely to remain, 
far behind the contrary efiect of capitalist integration: the formation of many 
une\·enly developed economies w-ith self~enclosed social systems of their mm. 

There is nothing else in the history of humanity to compare \\-ith the kind of 
social system created by capitalism: a complex network of tight interdependence 
among large numbers of people, and social classes, not joined by personal ties or 
direct political domination but inescapably connected by their market depen
dence and the market's imperative network of social relations and processes. 
This impersonal social system is uniquely capable of extending far beyond the 
reach of personal ties and direct domination, but it also has uniquely stringent 
conditions of existence. 

A capitalist economy exists to the extent that it constitutes an integrated 
market within which market-dependent economic actors are compelled to 
compete. That market is integrated to the extent that economic actors are 
subject to certain common conditions, interdependencies and economic impera
tives. The global economy is bound together by enough commonalities, 
interdependencies and common imperatives, to constitute a system of global 
competition. But global competition is still very far from the integrated market of 
a national economy in which capital and labour are subject to a truly common 
standard, not just a common standard of monetary exchange but social condi
tions sufficiently uniform to produce, among other things, a compelling social 
average of producti,·ity and unit labour costs. If we think of all the conditions 
that determine the costs of labour and what Marxists call the 'socially necessary 
labour time' that constitutes the measure of value, we \\-ill have some idea of the 
social conditions of a unified capitalist economy. 

Of course no national economy has e\·er neatly and completely coincided 
with such a uniformity of social conditions, but a well-developed capitalism 
certainly tends towards such a coincidence. At the same time, on the global 
plane, capitalist imperatives tend to produce a differentiated world of uneven 
social cb·elopment. As capitalism brings less 'developed' societies into the orbit 
of its economic 'laws', it compels them to transform their social property rela
tions to make them responsive to market imperati,·es. That social transformation 
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will not and cannot create another capitalist society in the image of the domi
nant economies. It may not even constitute a self~contained and viable capitalist 
economy at alL But it will create a new self~enclosed social regime of market 
dependence. 

Peasants, for instance, may be transformed from subsistence farmers into 
cash-crop producers, with all the social changes that entails. This transformation 
will certainly subject them to the imperatives of the global economy, but it will 
also enclose them in a new social system at home, which increasingly dissolves 
old social ties and replaces them with new economic dependencies, domestic 
hierarchies and class relations sustained and enforced by domestic state powers. 

So the very forces that may tend towards the creation of a global society have 
solidified the boundaries between its constituent parts. Capitalist imperatives 
have produced a multiplicity of national units, each comprising a self~enclosed 
and territorially bounded social system. Developed economies maintain the 
conditions of capital accumulation by keeping intact their social regimes and 
civil order; while profiting from less-developed social conditions elsewhere. 
Subordinate economies are likely to reinforce those effects, in response not only 
to direct pressures from the dominant powers but also to impersonal economic 
imperatives for instance, enhancing 'competitiveness' in the global market by 
exploiting their own low-cost social regimes. 

The imperialism of social differentiation 

Rich capitalist economies have, of course, regularly benefited from infusions of 
cheap migrant labour, legal and illegal, but these have always been strictly 
controlled, so as not to endanger the advantages of social differentiation among 
national economies. The benefits of immigration, including any effects it may 
have on lowering labour costs at home, depend on the preservation of low-wage 
economies abroad; and, in any case, those benefits have never outweighed tl1e 
advantages of long-distance exploitation of low-wage economies elsewhere. Nor 
has capitalism ever been able to resolve the irreducible contradiction between its 
need for increasing consumer demand and its tendency to reproduce poverty. 
Each of these two opposing options, and both together, are consistent with, 
indeed compelled by, the logic of capitalism, whose market imperatives offer no 
less contradictory alternatives. 

The major capitalist economies are, to be sure, finding new ways of exploiting 
the labour regimes of less-developed economies at a distance, but even these new 
methods both benefit from and reinforce the social differentiation of national 
economies. Even today's new patterns of migration, including the 'new' economy's 
dependence on tl1e migration of skilled workers, confirms the continuing impor
tance of national differentiation: the most dramatic example is the highly trained 
IT workers from India imported especially into the USA, which illustrates how 
capital can profit from appropriating skills produced in otl1er national regimes (and 
typically non-unionized in their new home, tlwugh this may be changing) instead 
of paying for their more costly creation at home. Globalization may have replaced 
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traditional means of remote-control e;.,.-ploitation, but the end remains the same. In 
any case, the difference is certainly not that older forms \\·ere mediated by the 
nation-state while the new one is not. On the contrar;.; now more than ever, impe
rialism is a matter of inter-national transactions. 

Globalization as operated by the major capitalist states and their trans
national agencies certainly seeks to foreclose the possibility of independent 
national de\·elopment strategies in the world's poorest countries, by subjecting 
them to global market forces and 'structural adjustment'. There is no shortage of 
efforts to block avenues to development of the kind that created the last genera
tion of economic 'miracles' in poor developing countries development 
achieved by means of active state intervention within protected national 
economies. But the effect of this is not to dilute social differences and national 
states in the soh·ent of global economic forces. On the contrary; the effect is to 
aggravate the inequalities among national economies and to consolidate the 
enclosure of differentiated social regimes, presided over by national states. 

For reasons inherent in the nature of capitalism, then, the global economy is, 
and is likely to remain, a differentiated aggregate of social systems, with very 
different social emironments and very different labour regimes and capital is 
likely to continue exploiting those social differences. \ \"hile many poor economies 
are compelled to reproduce their own povert); advanced capitalist societies will 
continue to sustain their own hegemony by combining, on the one hand, 
enclosed social orders at home, rela:xing the boundaries only under the strictest 
conditions or; as in the European Union, extending them (up to a point) to 
embrace more or less comparable social regimes; and, on the other hand, an 
economic imperialism capable of penetrating other, very different but also 
nationally enclosed social orders. This tendency to reproduce the social differen
tiation of the world's national economies is no less powerfi.!l, to say the least, 
than the much vaunted capacity of a rising capitalist tide to lift all boats. 

An equalization of social conditions throughout the globe would no doubt 
weaken this particular impulse to territorial di\ision. But, whatever both advo
cates and critics of globalization may say about the homogenization of world 
culture by the spread of global capitalism, the dynamics of capitalist exploitation 
and competition, not to mention the ecological unsustainability of generalizing 
the system's destructive wastefi.rlness, make a global uniformity of social condi
tions inconceivable. As long as capitalist exploitation, competition and uneven 
development continue to reproduce and reinforce the social differentiation of the 
world's national economies - and it is surely in their fundamental nature to do so 

capitalism \1ill continue to reproduce and reinforce the nation-state, or some
thing very like it, in order to contain specific social systems, as for many other 
reasons. 11 

At any rate, however effective capital may be in escaping fLxed territorial 
boundaries, it is very difficult to imagine how its extra-economic supports could 
ever do likewise. There are, and are always likely to remain, strict practical limits 
on the reach of direct coercion, and even stricter limits on the scope of a legally 
authorized coerciw regime capable of governing the anarchy of capital from 
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day to day: Capital is always likely to be torn between its need for global power 
and its demand for a spatially limited political and legal order, with local coercive 
mechanisms (and locally organized social prmision) to manage its everyday life. 

Conclusion 

\\'hile it is true that capitalism did not im·ent the sowreign territorial state, the 
connection benveen the two is more than a historical contingency. Capitalism 
emerged in conjunction \\lth the process of state formation, and just as it 
perfected the territorial sovereign nation-state by displacing politically consti
tuted property, so it has continued to reproduce and reinforce the di\·ision of the 
world into a multiplicity of nation-states. 

In the earliest days of capitalism, when England's domestic econonw more or 
less coincided \\lth its national political regime, there was no obvious disjunction 
bet\veen the economic reach of capital and the political/jurisdictional reach of 
the nation-state. 12 But the growing disparity bet\veen the global economy and 
the territorial nation-state in no way signals the end of capitalism's need, 
howewr contradictory, for a spatially fragmented political and legal order. On 
the contrary, that contradiction results from the persistence of that need; and for 
the foreseeable future, it is most likely to be met by something like the nation
state. The strongest challenges to existing nation-states, to their boundaries or 
indeed to their very existence, are more likely to come from oppositional forces 
of \·arious kinds than from the agents of capital or the impersonal forces of the 
market 

_Competition and uneven de\·elopment, which belong to the essence of capi
talism and haw perpetuated national economies, would be enough to prolona 
the life of the nation-state .. The intensification of competition and unewn deve~ 
opment by globalization would be enough to intensif}· the contradiction bet\veen 
economic integration and national fragmentation. But even apart from all that, it 
is in the essential nature of capitalism that appropriation will always be separate 
from. and yet require enforcement by, legaL political and military instruments 
external to the 'economy', as well as support from extra-economic ,social institu
tions. It is also in the essential nature of capitalism that capital will, and must, 
always seek to extend its economic reach. So capitalism is alwavs likelv to be 
pulled in opposing directions by two contradictory yet equally e~sential needs: 
the economic impulses of capital will always strive to break through all territorial 
boundaries, while the extra-economic conditions of capital's self~reproduction 
will remain territorially rooted and spatially bounded. 

The economic reach of capital will always, and increasingly, exceed the grasp 
of the extra-economic means required to reproduce and enforce it. However 
global the economy becomes, it will continue to rely on spatially limited 
constituent units with a political, and even an economic, logic of their own. The 
contradictions between these contrary impulses belong to the essence of global
ization as much as do transnational corporations, high-speed electronic 
movements of capitaL or integrated global markets. 
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As for the political implications of these contradictions, the fact that capi
talism is a global system organized nationally means t\m things: on the one 
hand, its systemic weaknesses and contradictions, its endemic crises, are not 
national in origin. They are global, and they are inherent in the system, rooted 
in capitalism's basic operating principles. This means that no specific national 
policy caused them, nor can any specific national strategy resolve or pre\·ent 
them. On the other hand, because global capitalism is nationally organized and 
irreducibly dependent on something like the nation-state, national economies 
and national states can still be a major terrain of opposition. It goes \\·ithout 
saying that struggles against global capitalism demand new forms of interna
tional solidarity. But it does need to be said, and constantly repeated, that the 
first battlegrounds are local, and the nation-state remains the central arena. 

\Yhate\·er can be said about constraints on the power of the territorial state 
against global corporations, it remains their most 'ita! support No corporation 
can nmigate, let alone dominate, the world without the collaboration of one or 
more states. The most efiecti\ e political means of inten·ening in the global 
economy remains control of the national states that constitute, enforce, and 
implement it And the nature of that interYention is still determined abow all by 
the particular class forces embodied in the state. No existing transnational 
agency; nor, indeed, any conceivable form of 'global gm·ernance', will be 
ar1S\verable to popular and democratic forces as long as capital commands the 
nation-states that constitute the global system. 

Precisely because global capital so badly needs the state, and because the state 
as the point of concentration of capitalist pmver is also the point at which global 
capital is most vulnerable, capital has a strong ideological stake in the myth that 
globalization means the disempmverment, if not the disappearance, of the 
nation-state. Challenging the hegemony of capital requires challenging that 
myth. If there is a gro\\·ing distance bet\\·een the global scope of the capitalist 
market and the local powers on which it depends, this cannot simply mean that 
capital is escaping political controL It means instead, or also, that there is a 
gro\\·ing space for opposition. 

Notes 

* Parts of this chapter originally appeared in Wood (1999) .. I am grateful to Dm·id 
=-.IcNally for his comments on the original article and to Frances Abele for hers on the 
current one .. 
=-.Iany of those arguments are, of course, rooted in the work of =-.Ia.x ·weber~ although 
the underlying assumptions - concerning processes of modernization, urbanization, 
commercialization, and so on go back further~ especially to classical political 
economy and Enlightenment conceptions of progress. I discuss this idea of mocler
nit}; as it relates to conceptions of capitalism and the state, at greater length in \Vood 
( 1991 ). The theory of absolutism as a turning point in the transition from feudalism 
to capitalism, which liberated the bourgeois economy from feudal constraints, is 
de\eloped by Perry Anderson (1974). For an explanation that stresses the importance 
of Europe's multiple polities in the development of capitalism, see Immanuel 
Wallerstein ( 197-J., 19831. 

2 =-.lost recently, in\ \'ood (2002a; .. 
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3 The conditions for such a capitalist srstem - a system of production, appropriation, 
and social reproduction driwn in its totali~r by capitalist imperatives seem not to 
haw been present e\"Cil in those parts of the Low Countries for which the strongest 
argumem can be made for an early development of capitalism. For an argument on 
the early development of capiralism in some parts of the Low Countries, see Robert 
Brenner (2001: 169-238r. I ha\·e raised some questions about Brenner's argument on 
the Low Countries in Wood (2002b) .. 

-t For a discussion of "bourgeois revolution' as non-capitalist, see Comninel (1987), espe
cially the conclusion .. See also Wood !!991, 2002a) for general discussions of the 
cliiTerence between 'bourgeois' and 'capitalist', and between absolutism and capitalism. 

5 I owe this phrase to Robert Brenner; who has been using it in his work for many 
years. 

6 This is how Eric Kerridge ( 1988: 6) describes traditional forms of international trade. 
7 On the process of feudal centralization, contrasting France and England, see Robert 

Brenner ( !985, especially pp.25-l-6-t). 
8 I discuss the idea of 'sovereignty' and its emergence in a non-capitalist society in 

\ \'ood (I 991, esp. Chapter 3\. In his doctoral dissertation, Hannes Lacher (forth
coming) discusses the non-capitalist origin of the 'modern' terTitorial state. Se~ also 
his chapter in this \·olume. 

9 England, in its domestic market, created a commercial system based in distinctive 
11 ays on commerce in the means of survival and self~reproduction - food and cheap 
commodities of e\erYdav life .. How this commercial svstem differed from the tradi
tional European com,me;-cial system, with its depende~ce on the luxury trade and its 
contradictory interaction with commerce in the means of survival, particularly the 
grain trade, requires a more elaborate discussion than is necessary or possible here. 
(For more on this, see \\'ood ( 2002a).j 

l 0 This question has been put in an especially challenging and illuminating way by 
Lacher (2000, and in this \'Olume) arguing that the 'exclusiYe territorialitv' of the 
contemporary state, which defies the globalizing tendencies of capital, is th~ product 
of that precapitalist historical legacy. At the same rime, he shows hm1· capitalism has 
'internalized' the territorial state, 11 hich has become integral to capitalist processes of 
reproduction .. ~Iy argument here, while it starts from many of the same premises, 
suggests that the reproduction and reinforcement of this historical legacy is more 
deeply rooted in the nature of capitalism. 

I l The World Bank annual florid Development Report (2000/2001), entitled :-\tracking 
Po\·erty', illustrates some of the contradictions. Even fanatical advocates of globaliza
tion ha\·e to acknmdedge that, whateYer claims they may make about the general rise 
of li\ ing standards, we hm e in recent years seen more, rather than less, social polar
ization between rich and poor among as well as ''ithin - the world's national 
economies .. The \Yorld Bank can always be relied on to give voice to global capital's 
contradictions on the subject of de\·elopment and povert): As usual, in the latest 
Report concerns about pm·erty express themseh·es in empty pieties and the insistence 
that 'growth' is ultimatelv the onlv solution - which means, of course that the 'free' 
market, imposed accordi;1g to the, will of 'global' capital, n~usr be allo~ved to have its 
way The only real nowlty in the Report is tl1e introduction of the notion of 'empower
ment'. The governments of poorer countries must, the Report argues, be more 
accountable to their poor populations and more sensitive to their needs, \vith policies 
desigued to enhance social welfare. Apart from the vacuity of these pious sentiments, 
and ti1e shifting of blame fi·om globalization policies to the failures of local states, the 
most striking thing about this notion is that it neatly sums up the basic principles of 
globalization: let global market forces do ti1eir \I'OI'St, while the responsibilit)' for 
picking up the pieces must fall to nation-states the Yery states compelled by global 
capital to implement and enJorce its economic irnperati1·es. 
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12 Of course, both England's national dominion and its domestic econ?my began. to 
extend their reach \·ery early in the development of the English natron-state. The 
multinational character of the British Isles was already a major factor in ti1e forma
tion of the Tudor English state, and England also sought ways of extending the reach 
of its economic imperati\·es beyond the capacities of irs political and military 
dominion, already (it can be argued) in its early forms of colonialism. But that is 
anoti1er story, part of which is discussed in \ \'ood 2002a. 
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How many capitalisms? 

Historical materialism in the debates 
about imperialism and globalization* 

Bob Sutcliffe 

The word on everybody's lips 

Imperialism, wrote JA, Hobson at the beginning of the twentieth century, 'is 
the word on everybody's lips' (Hobson 1902). A hundred years later, when 
capitalism once again seems to be entering unmapped regions, the word on 
everybody's lips is globalization. And globalization nm1; like imperialism then, is 
gi,·ing rise to new questions, fears and debates, On the right it produces a 
ranrre of reactions fi·om the triumphalism of pro-capitalist liberals to the 
pes~mism of traditionalist consernti,·es and cultural nationalists. On the left 
there is a narrower spectrum of views: from socialists, post-lVIarxist radicals 
and em·ironmentalists comes an almost unanimous negative verdict on global
ization: it threatens to disempower all national states, undo all social gains and 
break down ecological defences. 

The debates on imperialism of a century ago were also partly driwn by 
terrible fears for the future. \\'riters like Lenin and Luxemburg in particular saw 
human society as being rapidly pulled by capitalism into an abyss of \iolence, 
war: destruction and barbarism unless it could be rescued by socialism. And yet 
the. nature of that centurv-old discussion about international capitalism was 
strikingly different from to~lay's, It was, perhaps surprisingly, more empirically 
probing, It \\·as more historically conscious, looking for an understan_ding_ ~f 
contemporary changes in a longer historical context by seeing both thelf ong~
nalitv and their continuity It was more theoretically grounded; and it was more 
political, spending less time lamenting the trajectory of the \\·orld and more on 
looking for contradictions of the process and for cracks in the enemy's armour~ It 
was also, therefore, less pessimistic 

A crucial factor determining these differences is that the memorable debate 
on imperialism was conducted, to a much greater extent than today, largely 
within a methodological approach derived from Marx in other words, using 
the tools of historical materialism including Marx's critique of political economy: 
Socialists on the eve of the First \ Vorld \Yar needed more than anything else to 
understand the nature of nations and their fimction in capitalism. And yet this 
was a question for which the answers bequeathed by the founders of historical 
materialism were particularly incomplete but where the political urgency was 
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particularly great The political need and the the~retical meth~d combined to 
produce a flowering of bold and innm·ative extensions, adaptatiOns and u~~at
ings of Iviarx's insights into tire nature of capitalism. The ri~h ha~·est of ~\Titmgs 
of that time have rightly become points of reference for discussions of. mtern_a
tional issues throughout the succeeding centul'): .Non-Marxist and antr-Marxrst 
writers have probably devoted more energy to attacking Ivlarxist theories of 
imperialism than to almost any other aspect of l\Iarxism. This d~fensi,·en~ss has_ 
reflected the continued threat to exploiters, oppressors and their apolog~sts, of 
socialist theorv and in particular of historical materialism. 

Historical ~aterialism still has no ready-made answers to the new questions 
raised b)· rrlobalization anv more than it did to those of imperialism. But it "' . 
does provide us with a long and illuminating history of attempts to analyse 
related problems and with a uniquely powerful set of tools with which \l·e can 
trv to reach a more complex understanding of the process: how much has 
changed, what is new and what is old, \vhere are the strengths and weaknesses 
of a more global capitalism, who are the gainers and the losers, what are the 
sources of stability and instability, of grm1th and decline, which problems will 
globalization solve and which will it create, and what changes are taking pla~e 
in the relative strength and importance of nations and classes? Just as they chd 
a century arro, socialists today cannot just denounce the latest manifestations of 
capitalis~; ~hey need answers to questions about its trajecto:y, no_t. to s.atisfy 
their curiosity but to know where and how to concentrate their political mter
\·ention. 

Expressing his impatience with philosophers' contemplations about :he world, 
Marx insisted that the point was to change it But that, of course, rs not the 
essential difference between historical materialism and other theoretical 
approaches. The world is full of people of all possible persuasions who_ \\~sh to 
chanrre it includinrr those who wish to make it in some sense more soCia!rst. In 

b ' 0 . 

these circumstances, to grasp what historical materialism teaches us, we might do 
better to invert Marx's famous dictum. Many people want to change the world; 
the point, however, is to analyse it More precisely the point is to. analyse it i~ 
such a wav as to clarifY the manner in which it can be changed. It IS that combi
nation which is the ess~nce of historical materialism. 

Marx's historical materialism: spirals and 
contradictions 

In both his historical and his economic \\Titings Marx often seems to see the 
world tlrrourrh the metaphor of spirals: movements which ha,·e some regular form 
but which t~e place in various dimensions at the same time and whose direction 
of movement may be complex, even ambiguous, Botlr in his broad account of 
human historv and his detailed theoretical account of the production and realiza
tion of surplu.s value under capitalism the notion of the spiral is particularly clear: 
To simplify greatly, the grand historical spiral is tl1e t11isting movement of h~man 
society from a supposed egalitarian primitive communist origin through a senes of 
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exploitative societies based on class di\ -ision, to return in the end to egalitarian 
communism but w-ith productive power, needs and human capacity all greatly 
expanded. There are lesser spirals within that huge one; each one of them is the 
history of a form of class society, starting from progressive origins but eventually 
generating internal contradictions which become a fetter on human history; a 
new form of society can then arise and a further trajectory takes place, culmi
nating in the transition fi:-om capitalism to socialism and the definitive end of class 
society (and the beginning of conscious history). 

The other clear spiral, the circuit of capital, is what is basically explained by 
critical political economy, the new science vvhich :Marx believed became neces
sary to uncover the hidden and especially complex nature of exploitation under 
capitalism. Here the spiral represents the process of producing and reinvesting 
(accumulating) profit, what he called the expanded reproduction of capital. 
Capital is involved in a series of continuous circuits in which it can be seen as 
starting off as money; changing into productive commodities (raw materials, 
machines and labour power), which the capitalist purchases in order to combine 
them in the production or labour process. This is where workers produce more 
value than they receive (the value of their labour power). So more value Oabour 
time) is embodied in the commodities which emerge from the production process 
than was embodied in tlwse which went into it. The extra or surplus value (in 
other words unpaid labour) accrues to the capitalist when the new commodities 
are sold on the market and so the capital has returned to its original money form 
but in greater quantity Marx used a famous simple formula to express this 
constant metamorphosis between money (l'vi) and commodities (C) through 
which capital makes profits and expands: M - C - C + - M + - C + - C++ 
- .NI + + and so on, a progression which is best understood as a spiral rather 
than a straight line. 

The two spirals - that of world history and that of the capitalist mode of 
production are similar in that, unlike the mathematical one, they are not 
smooth even in .Nfarx's purest theoretical v·ision. The movement of history 
takes place through disasters, wars, struggles, revolutions and counter-revolu
tions, so the real world spiral is very irregular: And similarly the movement of 
surplus-value-seeking capital takes place through unpredictable and unstable 
markets, strikes and struggles 0\·er the production process and distribution and 
economic crises. Within the spiral, capital must both produce and realize 
surplus value and the conditions for each process are different and often in 
contradiction. Almost nothing that ever happens has an unambiguous or 
uncontradictory effect on the pursuit of surplus value. If wages rise, for 
instance, capital w-ill lose because costs rise and gain because demand rises. 
Capitalism, more than any pre-market class society, is at best on a knife edge. 
In reality it tends to oscillate in cyclical movements of boom and crisis. And, 
although the crisis theory is never finally and fully developed the spiral image 
is there too: both in the early Marx of the Communist i\1anifesto (the idea of ever
worsening crises which with each return put capitalism more than ever on 
trial), and then much later in Volume III of Capztal (the idea that each period 
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of expansion may be longer, mo_re intense and more internationally spread by 
the expansion of credit, thus making each inevitable crash so much more 
severe when it eventually comes). 

If the spiral is an appropriate metaphor for the social world as seen by historical 
materialism, what are its v-irtues compared \\-ith another method of analysis which 
might resemble a different form of movement: for instance, a circle, a straight line 
or a random walk? The strength of the spiral model is that it makes you think 
about change as something complex and many-sided, and yet not totally random 
or chaotic. It encourages you to look for mO\·ements in more than one direction, 
which may have different, even contradictory; consequences, which are full of 
ambiguities and complex concepts, in which short-term movements may be very 
clillerent in direction from long-term ones. To put it a bit crudely; it is a way of 
seeing tl1at history can and usually does move both 'backwards' and 'forwards' at 
the same time, but it also prov-ides some idea of what the notions 'backwards' and 
'forwards', or progress and regress, mean . .Nfarx's models may seem uncom-incing 
when expressed in their purest simplified form, especially in the inspiring much
quoted summary passages of his writing; but when he writes about real events he 
tends to see simultaneously large patterns and small dev-iations, ambiguities, 
nuances, co-existences and contradictions. Too often, however, we want certainty 
and simplicity and so we try to impose simple patterns and categories on reality: 
Marx, like most politically active intellectuals, \\Tote sometimes for political effect 
and sometimes for analytical clarity; and so ranged between arresting oversimplifi
cations (the treatment of class in the Communist 1\1anjftsto) and extreme, nuanced 
detail (the treatment of class in Dze Class Struggles in France). 

Marx was often, if not always, comfortable \v-ith the contradictions and ambi
guities which seem to be thrO\\TI up by his approach but many Marxists have 
been allergic to them. Take such questions as 'Is capitalism (at any particular 
moment) progressive?', 'Should communists support nationalism?', 'Is it possible 
to leap histor-ical stages and build socialism \v-ithout passing tl1rough capitalist 
development?', 'Is capitalism global?', 'Is a major capitalist crisis inlminent?'. In 
Marx's hands historical materialism gave several answers to all of them. 
Sometimes it is possible to discem a systematic change in his positions (as some 
have claimed in the case of nationalism, or leaping stages). Sometimes his 
answer changed because the world had changed. But often the different answers 
simply reflect the fact that he seldom seems to have thought that a single, yes-or
no answer to such questions was possible or usefuL 

Taking as given the fact that there are no magic wands enabling everything to 
be understood, historical materialism's special claim to be taken seriously is the 
positive side of its especially large range of interpretations. Some combination of 
its wide variety of tools, general and particular, larger and smaller spirals if you 
like, produces at its best a method which does the following things with special 
power and subtlety: 

Recognizes the ways in which history repeats itself, while discerning the 
differences between the repeat and the first performance. 
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Sees that the same e\·ent may hm·e complex and contradictory effects (e.g. a 
rise/fall of \1·ages on capitalist profitability; imperial expansion, globalization). 
Superimposes different 11·ays of di,·ic!ing social actors in a multi-layered map 
which allows us to see interrelations, overlaps and contradictions between 
class, nation, rural-urban residence (and in principle, e\·en though Ivlarx 
himself did not do it so welL race and sex/ gender). 

It is weakest 1vhen it: 

Suggests excessi,·ely teleological explanations of histOI')c I\o particular end 
can be a certainty and in Iviarx's personal conclusions he notoriously 
swayed bet~vecn optimism and pessimism about the future. 
Tries to impose rigid stage theories on history (at a certain elate everything is 
feudalism or e\·erything is capitalism, ewrything is progressiw, ew0·thing is 
retrogressive). 
Claims to discern unambiguous linear movements. 

So, for example, it is a strength to see all history as the history of class struggle; 
but a \\·eakness to reduce it to only a history of class struggle; a strength to see 
that de\ elopments can be progressi\ e or retrogressiw in relation to a socialist 
future: but a 1rcakness to sec that end like some kind of magnetic north which 
you always knm1· if you are approaching or not; a strength to see the direction of 
change, but a weakness to assert too clefiniti,·ely that a particular qualitative 
transformation has definitively taken place. 

If the other side to subtlety· and flexibility may be confusion, indecisiwness 
and a failure to see \VOocls for trees, there are ways around these clifiiculties. 
Marx's mm writing is frequently a model of how to m·oid such pitfalls and how 
to be both nuanced and decisi\·e. This problem of how to combine the general 
and detailed clements in the historical materialist method is, of course, a major 
feature of the debates about imperialism and globalization \l·hich are the subject 
of the rest of this chapter. 

Imperialisnt, mark 1 

I think that it is useful to divide theories of imperialism into two generations: 
those \I hich emerged just before and during the First \\'oriel \\'ar and those 
which appeared after the Second \\'oriel \ \'ar. The concerns of both were 
strongly influenced by those particular historical circumstances. 

The pioneer of the first generation was not a Marxist but a socialistically 
inclinedlibcraLJA. Hobson regarded British imperialism, especially in Africa, as 
a fraud perpetrated on the nation by a group of financiers who needed legal and 
physical protection for their growing foreign imestments (Hobson 1902). They 
imestecl o\·erseas because grm1·ing inequality in the distribution of income 
depressed aggregate consumer demand in the home market The remedy for 
imperialism was, therefore, state-sponsored income redistribution to restore the 
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profitability of home im·estment Like Marx before him and Keynes after, 
Hobson assigned great importance to unclerconsumption in particular historical 
circumstances without being a doctrinaire underconsumptionist. 

Lenin scorned Hobson's redistributive remedies. saying that if capitalism 
could eficct such a redistribution it would not be capitalism: but he eagerly 
devoured Hobson's empirical material and part of his theorizing on foreign 
irwestment. A central item of Lenin's five-point definition of imperialism was the 
predominance of export of capital over export of goods. 

Lenin's presence in intellectual history these clays is almost as scarce as his 
tenancv of his I\Ioscow mausoleum is insecure. But, aside from his other claims 
to fam~, in Imperialism (Lenin [1916] 1965) he made memorable and original use 
of the ideas of historical materialism. That capitalism had been 'transformed 
into imperialism' was shown by five new features: the decisive role of monopoly; 
the merging of industrial and finance capital, the predominance of export of 
capital m·er export of goods, the di,ision of the 1vorlcl market between 
competing international capitalist monopolies and the completion of the territo
rial eli\ ision of the \\·orieL The essence of Lenin's theory of imperialism, 
however, is not fully captured by these five empirical definitional points, nor even 
bv his summary of them all as 'the monopoly stage of capitalism'; his central 
i~1plicit idea ~~·as that imperialism 11·as a stage of capitalist history which 
expressed Marx's expectation, stated in the often-quoted eloquent and inspiring 
passage in the Introduction to the Contribution to a Critique qf Political Eco!lOTll)', that 
at some staae all forms of societv become retrogressi\·e. Imperialism for Lenin is v . ~ 

the stage in which capitalism had entirely ceased to be historically progressive; 
socialist reYolution, therefore, had ceased to be qui.xotic and became necessary, 
e\·en urgent. \\'hat had brought progressive capitalism to an end was nationally 
based monopolies. A number of powerfuL 11·arring, capitalist nations were 
destined to engage in a ceaseless fratricidal conflict to redi,icle the world until 
social revolution intervened. In other words Impaialism was based on the idea 
that the globalization envisaged in the Communist Afanifisto, though it would 
implicitly be desirable, was impossible, Imperialism was an epoch of aggression 
and destruction because the bourgeoisie could not clrm1· 'ffnm under the feet of 
inclustrv the national ground on which it stood' as Marx and Engels had 
expect~cl (Marx and Engels [I 8-!-8] 1935). Globalization, seen by Marx and 
Engels as one of the historical 'tasks' of capitalism (and so part of its progressive
ness), had become the 'task' of socialism. Impnia!ism in its time, therefore, was a 
product, but an unorthodox product, of historical materialism. 

Imperialism became orthodoxy on the left partly because of the political 
dominance of officiallv Leninist communism but also because it seemed to 
contain ideas of tre~endous power which, among other things, offered a 
perfectly convincing understanding of the First World \ \'ar, as well as a justifica
tion for re,·olution. It is not surprising that, when \Yodel \Yar returned only 
twentv vears later. manv wanted to see it as a continuation of exactly what 
Lenin. h,acl predicted. Bt;t that im·oh·ed seeing the proximate cause of the war, 
the rise of Nazism, as no more than an extreme expression of national 
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monopoly capitalism, an idea which simply seems insufficient to explain the 
hideous peculiarities of Nazism. Not surprisingly just about every organization 
professing orthodox Marxism (including Leninism) either careered grotesquely 
between extremes, or split, over the question of what political attitude to adopt 
to the Second World War (support for anti-Nazi 'democratic' capitalism, 
neutrality or, re-applying 1916 Leninism, revolutionary defeatism). Starting from 
a historical materialist perspective a number of vVTiters have produced interesting 
and subtle accounts of aspects of Nazism. Alfred Sohn-RetheL for instance illu
minatingly described the serious divisions in German big ca~ital in the fa~e of 
Nazism and so undermined any simple orthodox interpretation (Sohn-Rethel 
1978). And when it comes to explaining the holocaust, the monopoly tl1eory of 
imperialism has little to contribute. The most original and recent explanations 
look to very different elements of explanation than those which usually feature in 
historical materialist explanations (J'vfayer 1990). Failure both to g~nerate an 
adequate theory of Nazism and to account for the absence of major conflict 
between the imperialist powers after the Second World War has left Lenin's 
overly simple attempt to see histmy as consisting of unambiguous and irre
versible stages widely accepted in theory but relatively powerless in the face of 
events. 

It was from Rudolf Hilferding that Lenin derived much of his thinking about 
monopoly and the state. Like Hobson, he is still best known for ha\ing been 
quoted approvingly by Lenin in lmpnialism. His Finanzkapital, vVTitten in 1910, 
finally (thanks to Tom Bottomore) published in English in 1981, is not v\idely 
read. It is a very difficult book to characterize because it is so rich in ideas about 
many aspects of capitalism. At times he seems to prefigure most of the subse
quent currents in the debate about imperialism and the international aspects of 
capitalism. vVhat Lenin took from Hilferding was the idea that capitalism had 
recently passed into a new stage in which tl1e structure of capitalist businesses, 
their relation to the state and the policies which they implemented had all qualita
tively changed. Finance capital does not mean the predominance of banks but 
the fusion of all forms of capital into what he called its highest form, the trinity of 
industrial capital, commercial and bank capital and money capital (tl1e Father, 
Son and Holy Ghost) (Hilferding [191 OJ 1981: 220). Giant monopolies take 
possession of the state and 'diplomacy now becomes the representation of fmance 
capital' (Hilferding [191 OJ 1981: 330) and so conflict between nations might be 
intensified. Later he developed that into a themy of what he called 'organized 
capitalism' in which tl1e existence of giant monopolies brought the possibility of 
planning, sometl1ing which led other Marxists, including Lenin, also to enthuse 
about the organizational achievements of big business. (It should be noted that 
the standard Marxist theory of crisis at the time was the 'disproportionality' 
theory, in which crises were blamed on market anarchy. Hence the non-market 
allocation of resources vvithin big companies was admired; and hence in part also 
Soviet planning took the ill-fated form of detailed central direction.) 

One can easily see why Lenin found the pre-war Hilferding so useful in 
Imperialism. Hilferding himself; however; took a very much more nuanced view of 
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the consequences of the monopolization process for international relations. He 
saw that it created two simultaneous and counteracting tendencies: one towards 
more conflict and the other towards new forms of solidarity and common 
interest between capitalist nations. He did not regard one as necessarily more 
powerful than the other and remained undecided about which tendency would 
prevail (Hilferding [1910J 1981: 332). 

Hilferding's ambiguity about outcomes is underlined by the fact that 
Schumpeter, the 'bourgeois Marxist' (Catephores 1994) who believed that capi
talist development would tend to produce free trade and world peace, was an 
even more enthusiastic supporter of Hilfercling's views than Lenin. But 
Schumpeter added his own understanding to the effect that imperialism was not 
part of the nature of capitalism in general; quite the contrary. Imperialism was 
part of the character merely of German capitalism at tl1e start of the century, 
clue to the incomplete nature of the German bourgeois revolution and the main
tenance of considerable social power by the reactionary landowning classes with 
their nationalist backward-looking aggressive policies. If Schumpeter seems 
ridiculous when he says that Britain, and more particularly the USA, were much 
less imperialist than Germany (because they were more completely ruled by the 
rational bourgeoisie), we should bear in mind that by imperialism he (and many 
Marxist analysts) did not mean colonial acquisition so much as economic and 
other forms of aggression based on national interest; and that a version of 
Schumpeter's idea of in1perialism as social atmism has been creatively used to 
explain Nazism more satisfactorily than it is explained by the crude application 
of Leninist imperialism theory (Mayer 1990). 

In more ways than one the odd-person-out of the first wave of Marxist impe
rialism theory was Rosa Luxemburg. Like Lenin, and unlike Hilfercling, she did 
believe that tl1e world socialist revolution was an immediate question since capi
talism was mutating rapidly into an ever more destructive beast. But her 
argumentation could hardly be more different. She was not in the slightest inter
ested in monopoly which she never mentioned, and very little interested in 
different states and their rivalries. She was interested in foreign investment, but 
for very different reasons from those of other writers. In fact she approached the 
whole .question from another standpoint, and one which has frequently been 
denounced as mistaken. I belie\·e it was much less mistaken than it can be made 
to seem. 

Luxemburg's underconsumptionism was more thoroughgoing and doctrinaire 
than Hobson's. In Tlze Accumulation qf Capital (Luxemburg [19!3J 1951) she made 
an ill-fated attempt to overturn Marx's algebraic argument in Volume II of 
Capital, where he expounded the conditions under which self~contained capitalist 
accumulation is possible. Luxemburg's analysis of all this is long and, by almost 
universal consent, mistaken. And her analysis of imperialism was ostensibly 
based on it. By imperialism she understood something much closer to the 
conventional meaning of the term (expansion and aggression of rich, especially 
European, countries into the rest of the world), than Lenin's special meaning 
(the monopoly stage of capitalism). She argues that imperialism was necessary 
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because capitalism could not exist or sunive as a self~contained system but had a 
permanent need to appropriate \·alue from not-yet-capitalist areas. Imperialism 
was, therefore, system parasitism; and it was self~destructive since, once all the 
pre-capitalist world was absorbed, the necessary underconsumption of pure 
capitalism must result in catastrophic economic collapse. Her defence of this 
idea of imperialism \Vas original but the idea was rooted in Marx's historical 
materialism. 

Marx had argued that a considerable amount of capital \Vas accumulated in 
the emergent stages of capitalism in not purely capitalist ways, through what he 
called primiti\·e or primary accumulation, which means appropriating surplus 
labour in various ways from pre-capitalist acti\ities. Although Marx wrote about 
this largely as part of the early history of capitalism there is no necessary end to 
primary accumulation and it could in theory take place at any time, as long as a 
non-capitalist realm exists. Luxemburg's theory of imperialism was a novel 
version of this idea. 

The primary accumulation whose role in the birth of capitalism Marx had 
emphasized, Luxemburg regarded as an essential process during its whole life. 
She believed that underconsumption and the explanation of imperialism were 
inseparable. But in fact the possibility of extra-capitalist sources of capital accu
mulation at any moment in history, not just as the birth of the system, is in no 
way inconsistent with the denial of general necessary unclerconsumption. 
Luxemburg's 'primitive accumulation' themy of imperialism, therefore, has a life 
of its own quite independent of unclerconsumptionist errors of reasoning which 
partly lead to it. 

She applies the idea in an illuminating way, especially in her account of how 
the pre-capitalist Egyptian peasantry are made to pay for the country's debt. It is 
a subtle and brilliant analysis of the way the ruling class of one mode of produc
tion appropriates the labour of the oppressed class of another. It is a method 
which has \\ide applications both in history and in toclay's world because it 
asserts the importance of a process (primary accumulation) which most :Marxists 
had \\Tangly assumed to be long since superseded. 

Luxemburg's second original stroke was to separate imperialism theory 
completely from nationalism. Other ideas about imperialism stressed opposition 
to nationalism in the dominant imperialist countries but legitimized other 
nationalisms. Luxemburg's imperialism was not primarily an imperialism of 
nations but of a predatory mode of production already operating on a world 
scale. Nationalism for her was not even a legitimate stage on the way to socialist 
remlution; it was in all senses a cle\iation. In this she echoed the young lVIarx. 

As far as the historical materialist tradition is concerned I take Hilferding, 
Lenin and Luxemburg to be the most important writers on imperialism in the 
period around the First \Vorlcl War. The three had one thing in common, which 
is the sense that humanity had recently entered a crucial new phase. For 
Hilfercling it was because the nature of the capitalist corporation and state had 
changed, for Lenin and Luxemburg it was because what kept capitalism progres
si\·e and (relatively) peaceful was exhausted: for Lenin because the monopolies 
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had for the first time cli\iclecl the whole \Vorlcl and so would be obliged to 

continue to struggle to recli\ide ir, and for Luxemburg because capitalism was 
rapidly running out of non-capitalist regions and situations from which to 
supplement its own insufficient capacity to produce profit. its necessary life 
blood. 

This first generation of imperialism theorists represented one of the high 
points of the application of historical materialist method to understanding the 
world of international relations. They wrote in a period of extraordinary theo
retical fertility: They contributed not by being orthodox and exegetical but by 
being boldly re\ isionist and critical. After the crisis of the war the theoretical 
gains were either lost or soon crystallized into dogmas and new orthodoxies. 
Ironically perhaps, those ideas which seemed most powerfi.1l at the time haw not 
proved so durable in understanding the world a hundred years on, while those 
which were more marginalized or ignored now seem to ofier some insights. But 
the search by all of them for a way of appl:ing general analytical principles 
remains a source of illumination. 

Imperialism, mark 2 

I call the second generation of theorists of imperialism those who have analysed 
the concept during the last three or four decades. (It is the intellectual family in 
which I grew up.) They have not always used the term imperialism and they 
have been principally concerned with relations between rich industrialized capi
talist nations and the Third World' or capitalist periphery. In the immediate 
aftermath of the Second \Vorlcl \\'ar a widespread and successful anti-colonial 
movement based itself theoretically on the \·ery ob\ious injustice of imposed 
foreign rule and the right to national self~determination, which as a principle 
almost no one denied. The second generation of imperialism theories arose as a 
reaction to the idea that the end of direct colonialism closed the book on imperi
alism. So they are all in a sense theories of neo-colonialism or neo-imperialism. 
The emphasis shifted from the political anti-imperialism of the colonial libera
tion movements to economic and cultural anti-imperialism. One of the most 
fertile of these theories, dependency themy, was (ironically in \iew of its mm 
analysis of the world) an intellectual and political product of a part of the 
peripheral world where formal colonialism had hardly existed for well 0\·er a 
century (Latin America). 

There is surprisingly little continuity between the first- and second-generation 
theories of imperialism. This is partly clue to the special role of Lenin in the 
debate. Almost unique among the contributors to the first-generation theories, 
Lenin both died in his bed (supposedly) and subsequently enjoyed general rever
ence on the left. His book Imperialism was, at least for a time, at the top of the 
all-time world best-sellers' list and in orthodox, and even some not so orthodox, 
circles was uncriticizable. Yet, while Lenin had in the end espoused in theory a 
fairly radical national self~determination position, the relations between devel
oped and unclerclevelopecl countries were scarcely at all at the heart of his 
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concept and theory of imperialism. He seems to haYe expected imperialism to 
accelerate the industrialization of poor countries, almost the opposite of what 
second-generation imperialism theory usually argued. And, unmentionable irony 
of ironies, the world of the 1960s looked not so much like the permanent inter
capitalist \larfare predicted by Lenin, but much more like the \vorld predicted by 
the person \\ ho argued that the First \\"oriel \ Var would not resolve all the contra
dictions existing between the main imperialist powers, that 'the subsequent peace 
\l·ill be no more than a short armistice', but that eventually 'there is nothing 
further to pre\·ent this violent explosion finally replacing imperialism by a holy 
alliance of the imperialists', \Vhich he added for good measure would be domi
nated by the United States and return to a regime of freer international trade. I 
am referring to the 'renegade Kautsky' (Kautsky [191 +] 1970; \Yollen 1993). 
The \ ehement denunciation of Karl Kautsky by the Bolsheviks, for daring to 
suggest that there might be a capitalist world beyond the imperialism of the early 
rwentieth century, helped lead to a general decline in interest in Kautsky's 
\ITiting, which is only nm1· beginning to reco\ec 

The second generation of imperialism theorists had an (unstated and unstat
able) Kautskian perspectiYe, based not on prediction but on observation, and one 
\\Titer has drawn attention to the consistency of \ Vallerstein's world-systems 
theory with Kautsky (\ \"ollen 1993). But they were in general less stage theoretical 
than Kautsky and indeed than all d1e other first-generation themists. For all those 
writing at the start of the rwentieth century imperialism was a new phase, stage or 
epoch of capitalism. It is true that one of the pioneering second-generation theo
rists, Paul Baran, author of the influential The Political Econonl)' qf Growth (Baran 
[ 195 7] 197 3), is associated (in this work with Paul S\1·eezy) with a theory of the 
monopoly stage of capitalism (Baran and Sweezy (1966] 1968); but most of the 
writers in d1e tradition of dependency theory (Andre Gunder Frank, etc.) and 
world-systems theory (Immanuel \ \·allerstein, etc.) see the polarization of centre 
and periphery as a permanent feature of capitalism since the seventeenth century. 
But if that eliminates the problem of an mersimplified attribution of stages of 
capitalism, it itself contains its mm simplification, relating to the connection 
between mode of production and social system, that of simply defining the world 
as capitalist since the se\·enteenth century. These theories have been sharply criti
cized for implying a definition of capitalism based on markets and not 
production. But I think that the main problem \vith them is different: that they 
reject stage theories too thorough!}; and so they reduce -tOO years of capitalist 
history to a few permanent features, the main one of which is the polarization 
between centre and periphery of a single world economy. This makes it very diffi
cult to identif): important historical changes, even if we do not want to interpret 
them in the form of a rigid stage d1e01)·. 

The strength of this second-generation imperialism theory is the way in which it 
has revealed the multiple sources of international economic inequality; the multiple 
forms of economic exploitation, and political dominance of the South by the 
North. Its weakness has been its inability to account for those developments which 
hme not simply been a continuation of North-South polarization, for instance the 
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extraordinarily rapid capitalist industrialization of a number of Asian countries 
during the last forty years. Lenin had expected imperialism to have such a result, 
though he did not attach much importance to it since it took place in what he 
regarded as an epoch of irreversible social retrogression. But the Leninist and the 
second-generation imperialist theorists coincide in the \ iew that capitalism has now 
lost all progressi\·e aspects. Such a totally negati\·e position has been. I believe, a 
source of weakness in left analysis because it lea\·es the left \lith an insufficient 
explanation of the resilience of capitalism in the world, either economically or 
ideologically. Both rigid stage theories and more timeless theories like world-systems 
both in different ways set up obstacles to understanding historical change in a 
nuanced and dialectical way. \Yith one the changes are regarded as too complete, 
with d1e od1er they are insufficiently noticed. To revert to the terminology of the 
second section, there are too many straight lines and not enough spirals. 

Globalization, :marks I and 2 

There is not the slightest doubt that in the last few decades many of the national 
barriers to the global functioning of capitalism have been coming down. Most 
indicators of global integration of capitalist economies ha\·e been on the rise for 
some time. That there is globalization in this sense is beyond dispute. But many 
current ideas about globalization go much further than that: they argue that 
these changes have qualitatively changed the system, that it has entered a new 
and unprecedented stage. 

It is possible to distinguish two generations also in theories of more recent glob
alization, as there were about imperialism, though now the speed of reproduction 
has risen. The first generation dates from the early 1970s and presented itself 
explicitly as a replacement for imperialism theory (Sklar 1976). A group of Marxist 
historians formulated a theory which d1ey called post-imperialism, just before the 
epoch of post-everything. Their 'post-' referred more to Leninist than dependency 
imperialism theory. They argued that the capitalist class had ceased to be di\ided 
into different nationalities and had fused into a single international corporate 
bourgeoisie. Capitalism was so internationalized that national borders no longer 
had much significance and so nation-to-nation conflicts were being replaced by 
class struggle at the global leveL The theory was presented \vitl1 a lot of 'back to 
Marx' rhetoric, though the relation between the conceptual and empirical was 
problematic. Whether going back to Marx was justified by the fact d1at Marx had 
always been right or that the world had changed to make him right (again) was not 
made cleac The post-imperialist hypothesis regarded a network of multinational 
corporations as the form assumed by the modern global capitalist class. There was 
in this view quite a strong current of Schumpeterism: the idea that capitalism 
never ceases to be progressive, but also some notion that d1e globalization of 
capital \vill lead to the globalization of the working class also and therefore the 
development of an international revolutionary movement 

This is evidendy a wry similar conclusion to that found at about the same 
time in the work of Bill Warren (Warren 1980). The difierence was that \ \"arren 
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was reacting especially to second-generation imperialist theory on the grounds 
that it had been responsible for the systematic substitution of nation for class and 
submerged socialism in a morass of nationalism. \\'ith \Varren, too, there is 
plenty of 'back to Tviarx' rhetoric as well as the same ambiguity about whether 
imperialism really had existed and had gone away or whether it had never 
existed :t\farx had been right all along). 

Warren and the post-imperialists failed to gain much follm\ing for their proto
globalization hypotheses in spite of the fact that the more orthodox 
anti-imperialist left found them difficult to refute. There was a general um\illing
ness on the left at that time to abandon the notion of imperialism as the central 
feature of the world, which both ,-ersions of the proto-globalization idea 
demanded. \Vithin a short time, howe\·er, \\ith the exception of a few sceptics, 
most people had come round to some version of the hypothesis of globalization. 

Globalization hy1Jotheses are supported, sometimes very loosely; sometimes 
more rigorously; with a series of facts. I think that this empirical basis is very 
\\"eak as I try to shm\· in commenting below on some of the key facts which are 
frequently adduced to show globalization. 

International trade is rising in relation to the value of production. It is true 
that trade has risen faster than production since 1950, although the fact 
tends to be greatly exaggerated by inappropriate measures. But its present 
relative level is not ,-ery far above what it was just before the First \Vorld 
\VaL Thus, relative to production, there is not an unprecedented level of 
international trade. Part (admittedly a small part) of the present large figure 
is clue to the fact that some single countries have divided; and if the 
European Union is ever treated as one country international trade will 
decline enormously (Sutcliffe and Gly11 1999). 

2 Foreign direct investment has risen in relation to the size of the economy. 
Again it is true that the percentage of foreign in total investment has been 
rising (much more erratically than trade). But here too the figures suggest 
that, at most, the relative le,·els of 1913 have been regained. Again there is 
globalization but not to unprecedented levels. 

3 Foreign production has become more important than exports (an uncon
scious echo of Lenin's idea that the export of capital had become more 
important than the export of goods). Much is made of recent estimates that 
the value of sales by foreign subsidiaries became around 1990 greater than 
the total ,-alue of world exports (UNCTAD 1999). It is argued that this 
represents a qualitative turning point after which international integration of 
production dominates arm's-length transactions between the producers of 
one nation and anothe1: I ve1y much doubt the significance of this statistic. 
Many so-called foreign subsidiaries of multinational companies are little 
more than sales agencies for their parent companies. This means that 
exports may be counted twice, once in the figures for exports proper and 
again in the figures for the foreign sales of subsidiaries. The genuine foreign 
sales are, therefore, much smaller than they appear~ 
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4 J\1uch or even most international trade takes place between clifierent 
branches of multinational corporations (intra-trade), thus suggesting that 
there is a \·ery high degree of cross-border integration of productive struc
tures. I hm·e only been able to find m·o substantial studies of this question, 
for the USA. and Japan. They both show some upward mm·emem in intra
trade though it remains in the case of the USA a little m·er one-third, a 
figure which first began to be widely quoted as long ago as the 1960s. And 
again some of the intra-trade is simply sending goods to a sales subsidiary to 
sell in a foreign market, so for what it implies for the integration of the 
productive system it is not much different from non-intra-trade. 

5 Multinational corporations dominate the world. Big corporations have domi
nated the world economy in some sense for rather a long time though 
probably never more so than the great trading companies in d1e eighteenth 
century This argument, however, suggests that the degree of dominance has 
increased. This could be due to higher levels of monopoly and concentration. 
The e\ iclence does not support that and globalization in many areas has 
increased competition. All big capitalist corporations are, and have been for 
some tin1e, multinational in the sense that they export goods and im·est 
abroad. A fe\r have integrated production structures, harclly any either have 
internationally integrated managements or have lost a clear national identity 
(Ruigrok and \·an Tulder 1995; Doremus et a!. 1998). l\lorem·er; many 
common statements about the quantitative weight of multinational cmpora
tions are grotesquely exaggerated. Usually they wrongly compare the sales 
(not value added) of firms \\ith the national income (value added) of countries 
or the world. I think tl1at the best estimates of their importance is that the I 00 
biggest multinationals produce about 5 per cent of the world's GDP (2.5 per 
cent abroad); their share of the world's capital stock is a little lower tl1an d1is; 
and all -J.-1.,000-plus multinational corporations (defined as such by UNCTAD) 
produce about 22 per cent of world GDP (7.5 per cent abroad) (UNCTAD 
1999; Sutcliffe and Gl:11 1999). That may be enough to dominate the world in 
some sense but it is much, much less than is frequently asserted. 

Globalization h:potheses are more than just a series of statistical exaggerations. 
There are, as with e\·erything, hard- and soft-core versions of the globalization 
argument. The soft-core one says simply that things are getting more global (for 
the most part undeniable), that this is producing more precariousness for human 
economic life and that the national state is losing the power to do anything about 
it. The world has become a single macroeconomic space so national economic 
policy can no longer exist and life is becoming an ever more cut-throat struggle 
of all against all. Some of that, I think, is true although it tends to accept too 
readily what the rulers of national states would like their electorates to beliew 
(that they can do nothing to stop the consequences): and it tends to exaggerate 
the difficulties of producing a response; and that generates pessimism or at best a 
\isceral anti-globalistic or nationalistic response. It also tends to create the 
nostalgic illusion that things were much l;etter before .. 
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By and large, howe\·er: this version of globalization, while it notes that there 
haw been \·ery rapid changes in indicators of globalization, tends to remain 
theoretically in the camp of second-generation imperialism theory. The 
.\"orth-South polarizing effects of the new global economy are emphasized and 
global institutions are seen as really being not so much global as ultraimperialist 
institutions of the rich, imperialist countries. The idea that multinational corpo
rations from countries of the North are the main agents of economic 
exploitation is already present in second-generation imperialist theory, as is the 
idea of the powerless state in dependent counrries. So, while earlier the proto
globalization ideas of \Yarren and the post-imperialists demanded a choice 
between belie\·ing in imperialism and believing in globalization, many new 
wrsions of globalization theory do not and that has made them more digestible 
on the left Globalization, in this interpretation, represents no new stage, though 
it is often held to mean a major intensification of long-established tendencies. 

The hard-core version of globalization, however, goes considerably further to 
argue that the world is not only an economic unity but also a social unity with a 
unified global class structure. The capitalist class in particular has formed itself 
into a global class for itself: An immanent process has reached its completion. 
The post-imperialist theorists took this position and it is now quite common 
though it travels under a different name. 

How does globalization in this sense relate to imperialism? In the first place, it 
apparently clashes frontally with the Leninist concept of imperialism. That took as 
a starting point the fact that different national capitalist classes were destined to be 
eternally fratricidal and incapable of forming a global ruling class. They would be 
constantly recli\icling the world at great cost to ewryone. This is \\·hy capitalism 
urgently needed to be replaced. Post-imperialism theorists, as tl1e name of ilieir 
idea implied, accepted Leninist imperialism as appropriate for a particular epoch 
but believed it had been superseded. The strong versions of second-generation 
globalization theory imply; but seldom explicitly state, the same change of stage. 
Logically; the idea tl1at the \\·oriel is a single social and economic unit implies that 
nations no longer haw any importance as social eli\ isions and that the class 
struggle now perYacles everything and has, therefore. assumed a global dimension. 

Historical :materialism, globalization and politics 

So, the hard-core wrsion of the globalization hypothesis, once again, may look 
like a return to what the young iV1arx and Engels argued. There is, however, a 
notable difference. Marx, Engels and many other nineteenth-century socialists 
more generally saw globalization as a development which produced welcome 
opportunities from the point of \iew of socialism. It could form the basis of an 
international working-class movement and dispel narrow-minded nationalist 
notions. Yet today globalization receives an almost universally hostile reception 
from the left. It seems to be assumed that it can only represent more complete 
capitalist control of the world and portends both resistential weakness and 
economic damage for oppressed and exploited classes. 
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At least at a superficial level there are some \·ery striking differences between 
this widespread pessimistic reaction to globalization in toclay's left and the posi
tions of the early practitioners of historical materialism. In 18+8, l\Iarx ga\·e a 
speech in Brussels about free trade much of which would have delighted a 1999 
demonstration outside the \\·oriel Trade Organization with its devastating attack 
on free trade as nothing more than freedom for capital (l\larx 18+8). But just 
\\·hen he seemed to be leading up to a conclusion denouncing free trade. he 
concluded \\·ithout hesitation that bet\\·een protectionism and free trade he, as a 
socialist \VOuld have to support free trade because it was clestructi\·e of the status 
quo and not conserYati\·e. In sa)ing this he was not supporting capitalist free 
trade; he was looking, within the possible trends of the ruling capitalist system, 
for the best circumstances for the development of world socialism. The first 
generation of imperialist theorists also were unanimous in considering that the 
tendencies away from free trade in the early years of this century were reac
tionary. Even more, while toclay's left denounces the multinational companies as 
responsible for almost all e\il, Lenin and others of the first generation of imperi
alism theorists lamented the fact that capitalism increasingly identified with a 
national interest instead of building world-\1·icle economic units w:1ich would 
strengthen the development of a world working class and pm e the way for a 
globally planned socialist economv:. For Lenin and many others the huge capi
talist corporation was a pointer to the new rationality of socialism. 

In pointing to these contrasts between then and now I am not tf)ing to say 
that it is appropriate simply to repeat what they said then. But we should try to 
answer the question of why there is apparently so much difference in the polit
ical answers offered by enemies of capitalism bet\\·een these t\vo epochs. \Vere 
they wrong? Or has the \\·oriel changed so much that their ans\vers have lost their 
releYance? I belie\e that correct answers to these questions \Vatlld include some 
elements of 'yes': but also many elements of 'no'. And if that is true should the 
left of today not also ask rather more insistently a third question: are we wrong? 

Marx famously remarked (in 'The Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte', 
1852), that human beings 'make their own history. But they do not make it ... 
under circumstances chosen by themsehes, but under circumstances directly 
encountered, given and transmitted from the past' (l\.farx [1852] 1935: 99). What 
that surely means is that political action to be effective (to make history) cannot 
ignore existing forces and movements. \\'hatever political destination is desired for 
the future, the route is necessarily constrained by the partially unstoppable move
ment of the spirals of history. There are moments in history where there may be 
no alternative outcomes. But more usually a given economic or political situation 
can evoh·e in a range of different possible directions. But not in just any chosen 
direction. The art of applyi11g historical materialism to the craft of politics is to 
identifY tl1e real alternatives, and to see how interventions can influence the devel
opment of reality towards the most progressive of tlwse possibilities. 

Lenin once said that 'there are no completely hopeless situations for capi
talism'. Using the same logic we should say that also there are no unambiguously 
triumphal situations either: According to historical materialism, capitalism is not 
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capable of attaining permanent stabilit): My interpretation of the historical 
materialist approach is that from the standpoint of an anti-capitalist movement, 
political action (the making of history) seldom im·oh·es either direct confronta
tion \\·ith the enem:; or putting the clock into reverse and returning to some 
pre-existing stare. It im·olves applying the principles of certain eastern martial 
arts: seeing where the enemy's contradictions are and acting on these weaknesses 
by deflecting the energy of the enemy to one's own advantage. 

Such an approach emphatically does not lead to a simple conclusion that 
globalization will in some automatic way produce global socialism. It clearly will 
noL But nor is it simply a movement in the opposite direction. Like all significant 
historical changes, \\·hile it creates new social problems it also creates both new 
political needs and new political opportunities. 

The current pessimism about globalization is, I think, partly a legacy of a 
pre\-iously mentioned aspect of the Leninist \\·ay of looking at capitalist history: 
as a process \\·here a historically progressive phase eventually but decisively; 
permanemly and unambiguously, gives way to a stage in which capitalism can no 
longer be anything but retrogressive. If that is the case, then no change in capi
talism can ewr be \\·elcomed, not even in the partial or sceptical or ironical way 
in \\·hich Marx \velcomed some changes. Not only is this far from the spirit of 
the socialists of the nineteenth century but, more important, it seems to be a 
false assessment of the real possibilities of turning the present changes in capi
talism to the ad\antage of exploited and oppressed people. 

Many statements about globalization overestimate the strength, unity and 
consciousness of the capitalist class by assuming that recent changes are well 
planned, conscious and necessarily successfuL Freer international markets, 
however; involve great danger for capitalists. They complicate the chain of 
conditions which have to be satisfied in order for surplus value to be effectively 
produced and realized and increase the dangers of instabiliry: Capital, especially 
the most global kind, speculati\e capital, can easily be wiped out by international 
instabilit): It is no coincidence that George Soros has become one of the leading 
advocates of new controls on liquid capital mmements. You do not have to have 
an all-out orthodox Leninist perspecti\·e, or to think that world war is round the 
cornei; to see that f!·atricidal conflicts between capitalist enterprises and capitalist 
states threaten to break out almost every day. The global unity of the capitalist 
class and the supersession of the nation-state are largely myths. 

If one problem with the pessimistic approach to globalization is that it 
sometimes does not see any political way out, anotl1er is that it sometimes 
advocates a backward-looking way out. Identifying globalization as the 
problem tends to suggest deglobalization - nationalism or localism as the 
logical solution. If history is a straight line and we do not like the road ahead 
there is nowhere to go but back; but if it is a spiral we have more possibilities. 
If the problem is identified as capitalism and not globalization, and if capi
talism is global, then that suggests that anti-capitalism is the solution and that 
anti-capitalism must also make itself global, producing counter proposals not 
to globalization as such but to global capitalism and capitalist globalization. In 
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part that means socialist and democratic globalization, an idea \\·hose time 
should hm e come or rather returned. There seems to me to be no reason to 
think, as today's pessimists do, that larger social units (even the \\·~rld economy) 
are more difficult to democratize than smaller ones (such as the village and the 

family). 
In short. \Ve \VOulcl, I think, be entirely faithful to the method of historical 

materialism to reco9Tlize important ne\\~ but not unprecedented, elements of 
D . 

alobalism in the current structure of \vorld capitalism, but not to mterpret that 
:s some new stage or complete qualitati,·e transformation; to accept that the 
nation-state remains important and necessary to the capitalist class, which there
fore continues to be by and large national, although with increasing elements of 
international collaboration and in particular cases fusion. Far from being an 
accomplished fact, globalization, like any other major social and economic 
tendency, is partiaL biased, ambiguous and contradictory. Conflict between 
national capitals remains important, and so does the exploitation, domination 
and marginalization of many countries within the globalizing capitalist structure. 
The real growth in the globalized aspects of capitalism, howewr~ are great 
enough to require a resistance movement which can transcend_ national boun~
aries at the same speed as or, better still, faster than capital can. So far 
international resistance has lagged behind capitalist globalization. But there are 
increasing signs of a growth in international movements of non-capitalist classes. 
Part of the progressive aspect of capitalist de\·elopment, as seen by Marx, was 
that, while developing the producti,·e forces, it also developed the strength of the 
classes which would bury it. I believe that that process goes on and can be accel

erated in the new period of globalization. 

Note 

I thank Jonathan Ree for very helpful comments on a draft of this chapter. 
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3 The search for relevance 

Historical materialism after the Cold 
vVar 

kfichael Cox 

Introduction 

The modern history of historical materialism begins some would say ends 
with the collapse of actually existing socialism as a serious political project after 
1989. Some might dispute this reading of e\·ents, and no doubt a few would 
insist that the value of 1\Iarxism as a method has little or nothing to do \\ith what 
existed in the former Smiet bloc. As one reasonably syn1pathetic critic has 
argued, it is neither logical nor fair (in fact, it is most 'unfair') to assume that the 
collapse of authoritarian communism necessarily invalidates the insights of 
Marx or the utility of historical materialism (Thomas 1997). One might equally 
point to the indisputable fact that the history of Marxism is a history of crisis, 
and that the current crisis so-called is merely another blip in the evolution of a 
body of ideas that ha\·e constantly been re\'ised from within and challenged from 
without. Thus why be too bothered about the current situation? (but compare 
Gamble 1999). Indeed, according to Alex Callinicos, the real 'crisis of marxism' 
did not begin in 1989 at all but 1977 when a certain French intellectual decided 
to launch a bitter attack on Marx and all his works (Callinicos 1982: 5-6). One 
could go on rebutting the charge, but in the end it would be faintly absurd, 
distinctly unhistorical and in a very important way 'unmarxist' as well, not to 
recognize the simple truth that while crises are nothing new to Marxism, there 
has never been anything quite so cataclysmic in the history of Ma~xism as the 
fall of the old communist regimes in Eastern Europe and the USSR; and 
whether we prefer to talk of a crisis of historical materialism or a crisis of a 
particular and peculiar type of social formation, it would be a nonsense-on-stilts 
to deny some sort of connection between what happened in the Soviet bloc: after 
1989 and the current travails facing radical theory in general and Marxist analy
sis in particulac The collapse of the left as an organized force in the world, and 
the rapid dec:line of academic interest in Marxism (one prominent international 
relations (IR) theorist recently suggested that constructi\ism had now replaced 
l\farxism as the most ob\ious paradigmatic rival to realism and liberalism; ·walt 
1998: 32, 3-1·), would seem proof enough of tl1e argument that radical materialist 
analysis in general and l\Iarxism in particular is facing difficult times (but see 
Wood and Foster 1997; and the chapter by Teschke and Heine in this volume). 
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The point of this short piece is not to mount a defence of l\farxism against its 
many detractors, but rather to suggest that in spite of its current trm·ails. taken 
together the collapse of the Cold w·ar system, and along \lith it the old interna
tional rules of the game, could ironically prm ide radical theory \lith an intellectual 
shot in the arm . .\"or am I the only one to suggest this some,1·hat iconoclastic idea. 
:\s has been obserYed by others, \1·hile historical materialism is in many wavs an 
excellent surgical tooL it \vas neYer ,·ery good when it came to discussir;g m;clear 
\l"eapons, arms control and the sources of Smiet conduct. In manv wavs. the Cold 
\\ar conflict didn't really suit it and its passing (and substitution b;• a ~ore materi
alist set of global relations! has created ne\v intellectual opportunities which did not 
exist before. But this is not all. Precisely because radicals no longer feel obliged to 
defend the USSR, a political space has opened up that permits them to think more 
openly and creative!;.: As Stanley Hoffmann has noted, whatever one thought of 
socialism as a practical goaL historical materialism itself always possessed a rare 
ability to expose and explain .. Unfortunate!" too manv l\Jarxists became dra\n1 
into the Cold \ \"ar and consequently were .impelled t~ choose sides rather than 
de\elop an independent line of analysis . .\"m1· howewr the situation is b.r more 
f1uid and less politically determined, and in these 'new times' there is now greater 
scope to realize the still unrealized potential in historical materialism (Hoffmann 
1995: 35). Finall;.: as the doyen of liberal American historians has recently pointed 
out the irresistible dynamic of our modern form of 'unbric!Ied capitalism' makes 
wry fertile ground indeed for radical analysis. In fact, as Arthur Schlesinger has 
alrea~y \l·arn:d, there is a \ ery real danger that in a world of 'lm1· wages, long 
hours, ·exploited workers' and 'social resentment', lYiarxism could easily take on a 
ne,1· lease of life. Though John F Kennedy's most fa,·ourecl histmian c~uld harc!Iv 
be expected to \l·elcome this cle\elopment (and doesn't) his obsen.ation about th~ 
consequences of capitalism is an acute one, \\hich both critics and defenders of 
modern capitalism would be \I ell achisecl to heed (Schlesinger 1997). Some it 
\I oulcl seem ha\e already done so (Gray 1998). 

\ rhether or not Schlesinger's nightmare scenario is ever realized \I ill of 
course depend in large part on the credibilitY and vitalitv of historical materialist 
analysis itself. .:'\othing after all is ine\·itable .. and if l\Iar~ists fail as badlv in their 
attempts to _ex!)lain the shape of the post-Sm·iet \l·orlcl as they did in ~nalysing 
the contraciJctJons of the former Smiet Union itself, then Marxism has (and 
deser\ es) no fi.1ture. It might therefore be useful to see how the varietie~ of 
l\Iarxism, neo-l\Iarxism and radical theorizing hme thus far come to terms with 
a \mrld the); and nearly e\ erybody else for that matter, ne\ er anticipated. In 
\l·h~t foll_m~-~ I shall therefore try to summarize a large, ,·ery unewn and deeply 
sclusmat1c hterature. In my brief review I \1i.ll include many writers who some 
might not eYen include within the fold: and others who themselves would not be 
comfortable being labelled as Marxist Robert Cox for example is often associ
ated \lith Marxism, though he himself could hardh- be described as orthodox 
(Cox 1981, 1983). The same might be said of r\nclr~ Gunder Frank \1·hose mo;t 
recent work seems to challenge the whole edifice of Marxist thought on the 
histor·y of capitalism (see Frank and Gills 1993) .. :'\oam Chomsky moreowr is no 
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l\'Iarxist. On the other hand, his writings on the new international order are 
highly critical of the status quo (Chomsky 199-1). Furthermore, unlike many of the 
analysts mentioned in this chapter, his \mrks ha\·e a fairly wide readership, espe
cially outside the narrow confines of the international relations profession. 

I ha,·e cli\ided the discussion into four sections. In the first, I look at the way 
radicals have tried to come to terms \l·ith the death of actually existing socialism 
and the associated international result in the shape of the ·end of the Cold \\"ar'. 
In the second, I examine their efforts to decode the meaning of the term 'global
ization'. The third part then sees whether or not radical analysts have developed 
a theory of crisis. Finally, the fourth part examines the way or ways radicals haw 
tried to come to terms with American power: In the concluding section I explore 
\rhat is by far and away the greatest problem facing radical analysis today 
(j)OSsibly its greatest problem throughout the twentieth century): identifying the 
source of political regeneration in a world where there is possibly as much, if not 
more, suffering than at any point owr the last fifty years, but little sense that 
much can be clone to alle\iate it. 

The end of the Cold War 

The collapse of Smiet pm1·er and \lith it the end of the Cold \\-'ar was as big a 
surprise to most radicals as it was to more mainstream analysts, perhaps more so 
because many on the \Vestern left had a certain regard for 'actually existing 
socialism': quite a few out of a misplaced sense of political loyalty, some because 
they just didn't like capitalism, and others because they felt that the Sm·iet Union 
(\vhatever its faults internally) played an internationally progressive role by com1-
terbalancing the power of the United States while underwriting numerous 
anti-imperialist regimes especially in the less developed countries of what was 
then, but is no more, referred to as the Third World' (Halliday 1993). 

Lacking a proper political economy of communism (for reasons which would 
take too long to discuss here) radical analysts have in the main tried to deal with 
the politically problematic question of the fall of official socialism not by 
confronting the problem head on, but rather by finessing the issue. They have 
clone so in a number of different ways. 

The first way; quite simply, has been to deny that the regimes in Eastern 
Europe or the former Soviet Union were genuinely socialist Thus what 'fell' 
between 1989 and 1991 was not the real article, but some odd hybrid which had 
little or notl1ing to do with what American Marxist Bei"tell Ollmann once tried to 
describe as 'Marx's \ision' of the new society: This inclination to deny the socialist 
authenticity of the former USSR can in fact be found in the writings of many 
radicals, though it is perhaps most strongly articulated in the work of Hillel 
Ticktin, editor of the journal Critique, and the only\ \'estern Marxist to have devel
oped a detailed political economy of the USSR before its disintegration .. 
According to Ticktin (who was one of the few radicals to have ever liwd in the 
USSR for any extended period of time) the Sm iet system was not just repressive, 
but economically far less eflicient than what existed in the \Vest For this reason he 
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did not believe that what he termed this 'economy of waste' could endure over 
the long term. This v-iew first articulated as early as 1973 - in turn became the 
basis of a very specific politics which meant that Ticktin at least was somewhat 
less surprised than other Marxists by the Smiet Union's subsequent collapse. 
Indeed, in his opinion, until the USSR passed from the stage of history; there was 
little chance of a genuine 'new' left ever emerging in the \\'est (Tick tin 1992). 

If Ticktin detected deep and life-threatening economic flaws in the Smiet 
system, this was not tl1e position of most socialists. Indeed, one of the more 
obv-ious ways in which other radicals have tried to come to terms vvith the fall of 
the Sm-iet Union, has been to imply that the system did not hav·e to go under at 
all: and the only reason it did was because of ill-fi:lted attempts to reform the 
country in the 1980s. Thus one of the better informed socialist economists has 
argued that although the Sm-iet Union had its fair share of problems, it did not 
face a terminal crisis. \Vhat brought it clown, in the end, was not its flaws but 
Gorbache\'s contradictory policies (Ellman and Kontorovich 1992). The 
American radical Anders Step hanson ( 1998) also insists that there was no thin a 
. . b 

mentable about the demise of communism in the USSR. In his assessment it was 
largely the result of what he terms 'contingency'. Halliday too has suggested that 
the Sm -iet system die! not (in his words) 'collapse', 'fail' or 'break clown' ( 199-1-: 
191-215). Rather; the Smiet leadership after 1985 decided - albeit for good 
objective reasons - to rule in a different way: and did so not because of massiv·e 
internal difficulties, but because the Soviet elite finally realized that the USSR 
could neither catch up with nor compete with the \Vest. Once this became mani
fest, the ruling group effectively lost its historical nerve (Halliday 1995). 

The argument that the old Sm-iet system mig:ht not have been sufferinrr incur-
, ~ b 

able economic cancer has also led certain radical writers to the not illogical 
conclusion that if the system was not doomed because of its internal problems, it 
vvas in the end external factors which caused it to implode. This is certainly 
implicit in the influential work of Halliday who, significantly, says little about th~ 
USSR's domestic weaknesses, but a good deal about the impact which \Vestern 
economic performance had upon Soviet elite perceptions. Others have stressed a 
more direct connection. Thus in the view of the Dutch Marxist. Kees van der 
Pijl, though the final transformation of the Smiet system wa~ the result of 
several factors, one should not underestimate the rol~ played by the United 
States and its declared objective of quite literally spending 'the Sov-iet Union into 
bankruptcy' (van cler Pijl 1993). Robert Cox appears to have come to much the 
same conclusion in his writings. Like van cler Pijl, Cox accepts there is no simple 
explanation of what happened in the former USSR after 1985. Nonetheless he 
still concludes that 'the arms race provoked by the Reaganite phase of the Cold 
\Var was too much for an unreformed Sm-iet economy to sustain' (Cox vvith 
Sinclair 1996: 21 7). Michael Ellman has also laid great stress on the importance 
of US strategy: taken together; Reagan's rearmament programme, Star \ Vars, 
and US support for anticommunist guerrillas throughout the world, were, in his 
opinion, 'key external factors' in bringing about Smiet economic collapse in 
1991 (1993: 56). 
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But if the left has faced very real problems in coming to terms w-ith the fall of 
the Sov-iet Union, it has tried to compensate for this in two wry diflerent ways. 

One has been to understate the impact which communist collapse has actu
ally had upon the 'essential' nature of the international system. Hence, in the 
v-iew of Noam Chomsh.·y (!992), there is nothing 'new' at all about the new vmrld 
order: the rich remain rich, the poor South remains the poor South, and the 
United States still remains in charge. Robert Cox concurs. The new interna
tional system. he thinks. looks very much like the old one. Indeed, in the most 
basic of ways, the Cold. \Var he ar:gues has 'not ended' at all and its more basic 
structures c~~tinue 'to li,·e in the West' in the shape of high military spending, in 
the operation of its intelligence services and in the unequal distribution of power 
among the various states (Cox with Sinclair 1996: 3-1-). This also appears to be 
the position of the doyen of world-systems theory, Immanuel \Vallerstein. 
Unfortunately, in his metastructural (and highly abstract) output over many 
vears one had no real sense that the Cold \Var ever had much meaning at all .. 
Thus' its conclusion was unlikely to have a great deal of impact upon a worlcl
svstem that had existed since the sLxteenth century, which had been in some 
f~irly unspecified 'crisis' since the late 1960s, and would presumably remain in 
crisis until it came to an equally unspecified end twenty or thirty years clmm the 
historical line (Wallerstein 1979, 1996). 

Finalh~ if writers like Wallerstein have tended to minimize the impact of the 
end of the Cold War, others have argued (perhaps rather more comincingly) 
that its passing has in fact created new political spaces that did not exist before. 
This is more or less the position adopted by Bogdan Denitch. Starting fi:om the 
not umeasonable assumption that the division of Europe rested upon an illegiti
mate form of Soviet domination over the East, and a legitimate form of 
American hegemony in the \Vest, Denitch concludes that in the new united 
continent there are now great opportunities .. Unlike many politically active 
Marxists, Denitch is no utopian. Thus in his view the new openings are unlikely 
to fi:ee the workers from the grip of capitalism. Yet 1989 does make possible the 
deeper integration of Western Europe and upon this basis, Europe in his 
opinion - will be able to develop a new social democratic third way between a 
highly dynamic but politically unacceptable American-style liberal capitalism 
and a moribund Sov-iet-style communism. This hardly amounts to the same 
thing as world revolution. Nonetheless, in a post-communist world, the possibility 
of building a new progressive Europe is one that should animate intelligent radi
cals more than pointless calls to man barricades which nobody wants to build 
and few want to stand behind (Denitch 1990: 3-14). 

New world economic order: globalization 

Though analysts like Denitch have tried to find some crumbs of comfort fi·om ilie 
events of 1989, overall the collapse of planning in Eastern Europe, followed as it 
was by the adoption of radical market strategies in countries such as Poland and 
the Czech republic, had (as we haYe already suggested) an enormously debilitating 
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impact upon \\'estern lVIarxists. Yet the pessimism did not last long, and the few 
Tviarxists who managed to survi\·e the baptism by fire began to take intellectual 
heart somewhere around the mid-1990s. There were two reasons for this. One. 
obviously, was that the transition in the former communist countries turned ou~ 
to be far more problematic than most market triumphalists had originally antici
pated. In the case of Russia of course the so-called transition to somethina better 

"' and higher soon turned into a minor tragedy for the Russian people (see Cox 
1998).. The other~ equally important, reason was the birth of a new world order 
in \rhich economics assumed centre stage. In fact it almost looks now as if it 
required a healthy dose of capitalism to re-ignite radical analysis and prmide the 
intellectual left with a clear focus. But perhaps we should not be so surprised by 
this. In an age of geo-economics \\·here even staid bankers were now prepared to 
use words like 'capitalism', where the former editor of the London Times talked 
menacingly of the 'coming depression' (Dmidson and Rees-Mogg 1993), and an 
American President paid tribute to a book which speculated in almost Leninist 
terms about the coming economic struggle for dominance between the great 
pm\·ers in the twenty-first centmy (Thurow 1992), it \\·as almost ine\itable that 
some Tviarxists would take heart! Ha\ing been around under politicallv since "' . 
1989, it looked to some of them at least (and at last) that historical materialism 
had finally come of age. 

Rather than trying to prm ide a detailed reconstruction here of a single 'nco
Marxist' analysis of late twentieth-centmy capitalism (one which has yet to be 
written), it might be more useful to brieflv ]Joint to some of the issues now beina . "' 
debated in the growing left-wing literature. Not surprisingly; one issue that has 
been discussed more than most is 'globalization'. \ Vhile there is no agreed 
radical \iew on the subject, four quite reasonable questions have been asked of 
the concept since it literally exploded on to the academic agenda in the early 
1990s. 1 • 

The first has perhaps been the most challenging: namely, what exactly is so 
new about the idea? As many on the left have argued, the apparently novel thesis 
that national economies haw become mere regions of the global economy and 
that the productive forces have expanded far beyond the boundaries of the 
nation-state, is not novel at all. 2 Indeed, one of the first writers to advance the 
argument was no less than the abused and much ignored Karliviarx, who in the 
Communist i\Janifesto made it abundantly clear that the central feature of the capi
talist epoch was the 'universal interdependence of nations'. Moreover; this 
simple but critical idea ran like a red thread through Marxist thinking thereafter: 
It was, for instance, repeated by Lenin in his 1916 pamphlet Imperialism in an 
eflort to prmide a materialist explanation of the First World \Var: Trotskv also 
deployed very much the same argument in his critique of Stalin's claim ;hat it 
was possible to build socialism in one country. And later theorists of dependency 
took it as read that until the less-de\·eloped countries could break away from the 
spidery economic web of the world market, they had no chance of o~·ercoming 
the limits of backwardness (Baran 195 7; Frank 1969). Globalization might have 
become a fashionable concept in the 1990s amana those desperateh· lookina for "' . "' 
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a 'relevant' topic now that traditional security questions no longer seemed to be 
interesting. But like most intellectual fads and fashions it was only a recycled 
version of a very old idea. In fact, according to Burnham ( 1997), e\·en the idea 
itself was not a wry good one. 

The theme of continuity is also dewloped in the work of Hirst and 
Thompson ( 1996). Howe\·er, rather than attacking mainstream academics for 
failing to recognize the radical antecedents of the concept, they question 
whether or not globalization is even an accurate description of the world 
economv in the late twentieth century In a much-cited study whose underl;ing 
purpose. is as much political as it is economic, they conclude that the image of 
globalization has for too long mesmerized analysts. 3 In their opinion the theory 
can be criticized on at least two grounds. The first is in terms of its descriptive 
power. In their view the 'present highly internationalized economy is not 
unprecedented' at all; indeed, 'in some respects the current international 
economy is less open and integrated than the regime \rhich prevailed bet\\·een 
1870 and 191+'. Moreover, 'genuinely transnational companies appear to be 
relatively rare' (p.2), \Vhile the world economy itself~ far from being genuinely 
'global', is still very much dominated by the Triad of Europe, Japan and North 
America. They also question its political implications and suggest that far from 
being powerless as the theory implies, the state can still make a difference. As 
they argue, in this less than completely globalized economy, there are still 
opportunities for the de\·elopment of gm·ernance mechanisms at the level of the 
international economy that neither undermine national governments, nor 
hinder the creation of national strategies for international controL In other 
words the world of 'markets' remains susceptible to conscious intervention. To 
this extent, the world economy is not out of control: politics, politicians and the 
people in other words the state under conditions of democracy - can make a 
difference.+ 

A third line of radical attack has not been to question the reality of globaliza
tion so much as to point to its appalling human consequences. In a world where 
the market is 'unbound' - they argue where there is in eflect no alternative to 
the market, capitalism has assumed an increasingly aggressive posture: and this 
has led to the most extreme forms of inequality and economic polarization 
(Altvater and Mahnkopf 1997; also Hurrell and Woods 1995; and Sam·in 1996). 
Nor is this accidental: nor can it be m·ercome without challenging the founda
tions of the system itself: Furthermore, if global economic integration has 
generated what one critic has rather mildly termed 'underconsumptionist 
tendencies', it has tended to do so not only within capitalist countries but also 
across them (Palan 1993). This is why the gap between the have and have-not 
nations has tended to increase rather than decrease in an era of global capi
talism. According to one study, in an unregulated capitalist world economy, the 
outcome has been that those countries and regions which already possessed 
abundant resources and power have remained powerful and prosperous, while 
those that did not have become poorer and e\·en more dependent than before 
(Sayer and Walker 1992). 
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Finally, many radical cnncs have wondered whether or not some of the 
advocates of globalization have tended to underestimate the anarchic and 
competitiYe character of the world capitalist system. Though accepting the 
more general thesis about global interdependence, many on the left do not 
accept the liberal corollary that we have moved beyond the age of conflict 
And though war in the more traditional sense is highly unlikely, this does not 
rule out intense competition at the other levels. Realist by inclination, radicals 
have noted several areas in the world today where antagonism rather than co
operation is the norm. America's intense rivalry with France over trade, 
Germany's attempt to exercise economic hegemony over Europe at the 
expense of the United Kingdom, and the United States' more recent drive to 
open up the markets of Asia-Pacific, all point to a slightly less benign view of 
economrc reality than that suggested by the 'globalists' (Petras and Morley 
1997). 

Capitalist contradictions 

Perhaps the most serious difference however between radicals and their more 
orthodox peers concerns the long-term stability of world capitalism. Though few 
but the most orthodox economists would subscribe to a simple theory of global 
economic equilibrium, there is an underly-ing assumption among most non
Marxists that even though the international economic system might go through 
periodic booms and busts, these movements are either functional to the system 
oYerall (Schumpeter recall once talked of 'creati\·e destruction') or can easily be 
resolved.5 Naturally enough radicals do not share this sense of optimism. Nor in 
one sense can they given their opposition to the status quo. The problem for the 
left of course is that they have too often cried wolf before to be taken seriously 
now. However, with the onset of the Asian economic crisis it at last seems as if 
their prediction of economic doom has finally turned out to be true; and 
inevitably they have drawn some comfort from the fact that tile Asia-Pacific 
miracle so-called has turned into a nightmare - one that has even prompted Tlze 
Economist to ask whether the world as a whole is on the cusp of a new slump. 6 

But long before the collapse of capitalist optimism in Asia, radicals had 
already begun to articulate a theory of crisis. Basically, this consisted of a 
number of distinct arguments. 

The first part was in essence an updated version of Hobson mediated \-ia 
Key11es and restated in difierent forms by radical economists like Sweezy and 
Magdoff: and what this amounted to in effect was a belief that there was a 
fundamental contradiction between the world economy's capacity to produce, 
and the people's ability to consume. In other words, there existed what Marx 
had frequently referred to in his work as a systemic tendency to overproduction -
one which he thought could not be overcome as long as capitalism continued to 
exist Though long consigned to the proverbial dustbin of history, this particular 
theory has enjoyed something of a re\-ival over the past few years, and not just 
among radicals but also more mainstream economists concerned that the great 
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boom of the 1990s could easily be follmved by the great crash of the early 
twenty-first century. Indeed, the thesis itself has been given an enormous boost 
witl! the publication of the evocati\·ely sub-titled study by Wiliam Greider; Tlze 
;\Janie Logic of Global Capitalism. Though Greider's underlying argument is not 
designed to support re\·olutionary conclusions, the fact that his study e\·okes the 
ghost of Marx (and has become an instant best-seller) \mule! suggest that what 
one radical re\-iewer has called this 'powerful and disturbing book' has touched a 
very raw nerve among more orthodox analysts (Greider 1997). 

Greider's pessimism howe\·er is not just based upon a general argument about 
the overproductive character of modern capitalism. It also flows from a more 
detailed analysis and awareness of the increasingly integrated and highly open 
character of the international economy; which allmrs billions to be mowd, or 
lost, in a matter of hours; and \vhere events in one country or set of countries 
are very rapidly felt around the world in a domino process that once set in train 
becomes very difficult to stop. A good example of this was prm -idee! by what 
happened in Hong Kong in late 1997. Here a 25 per cem fall on the Hong Kong 
Stock Exchange quickly led to a major decline in share prices around the world. 
In the same way; the meltdown in Indonesia has had a profoundly depressing 
effect upon the rest of Asia, while the financial crisis in Japan has sent seismic 
shocks right across the Pacific to the United States. And so it will go on 
according to radicals until governments either decide to reflate the world 
economy - which they are scared to do politically or there is the crash 
predicted by Greider. 

The argument that the system might well be spinning out of control is further 
supported in radical analysis by the argument that we are now living in an era 
where finance rather than industry - and finance capital rather than productive 
capital - have assumed the dominant role in the world economy_! ·while there 
may not be anything especially 'radical' about this particular empirical obsen·a
tion, there is about some of the conclusions which radical theorists tend to draw 
from it First, in their \ -iew, the preponderance of finance effectively means that 
capitalism today has little or no interest in supporting industrial policies that 
sustain full employment. This therefore means that the system overall is now less 
able to fulfrl at least one basic human right: the right to work l\Iore generally, 
the ovenvhelming power of finance capital introduces enormous instability into 
the system as those w-ith money either seek speculative gain \\-ith little concern 
about the political consequences of their actions, or move their money at very 
high speed if and when conditions change. \\:-hat makes the situation all the 
more \·olatile of course is that there are no national or international means for 
controlling these various movements and flmvs. Consequently, a very dangerous 
and apparently unbridgeable gap has opened up between those institutions that 
are supposed to manage the world economic system in the general interest and 
the specific interests of the banks, the large pension funds and the insurance 
compames. 

Finally, the tendency towards crisis in the post-Cold \ Var epoch has been 
reinforced, it has been argued, by the end of the Cold War itself. Though not 
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all radicals adhere to the argument thm the Cold \\"ar was good for capitalism 
(there \\·as a po\\·erfi.1l current of thought \\·hich suggested the opposite) there 
are those who maintain that ewn though the superpm\·er conflict was costly 
these costs \\·ere more than of1Set by the benefits. By the same token, while there 
has been ob,·ious economic benefits accruing from the termination of the Cold 
\ \"ar, its ending has created major problems for the \Vest as a whole. First, 
gm·ernments in key capitalist countries like the USA and the UK no longer 
have military spending as a way of pump priming their economies (IVIarkusen 
and Yudken 1992). Second, there are the unforeseen but really quite huge costs 
invoh·ed for Germany caused by reunification costs that have transformed 
Germany fi-om being a boom economy into one of the great under-performing 
economies of Europe. Third, though the end of the Cold \\'ar has been 
followed by what most radicals see as a temporary boom in the USA, its passing 
has Ji.mdamentally weakened America's capacity to act abroad. And without 
American leadership, the international order in general and the world capitalist 
system in particular are bound to sufler: \ \"orking on the good realist assumption 
that American power was an essential element in the post-war reconstruction of 
international capitalism, a number of radicals believe that now that the Cold 
\\'ar is mer and America can no longer exercise its hegemony so effecti\·ely, the 
world system is likely to become a good deal less stable (McCormick 1995). 
DiJiicult times lie ahead for the last remaining 'superpower without a mission' 
(Cox 1995). 

Hegemonic still? The United States 

This brings us quite logically to the question of the United States: the source of 
most radical distaste during the Cold \Yar, and the cause of much intellectual 
anguish since, it has now seen off the only pm1·er in the world capable of 
limiting its reach. Though less dified in the 1990s than it was pre\ iously, the 
USA nonetheless continues to fascinate radicals in ways which no otl1er nation 
does. The reasons for this are clear. No other country is as powerful, dynamic or 
as 'exceptional' as the United States of America. Indeed, according to one 
'European' analyst, even American radicals and .Marxists are more interesting 
and 'have been more intellectually productiw and innovative' than their 
comrades across the Atlantic since the late 1960s! (Therborn 1996). 

Three issues have been of greatest interest to radical critics: one concerns the 
use of American power; another: the nature of American foreign policy in the 
post-Cold \Var era; and the third America's position within the larger interna
tional system. Let us deal briefly with each. 

The question about American power has been an especially problematic one 
for the left in the post-Cold War period" Naturally enough, most (but by no 
means all) radicals opposed American interwntion against Iraq in 1991. 
Hm\·ewr; since then, many hm·e found themseh·es in the somewhat paradoxical 
position of attacking the United States not for being too inten·entionist, but for 
not being interYentionist enough" The issue which led to this rather odd state of 
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affairs \\as of course the \\·ar in ex-Yugoslmia. Here the left found itself caught 
between a rock and a hard place. On the one hand, being radicals they were 
deeply suspicious of any American im·oh-ement on the continent of Europe. On 
the other hand, it \\·as palpably clear that if the USA did not get invoh·ed, the 
genocide in Bosnia would continue. There \\·as no easy squaring of this partic
ular circle. Some, therefore, decided to stick to their ideological guns and 
opposed any American role !Petras and Vieux 1996). Others, hm\·ever, bit the 
political bullet and urged \ \"ashington on. Indeed, one of the greatest ironies of 
this particular tragedy was that many radicals who had earlier criticized the 
United States for ha,ing inten·ened in the Gulf because of oiL nmv pilloried the 
USA for not intervening in the Balkans because there was no oil. l\Iorem·er, 
hming been the strongest critics of the American military before Bosnia, some 
on the left at least now became the most bellicose ach·ocates of tough military 
action against the Serbs. 

If radicals seemed to have had serious problems in dealing with USA power 
in the post-Cold \\'ar \\·oriel, they appear to haw had none at all in attacking 
America's self-proclaimed goal of promoting clemocrac;.: To be fair, they did not 
oppose the United States because they were against democracy as such, but 
rather because they thought that its championing of the policy \1·as either a sham 
or; more ob\iously, a cbice clesignecl to obscure America's economic objectives 
in the larger capitalist system" Chomsky in fact has even argued that the USA 
has actuallv deterred clemocracv,8 \Vhile Furedi in his broadside has attacked all 
\\'estern taik of making the \\·o;icl a better place as little more than a cm·er for 
neo-colonialism (Furecli 1994). Others haw been slightly less harsh, or at least 
more subtle" This is certainly true of the important \mrk undertaken by Gills 
and Robinson in their analysis of the Third \\'oriel. In an attempt to move the 
argument forward, both hme proposed the thesis that certain forms of 'low 
intensity democracy' hm·e had an important role to play in both containing 
popular protest while legitimizing painful economic reforms being ad,·ocated by 
Washington (Gills eta!. 1993; Robinson 1996)" Robinson indeed has put forward 
a whole historical argument concerning the complex interplay between social 
change and elite rule in Latin America. Deplo;.ing the much used and admired 
Gramsci, he argues that by the 1930s it had become clear to the dominant group 
that the old repressive methods were no longer \vorkable in an age of globaliza
tion: and supported by the USA, they therefore replaced coercive means of 
social control with consensual ones. Though the policy carried certain risks, in 
the end it achieved precisely what it had been designed to do: namely, to secure 
political stability in a period of social upheaval caused by Latin America's more 
complete integration into the world capitalist system. 

The third and final 'great debate' has turned around the hoary old problem 
as to whether or not the United States is, ever has been, or will be, in decline. 
Regarded by many in the IR profession today as a non-issue (though this was 
not the ,·iew bet\\·een the Vietnam \Yar and the end of the Cold \\'ar) it 
continues to inform a large part of the modern radical discussion about the 
USA. Some like Bernstein and Adler (1995) are in little doubt that the United 
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States is in decline and has been so since the late I 960s. Others like Stephen 
Gill assert that the 'declinist' thesis is quite false ( 1986, 1990). Clearly there is 
no consensus on the issue, and it would be misleading to suggest that there was 
one. Yet whereas radicals before the collapse of the USSR were more inclined 
to beliew that the United States was on the way down, since 1991 they have 
tended (along with nearly e\·erybody else) to assume that there is still a good 
head of steam left in the engine of the American capitalist machine. US 
success in the Cold \\"ar, its easy \ictory over Iraq, the financial crisis injapan, 
Europe's inability to resolve the situation in ex-Yugoslavia and the economic 
boom in the USA after 1992, hav·e in fact convinced many that American 
pm\·er is still something to be reckoned with. Indeed, according to one study 
written by a Latin American with impeccable left-wing credentials, :Marxists 
have to face up to the unpalatable fact that the United States is not only not in 
decline, but can actually look forward to the future with enormous self~confi
dence. The prophets of (relati\·e) doom like Paul Kennedy may know their 
history according to Valladao; howewr, they are in his view a century or two 
adrift; and if historical analogies must be drawn then it should be with Rome 
in triumph after its ,-ictory over Carthage, not with Britain in the post-war 
period, or Spain in the sixteenth century. The twenty-first century will be 
American (Valladao 1996). 

Changing the world 

The issue of American power leads finally to the question of political renewal on 
the left. The two are ob,·iously connected. After all, if America is in decline as 
some on the left believe, the political possibilities for radicals would seem to be 
bright If; on the other hand, we can look forward to continued American hege
mony, then capitalism by implication must be secure: and if capital is secure, 
then the possibility of radical breakthrough is highly unlikely. 

This in turn raises the ewn larger problem of what radicals or l'viarxists are 
supposed to do in a world where on the one hand the 'socialist alternative' seems 
to have failed, and where on the other the market, in spite of its manifest contra
dictions, looks like 'it's the only game in town'. The intellectual left has 
responded to this dilemma in a number of ways. Two deserve special mention 
here. 

The first has been to accept that for the time being there may in fact be no 
alternatiw to the market, and the only thing one can do, therefore, is develop 
strategies that seek to build areas of opposition and resistance within the larger 
interstices of 'ci\il society' either at the national or global level (Held I 997). 
\Vith this in mind, no doubt, many on the left have endorsed campaigns to 
extend the realm of democracy or increase the degree of information available 
to the public at large. In Britain a good deal of radical energy has also been 
expended on supporting constitutional change, while in the United States radical 
acti\ ists hav-e been invoh-ed in an as yet unsuccessful effort to develop a compre
hensi,·e health system. The left ha\ e also engaged in numerous other campaigns 
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covering a range of questions, fi·om women's rights and trade union recognition, 
right through to the increasingly popular issue of the emironment on which 
there is now a vast academic literature. Indeed, one of the more interesting 
developments over the past few years has been the marked rise in a radical 
discourse on major emironmental questions. One might even be tempted to 
suggest that the struggle to sav-e 'mother earth' from what some now see as 
impending environmental catastrophe has taken ov-er from the equally influential 
movement ten years pre\iously to prevent the collapse of the world into nuclear 
wac 

The second way in which the left has responded to the current situation has 
been to explore ways and means by which the dynamics of globalization can 
either be slowed down or even arrested entirely - a perspectiv-e explored with 
typical intellectual sensitivity by Robert Cox. According to Cox, there is no 
reason for despair insofar as the dynamics of globalization are bound to throw 
up various forms of resistance around the world .. This will come from many 
layers impacted by the internationalization of production, including groups 
outside of the production process proper. Resistance to global capitalism 
however is also bound to invoh·e workers themselves who have been placed 
under unremitting pressure by the logic of a global capitalism constantly 
seeking to weaken the position of organized labour (Cox with Sinclair 1996: 
191-208). According to radical critics, morem·er, the proletarian genie is not 
just a figment of some rabid left-wing imagination. In country after country -
from South Korea to France, from Germany to the United States itself -
workers have begun to take action to resist attempts to make them mere robots 
in a world without frontiers, where capital owes no loyalty - except of course 
to its shareholders9 They may not yet hav-e united, but at last the workers are 
beginning to acL 

However; as Cox would be the first to admit, resistance to globalization is not 
exactly the same thing as a positive or coherent strategy, and until there is such a 
strategy, there will always remain what he calls 'a vacuum to be filled - a chal
lenge to critical thinking on the left' .. And at the heart of this challenge 'is the 
question of the moti,·e force for change' (Cox with Sinclair 1996: I 92). For if the 
working class is not the universal class described by Marx, and the \ ision of a 
new society has been besmirched by the experience of tl1e USSR, then there is 
little possibility of major political transformation. Furthermore, even if the world 
is in crisis, or in what Hobsbawm prefers to call a 'state of social breakdown', 
without a vision of a different society; nothing can fundamentally change ( 1994: 
459). This presents radicals with a major problem. For however sound their anal
ysis, if the world remains the same (or even gets worse) they will simply be left 
standing where they have been for a very long time: on the sidelines of history. 
In this sense their greatest challenge perhaps is not so much intellectual as polit
ical; and until they can prmide a coherent answer to the question of what it is 
they are for rather than what it is they are against, they will remain what they 
have been, in eflect, for more years than tlley would care to admit - well
informed rebels \vithout a political cause. 



72 Michael Cox 

Notes 

_-\ccording to _-\mhony· Giddens, 'globalization is almost \\·orth not naming now: it is 
less a phenomenon, it is simply the way ,,-e live .. You can forget the word globaliza
tion: it is what we are' (cited in John Lloyd, 'Inteniew: Antlwny Giddens', Aew 
Statesman, I 0 January 1997;. 

2 For a materialist tl10ugh not necessarily ortlwdox .:\Iarxist account of the long history of 
capitalist economic interdependence see Braude! ( 197 3, 1982, 198-J.) and Germain (1996). 

3 In her radical critique of the \iew that states are now po\\·erlcss to make policy 
because of globalization, Linda Weiss 11997: even talks about 'the enhanced impor
tance of state power in the new international environment' .. The Canadian :Marxist, 
Leo Panitch ( 199-J. ), is another radical who disputes the notion that globalization has 
rendered national politics meaningless. 

-J. According to the blurb on the back of one noted study on the new 'borderless world', 
'nation states are dinosaurs waiting to die .... [they] hm·e lost their ability to control 
exchange rates and protect their currencies . . they no longer generate real economic 
actlnty ..... the fate of nation states are increa<;ingly determined by choices made else
where' (Ohmae 1996). 

5 In an attack on \\hat he identified as a '~Iarxist \ -ision' of a world economic crash, 
the American economist, Lester Thurow ( 1997), argued that elected gm·ernments 
could and \\Ould in the end act to pre\·ent the destruction of 'both the economic 
system and democracv itself'. 

6 See 'Will the \Vorld Slump?', The Economist, 15 November 1997, pp.l7-18. 
7 One well-established ~larxist has argued that the era of 'financial expansion repre

sents the "autumn'' of a prevailing capitalist order as it slowly giws way to a new 
order' (A.rrighi 199-J.; see also _-\.lt\ater 1997) .. 

8 ChomsJ...y's discussion of democracy and America's role in supporting it in the post
war period is some\\hat more nuanced than the actual title of his book - Deterring 
Democracv - would suggest. See, in particular, The Decline of the Democratic Ideal', 
ibid .. , pp.331-50 .. 

9 See 'Global Econom;; Local ~Iayhem', The Economist, 18January 1997, pp.l5-16. 
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4 The pertinence of 
imperialism 

Fred Halliday 

The conjuncture of 2000 

The twenty-first century opened amidst a flurry of optrrmsm about the 
prospects for global capitalism. From the continuing growth of the US 
economy, through enthusiasm for e-commerce to new perspectives on break
throughs in biology and medicine, the prospects for human fulfilment and 
emancipation were, it was claimed, unlimited. Yet over this prospect of opti
mism there hung at least three major shadows, ones that darkened not only the 
headlines of the press but also the horizons of those who gathered, in 
\Vashington, London or Davos, to contemplate, and manage, the new millen
nium. One was the failure of the WTO conference in Seattle: the sight of a 
major conference on world trade having been forced to disperse amidst acri
mony and chaos underlined the limits of current global management -
reflecting the conflicts between representatives of states within the conference, 
as well as the protests of those on the streets without. A second shadow was the 
state of the world's financial system. Outgoing IMF managing director 
Camdessus warned of complacency in the face of new tensions while 
pessimism surrounded the world's newest currency the euro: launched a year 
before as a rival to the dollar, it had lost a third of its value by the year's end. 
Third, and most seriously, there was the shadow of global inequality, a topic 
conveniently suppressed in the 1990s amidst much market-babble, but now 
recognised - by the World Bank and the United Nations Development 
Programme (UNDP) among others - as a central, increasingly dangerous, 
feature of globalisation. 

The onset of the new capitalist millennium was, therefore, confronted with a 
deep challenge: not that, as a century before, of organised movements of the 
oppressed, on class and national grounds, against a system of global hegemony, 
nor, for the time being at least, that of imminent inter-state conflict. One 
contrast in substance and mood between the world at 1900 and that at 2000 was 
the markedly greater prominence a century earlier of a belief in conscious, 
collective, human agency and of the possibilities of purposive political action. 
The optimism of 2000 rested more on assertions about the progress of science 
or the workings of the market - agency had, conveniently, been dissolved, but 
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not resolwd. Yet from abO\·e, in the worryings of Dm·os man about Seattle 
people, or in the widespread, and globally difft1sed, protests at the impact of 
globalisation, the new age was being placed in question. 

The changes brought about by globalisation and the conflicts it evidently 
generated underline the rele\ ance of placing these processes in their historical 
and contemporary context, i.e. the expansion of capitalism. By any measure 
trade, imestment, global reach of companies capitalism has continued more 
and more to draw the \mrld into its ambit. 2000 opened \\·ith a rush to global 
mergers. Capitalism has expanded not only through the penetration of markets, 
but through a range of policies designed to limit the resistance of other societies 
-trade liberalisation, privatisation, the remO\al of subsidies, 'compliance'. Four 
major historical processes haw, in the past two decades, been collapsed into one: 
first the completion of that subjugation of the pre-capitalist world which was 
begun fiw centuries before and which has nO\\. brought the remotest desert, 
forest and mountain \ i.llage into the ambit of market relations; second, the 
destruction of that bloc of states that had, in a world-wide but ultimately failed 
campaign, sought to extract themsehes from the world market; third, the intensi
fication of technological change linked to capitalist expansion, which, by its very 
self-consuming rapidi!:); senes to reinforce oligarchic domination; fourth, the 
transition fium a capitalism of rival national economies, a Keynesian-directed 
capitalism, to one in which states ensure the conditions for a fiee flow of goods 
and finance, while preventing the fi·ee flow of labour. "Never has the link, boldly 
asserted by I\farx and Engels in 18+8, between capitalist domination and techno
logical change, and bet\\·een all of these and state policies, been as e\i.dent as is 
the third industrial re\olution and the information revolution of the 1990s and 
beyoncL 

Two absent terms: capitalism, imperialism 

To state this may be said to state the obYious, but it is not, because of the 
absence, or suppression, within orthodox discussion of the t\vo analytic terms 
central to the analysis of this process. The first is capitalism itself: the term 'capi
talism·, the concept (newr actually used by I\farx) that seeks to denote the 
character of contemporary socio-economic relations, is one of which orthodox 
social science, and international relations, avoid speaking. It is as if the central 
motor of this phenomenon is too complex, or too sacred, for social science to 
utter its name: this, more than any other discursi\·e denial, constitutes the 
ideology of social science, globalisation studies included, today: That this process 
is conducted for profit, with the aim of both subjugating and incorporating, is 
the central dynamic, and secret, of the modern epoch. The epiphenomenon of 
capitalist modernity - the introduction of ne\\ technologies, mergers, the erosion 
of 'outmoded' working practices, in the UK demutualisation haw here their 
explanation. International political economy has much to say on the manifesta
tions of this process - structures of production and finance, the behaviour of 
firms: less on the socio-economic system underpinning this, capitalism itself: The 
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study of globalisation, and indeed of contempora1y \\·oriel politics, is. first and 
foremost, the study of contemporary capitalism. Indeed. paraphrasing 
Horkheimer, 1 one may say: those \Vho do not \vant to talk about capitalism, 
should not talk about international relations, or globalisation. 

The other term, central but suppressed. is that of imperialism. Imperialism 
has, at best, had a half:-life in the study of international relations. If the subject of 
the expansion of European, and later US ancljapanese, control of subordinated 
states was accepted as a legitimate object of historical analysis, other branches of 
the social sciences economics, sociology: politics and international relations -
tended to avoid the topic IR has recognised the importance of structures of 
power and inequality, but these haw been treated as self~stancling entities, sepa
rate from, or at best contingently related to, the world market and the global 
organisation of production. Yet this neglect within orthodox social science was 
countered by a \ i.gorous, and sustained, debate on imperialism \\i.thin historical 
materialism, where imperialism is seen as constituting the exploitative and global 
character of capitalist expansion. deriYing primarily from economic factors, but 
reinforced by political, legal and cultural forms !Kemp 196 7: Owen and Sutcliffe 
1972; Brewer 1980). It was, famously, 'the highest stage of capitalism' - the 
Russian novishii etap being equally possible to render as 'newest' or 'most 
modern'. This has been e\i.dent fiom the early 1900s onwards: indeed no concept 
originating within historical materialism has had such resonance in the t\ventieth 
century, the impact ranging far outside conwntional Marxist or socialist circles, 
to include much of third world nationalism, and indeed Islamic fundamentalism 
as welL 

This impact has, howe\·er, seemed to falter in the 1990s, a victim on the one 
hand of the collapse of the state system that proclaimed itself to be 'anti-imperi
alist', and on the other of the pre\·alence of 'globalisation' as a characterisation 
for those processes that \\·ere pre\i.ously seen as denoted by imperialism. The 
term has indeed \·irtually disappeared from the intellectual map: a brief survey 
of international relations journals, and of publications of the left, shows a radi
cally reduced interest in the topic. One exception, in a work of sustained 
historical and theoretical quality, has been Giovanni Arrighi ( 1991 ). Significantly, 
however; many other l'viarxist writers no longer regard it as a central part of 
their analysis.2 Denial of the concept has been accompanied by fragmentation of 
theme: thus one can detect a range of issues that would, historically; have been 
encompassed within the discussion of imperialism that are now discussed as 
separate, possibly autonomous, topics: migration, emironmental degradation, 
indigenous peoples, income inequality; gender and dewlopment, not to mention 
globalisation itself: 

Current theoretical fashion also militates against recognition of the centrality 
of imperialism. Thus constructi\i.sm, a transposition to international relations of 
concepts of role and identity long abandoned in sociology, is little concerned 
with objective structures of power and domination. Contemporary political theory, 
with its \·alidation of community, identity and nation at the expense of universal 
and rational criteria, has a moral position on imperialism, and 'Eurocentrism': 



78 Fred Halliday 

but this is not matched by any substantive analysis of the mechanisms of impe
rial power. Within post-positivist studies, there is much discussion of 
'post-colonialism', but this is taken more as a cultural construct, and has 
displaced the analysis of 'post-colonial society' of a materialist kind pioneered in 
the 1960s (Alavi 1964 ). Similarly the critique of orientalism, pioneered by 
Edward Said, has displaced the far more cogent materialist work, of writers such 
as Anouar Abdel-Malek and Maxime Rodinson, that preceded it. In regard to 
resistance, contemporary literature is not without its invocations of the alterna
tive, but this is too often either a romantic invocation of marginality -
eco-feminism in India, Commandante Marcos in Chiapas, a simplification of 
Seattle - or a vague and ahistorical claim about growing anti-systemic social 
movements (Arrighi et al. 1989). Much of the literature on Seattle in particular 
reinforced this neglecting the reality that it was as much inter-state conflicts 
within the conference as movement-state conflict without that determined the 
outcome. 

As for globalisation itself; this too has served to obscure tl1e central concepts 
and analytic claims of the imperialism literature. This displacement reflects at 
once a political and a theoretical conjuncture, but, arguably, one that has impov
erished contemporary debate, just as it debilitates attempts to confront, resist 
and, potentially, turn to emancipatory advantage contemporary globalisation. 
The argument that follows offers, in summary form, some reflections on this 
intellectual challenge, reformulating some classical tenets of historical materi
alism on imperialism and examining how far these may be, and may not be, 
relevant to the contemporary world. The conjuncture of 2000, embodying both 
the end of the Cold War and its global political significance, and the spread of 
globalisation, provide occasion for this. They offer at once an opportunity to 
revisit earlier debates on capitalist expansion, and to identity the weaknesses and 
historical limitation of the classical arguments. 

Imperialism. and capitalist expansion: the five classical 
them.es 

Imperialism was not, it is often argued, one of the themes with which the 
founders of historical materialism concerned themselves: Marx and Engels had, 
famously, an ambivalent and, in retrospect, less than consistent position of oppo
sition to European political and military expansion; at the same time their broad 
assumption, only partly qualified in later writings on semi-peripheral states such 
as Ireland and Russia, \Vas that capitalism would create an increasingly unified 
world (see Shanin 1983). The bases for the supersession of capitalism lay in the 
diffusion of its social relations and productive forces, and tl1e generation, on a 
world scale, of the contradictions inherent in that development. It was left to 
later Marxists, not least Lenin and Trotsky, to formulate what was to become the 
leitmotif of twentieth-century analysis of imperialism and anti-imperialism alike, 
the theory of combined and uneven development, one that recognised the explo
sive character of a growing hierarchy of wealth and power within an 
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increasingly unified capitalist world (Rosenberg 1996). 
Yet, in two respects, this reading of the \vTitings of Marx and Engels is 

misleading. It is this ,-ery analysis of the diffusion of the capitalist mode of 
production that provides, in the 2000s, as in the 1850s, the basis for any discus
sion of the contemporary world the use of the term 'Eurocentric' confuses an 
ideological Eurocentrism, ascribing primacy to European culture and values, 
with a scientific or historical Eurocentrism, which, quite rightly, ascribes the 
primary dp1amic the creation of the capitalist world-system to western Europe 
and, later, the USA. On the other hand, the very limitation of the concept of 
'imperialism' to relations between more- and less-developed countries, or what 
are today called 'north-south relations', obscures the other, analytically and 
historically anterior; dimension of the character and contradictions of developed 
capitalism itself: for Marx the term 'imperialism' meant initially that militarisa
tion and expansionism of developed capitalist states, starting with France in the 
1850s. This imperialism led to the later subjugation of Asia, Africa and Latin 
America in the latter part of the nineteenth century: 

Imperialism began \vithin the more developed capitalist states themselves: the 
study of imperialism involves therefore the location of 'north-south' relations 
within this dual context, the global expansion of capitalism on the one hand, the 
political and military expansion of developed capitalist states and their inter
state rivalry on the other. Freed of the distraction of the Cold War, a strategic 
conflict in which capitalism confronted its authoritarian socialist other, the 
conjuncture of 2000 returns the focus to the level of conflict between capitalist 
states, in economic and military terms: these are the themes to which Marx and 
Engels directed attention. 

Within twentieth-century historical materialism we can identifY two broad 
periods in which the subject of imperialism was addressed: the two decades after 
1900, in the writings of Lenin, Luxemburg, Hilferding, Kautsky and other 
Marxist \\'Titers; the two decades fl:·om the 1950s, in the work of such authors as 
Paul Baran, Andre Gunder Frank, Harry Magdoff· and Bill Warren. These two 
high points of discussion on imperialism corresponded to the two central themes 
in Marx and Engels themselves: the focus of the 1900-20 period was primarily 
on intra-capitalist relations, and above all the causes of World War I; the focus of 
the second was primarily on 'north-south' relations, variously framed in terms of 
surplus appropriation, dependency and underdevelopment. Yet in neither case 
was there an exact, exclusive, focus: the literature of the early twentieth century 
contained within it, notably in studies of colonial exploitation and the agrarian 
question, and in tl1e work of Rosa LtLxemburg, analysis of transformation within 
subordinated countries, the second generation of literature related exploitation 
of the south to the broader dynamic of monopoly capitalism, to the militarisa
tion of Western society in the Cold War epoch, and to the harnessing of third 
world exploitation and intervention to the conflict with the Soviet Union in the 
Cold WaL Both phases of the analysis of imperialism aspired, therefore, to a 
global, developed and underde,·eloped, combined and uneven, analysis of the 
dynamics of imperialism. 
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At the risk of simplification, it is possible to extract from this literature, 
treated as a whole, fi\·e broad themes, \\·hich can be regarded as constituting the 
historical materialist argument on imperialism: 

The inexorable expansion of capitalism as a socio-economic system on a 
world scale. 

2 The necessarily competitive, expansionist and warlike character of devel
oped capitalist states. 

3 The unequal character of capitalist expansion, and the reproduction on a 
world scale of socio-economic inequalities. 

4 The creation on a world scale of structures of inequality or power and 
wealth not only in the economic, but in the social, political, legal and 
cultural spheres. 

5 The generation, through the very process of capitalist expansion, of move
ments of resistance, of anti-imperialism. 

Summary as they may be, these constitute a set of basic arguments that run 
through the historical materialist literature, from the 1840s to the 19 7Os, and 
which stand in marked contrast to other more orthodox social science accounts. 
Above all, they locate the diffusion of imperialism within the context of the 
global expansion of capitalism. 

Taken as a whole, this historical materialist characterisation of the interna
tional system was subjected to several, reiterated, critiques (Warren 1981 ). In the 
first place, the relationship established between the economic requirements of 
capitalism and the formal, colonial, subjugation of the non-European world was 
presented as unfounded. The greatest flow of British capital went not to colonies 
but to semi-developed states, Argentina and the United States. The economic 
theory of causation - variously presented as due to surplus capital, the need for 
raw materials and/ or labour power; or the need for markets - was challenged as 
misrepresenting the pattern of capital export in the high imperial period, or as 
overstating the contribution of the colonial world to European economic 
growth. 3 This highlighted not so much the weakness of the historical materialist 
theory as its unduly limited scope: for whatever the combination of reasons that 
led to the 'new imperialism' of 1870-1914, the overall pattern of European 
expansion, from the 1490s onwards, was intricately related to the economic 
needs of a developing and expanding Europe. This is the strength of the 
explanatory claim made by 'world-systems theory'. The conceptual underpin
nings of \Vallerstein's world-systems theory may be subject to critique: the earlier 
period of expansion, up to the early eighteenth century, was a precursor of capi
talism but was in its internal socio-economic and political formation 
pre-capitalist. Wallerstein's central insight, on the historical continuity and 
progressive expansion of the European economic and political system over five 
centuries, is nonetheless most relevant. 

Recent scholarship has indeed established the centrality of capitalism in what 
had hitherto been regarded as the least capitalist of imperial activities, new 
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\mrld slawry: as Robin Blackburn (1997; has shown, slmery not only sen·ed a 
central role in generating profits in the eighteenth century but in the very 
formalisation of exploitation and labour management presaged later forms of 
workplace, and penitentiary; subordination. A second criticism concerned the 
centrality of colonies, i.e. of formal political control: construed in this sense, 
domination was not central to the stability of developed capiralism. Yet this too 
understated the force of the historical materialist argument: for while formal 
control \\·as newr the exclusive form of imperial domination as e\ident in 
regard to such countries as Argentina or l\Iexico before 191-+ the integration of 
these states, and of later newly independent countries, was one subordinated to 
the developed capitalist countries. 

More substantial were the critiques of the standard Leninist position articu
latedfimn within Marxism itself In the first period this critique was most associated 
wirh Kautsh.·y 11970), who questioned the second of the major theses identified 
abm·e, namely the necessity of conflict bet\veen developed capitalist states. ·while 
abruptly contradicted by the outbreak of World \\'ar I a few weeks after he had 
written his analysis, Kautsky nonetheless pointed to an important weakness of the 
central Leninist argument: the necessary relation between developed capitalism 
and war. The latter part of the twentieth century was to shm\· that the relation 
was more flexible and contingent than Lenin, seizing on the opportunity of 1914, 
had emisaged.. The most cogent critique of the later literature was prmided by 
those who argued, against dependency themy that capitalism leas within a hierar
chical system capable of dewlopment in the third world: cautiously argued by 
Cardoso (1972) in his theory of 'dependent development', and more robustly in 
\\'arren ( 1980) in his 'imperialism, pioneer of capitalism', this reasserted the orig
inal insight of Marx into the global impact of capitalism, and excoriated the 
romanticisation of nationalism and pre-capitalist society that had underlain the 
dependency literatme. For \\.arren, in particular: the analysis of imperialism 
required a return to the classical Marxist tradition of analysing the expansion of 
capitalism: hence in addition to the works of Marx and Engels themseh-es, 
\Varren distinguished between a later; underconsumptionist, Lenin of Imperialism 
( 1916), and the earlier more scientific Dmlopment rif Capztalism in Russia ( 1900). 

The theory in retrospect 

Note has already been taken of the five central theses that constitute the histor
ical materialist argument It is now possible, in an equally schematic manner, to 
assess how far, from the \·antage point of the analysis of the contemporary 
world, these theses are valid .. If there is much to challenge orthodox and atem
poral formulations, it is also possible to see in which respects the classical 
tradition remains rele\·ant. 

That the expansion of capitalism has been the defining characteristic of 
modern history needs little discussion here. Long obscured by the preva
lence of inter-state conf1ict in its coloniaL intra-European and Cold \\'ar 
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forms, it is now clearer that the process of nineteenth-century capitalist 
expansion under conditions of broad inter-state collaboration has now been 
recuperated by the globalisation of the late m·entieth century. At the same 
time, the combination of dynamism and inequality \l·hich was marked in the 
height of the colonial period, up to 191 +, has been replicated e\·en more 
dramatically today That capitalism unites and simultaneous{)' di\ides the world 
is the central truth of our times. 

2 The thesis on \l·ar bet\veen de\·eloped capitalist states, and more generally of 
the warlike character of such states, \1·ould appear to hm·e recei\·ed strong 
support from the de\·elopment of the t\ventieth century. In addition to two 
world wars, there has been a history of repeated intervention in third world 
states in the posr-19-J..J epoch. The theory recei\·ed, it was argued, further 
support fi·om the conduct of ad\·ancecl capitalist states during the Cold \Var: 
here military expenditure sen·ed not only an international function, of pres
sure on the communist \\·oriel, one that ultimately contributed to the collapse 
of the USSR, but also as a means of boosting profits and employment 
\l·ithin the cb·eloped capitalist states. This was the theory known, variously; 
as 'military Keynesianism' and the 'permanent arms economy'. In the late 
t\ventieth century, Cold \\ar military expenditure sen·ed, within an under
consumptionist perspectiw, the purposes which colonial expansion had 
sen·ed in the latter part of the nineteenth century. \Yhile constrained from 
major inter-state wars, the major capitalist states did engage during the Cold 
\Yar in a series of wars \l·ith radical third \\·orld mo\·ements. 

Contemporary reassessment newrtheless suggests a modification of this 
argument The pattern of inter-capitalist war that characterised the first 
part of the t\ventieth century expressed not a permanent, but a conjunc
turaL and contingent, tendency within ad\·ancecl capitalism: the resort to 
war, and the militarisation of society accompanying it, served the interests of 
political and economic power in that period. It was not autonomous of the 
prevailing political and economic formation of capitalism, but was depen
dent or contingent on it: yet that capitalism itself did not remain 
permanently in the condition in which World \Vars I and II were generated. 
This is, hmvever; distinct from arguing that it \vas a necessary, recurrent, 
feature of capitalism in generaL The argument for a contingent relationship 
of capitalism to war suggests, also however, that arguments on the neces
sarily pacific nature of capitalism are also unfounded: much as these may 
ha,·e appealed to the earlier sociologists in the 18-tOs, or to theorists of inter
dependence and the democratic peace in the 1980s and 1990s, such 
assertions of a necessary relation bet\veen capitalism and peace are as 
untenable as their counterparts. As with authoritarian political regimes, 
racial segregation, the genderecl cli\·ision of labour or formal colonial rule, 
arguments as to the necessa~r interrelation of capitalism with specific forms of 
political and social order are shmm, in retrospect, to be limited. Capitalism 
is neither necessarily pacific nor necessarily warlike, anv more than it is 
necessarily authoritarian or democratic. 
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3 The evidence of the past decades contradicts much of dependency theory 
but reinforces the argument on the gro\1·th of global inequality and the 
reproduction of an oligarchic economic system. Dependency theory had 
argued not only that the 'south' or the 'periphery' \1·as subjected to the 
'north' but that this subjection im·ohccl greater and greater impm·erishment. 
This \Vas the basis of the theory of the 'de\·elopment of underclewlopment' 
espoused by Gunder Frank. De\ elopments mer the past three decades have 
demonstrated the falsity of this approach and the validity: in this respect, of 
the criticisms of \ \·arren, Cardoso and others: industrialisation, and 
economic growth in general, haw been possible in a range of peripheral 
countries and on a scale that dependency theory did not emisage. At the 
same time the very incorporation of third world economies into global capi
talism has led to a massi\·e increase in the flmv of capitaL through foreign 
direct im·estment, into the third world from S.JO billion in 1990, to S l.JO 
billion in 1997, this figure being amplified by further flows of private capital, 
in the form of bank loans and portfolio investment. Capitalism has, in this 
respect, fulfilled part of its promise, in pursuit of its \·ery global spread. 

The character of this globalisation has, however; belied any prospect of a 
universal spread of prosperity: In fiw central respects this economic change 
has confirmed the oligarchic character of the globalisation process: first, the 
increased economic levels of third world countries have not prevented a 
growing inequality· in world income;·f second, the incorporation of peripheral 
and semi-peripheral societies has come about through the reproduction of 
capitalist class relations within these countries such that the gap between 
indigenous mlers and the mass of the population has widened; third, in one 
group of recently incorporated societies, the former communist countries of 
eastern Europe and the USSR, capitalist penetration has been accompanied 
by massive absolute folls in li\·ing standards on average 40 per cent; fourth, to 
a degree far greater than in the early t\1·entieth-century imperialism, the flow 
of capital has been under conditions of instability and mobility· that haw only 
confirmed the \ 1.rlnerability· of tl1ircl world states, and, by extension, of the 
international financial system: fifth, in a dimension earlier \\Titers \Vere only 
dimly conscious of; and which state socialism in its own manner compounded, 
capitalism has come to threaten the very emironmental balance of the planet, 
creating in so doing an imbalance of emironmental concern and protection 
bet\1·een north and south that mirrors the global hierarchy as a whole. 

+ The historical materialist focus on the mechanisms and institutions of capi
talist domination has received striking confirmation from developments in 
recent decades: the instruments of global economic management EvfF, 
\ Vorld Bank, \\TO and Group of 7 - have represented the interests of hege
monic capital, promoting the global spread of free market capitalism e\·en as 
they seek to manage it and, in the face of instabilities, lessen the tensions. The 
study of \l·hat in orthodox IR is benignly termed 'international institutions' 
analyses the political mechanisms put in place at the international le\·el for 
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the management of this capiralist 11·orld. Equaii~: the processes of economic 
integration found in Europe and Latin A.merica EU i\Iercosm~ .NAITA 
correspond to forms of integration of capitalist economies the better to 
promore shared interests. 

This process of political and economic integration has been accompa
nied lw the globalisation of a culture that is itself an instrument of 
subordination: the difrusion of information under the control of an oligopoly 
of communications firms, and the diffusion of a life style that is associated 
"·ith the dominant l'S pm1·er~ serYe to reinforce that cultural domination, 
and that definition of the expectations of legitimate social and political 
action, that are cemral to the maintenance of any hegemonic system. 
Cultural hegemon\· aiiows for diversit:: but one construed in corporatist, 
nari1 -ist and essentialist terms: it does not permit the articulation of an alter
native hegemonic culture that \I'OU!d threaten to unstick the ideological glue 
that permeates the system. The site of conflict is, moreover; less that between 
'\\"estern' and 'non-\ \"estern' 1 alues as it is one re1·oh -ing around djffirent inter
pretations rzf zdzat is nozl' a global set of values. onginating lustmical(r in the T+est: the 
challenge to hegemony has come in terms of such concepts as equality, inde
pendence. revolution, rights. A study of the 1mrks of figures generally 
associated with the ·re1·olt against the \Vest· will shmv that their core ideolog
ical concepts 11·ere part of a radicaL anti-hegemonic but universal discourse. 
This is as true of Gandhi. :Fanon and Khomeini as it is of i\Jao Tse-tung,Jose 
I\Iarti or Gamal Abel ai-.Nasic let alone Che Gue1·ara or Nelson Mandela. 

5 The fate of anti-imperialism, and of what are termed 'anti-systemic' move
ments, presents a dual chaiienge to the historical materialist tradition. On 
the one hand, the t11entieth century witnessed great and persistent struggles 
against imperialism and capitalism, 1·indicating the 1·iew that the spread of 
capitalism would generate mass revolt, be this in the semi-peripheral but 
independent states - Russia, China, Cuba, Iran or in countries formerly 
controlled by imperialism. For much of the century it appeared as if; in their 
combined and grm1·ing impact, these challenges would weaken the global 
capitalist system. EYen when this challenge had been contained, it appeared 
that they could in various \\·ays hold out against the world market: such a 
challenge took both re1·olutionary - communist and reformist NIEO 
(new international economic order) - forms, Yet neither of these challenges 
was sustained: reformist programmes of the 1970s, summarised in the 
:'-JIEO, eYaporated after rhetorical resistance, while the bloc of state
controiied economies succumbed in the 1980s and I 990s to reincorporation, 
The greatest chaiienge to the modern world capitalist system since around 
I 500 had fail eeL 

This crisis of anti-imperialism was, howe1er, matched by another development, 
namelv the deformation of anti-imperialism itself: Anti-imperialism had classi
cally i;1, ohed a coalition of forces, a combination of socialist and Marxist parties 
on the one hand. \\·ith nationalist and national liberation mm·ements on the 
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other: the management of that coalition, and the shifting balance of forces 11·ithin 
it, had constituted one of the enduring political tensions of the ti\'01tieth century. 
It had im·oh·ed both a set of shared, universalist goals and a belief in a potential 
historical alternatiYe" Until the 1970s, hm,·e,·er, the difierent components of that 
moYement had espoused certain common goals - independence from \\'estern 
capitalist domination. mass-based revolt, and a programme of secular modernisa
tion: the claim of anti-imperialism was, indeed. not that it rejected the goals of 
capitalist modernity - democrac~; economic de1·elopment, equality of men and 
women, secularism but rather that it was able the better to fi.tlfil the modernist 
programme that capitalism, for all its claims, could not. 5 Increasingly, however, 
from the 1970s anti-imperialism came to comprise not only groups with such 
modernist programmes but other~ more Yarious, components: that ambivalence 
towards modernity that was always latent \lithin nationalism came to the fore in 
moYements of religious fundamentalism, a politics of ethnic identit:: 1 alorisations 
of nature and other; irrationaL forms. This I\ as true equally in the de,·eloped and 
in the third \\·odds. At the same time, an increasing part of the remaining tradi
tional anti-imperialist mowment came to be dominated by forms of authoritarian 
politics that represented the worst of the traditional left - Sendcro Luminoso in 
Peru, the PKJ( in Turkey, At a time 11·hen liberal trends in capitalism showed 
themseh·es more flexible tm1·ards democratisation and human rights, anti-imperi
alism came to represent a coalition of the romantic and the authoritarian. This 
was incapable of sustaining a consistent resistance to pre1ailing forms of capi
talism or of offering an alternative that was ,-isibly superior to the programme 
inherent in the more democratic capitalist states. 

The challenge which this posed was, therefore, the reconceptualisation of 
resistance to, and supercession of, imperialism itself: as within societies, so on a 
world scale, there de1·eloped a tension long present in the conflicts of modernity 
between a reformist approach, that sought to realise the democratic and 
economic potential of capitalist modernit:; by bringing it under greater demo
cratic control, and one that sought to reject it entirely. The 1er:' opening up of 
capitalist politics to discourses of rights and of democratisation in the 1980s and 
1990s, coupled to the remm·al of Cold \ \'ar justifications for authoritarian rule, 
prm-ided a new political space in which to oppose pre\·ailing forms of political 
and economic poweL 6 The failure of re1 olutionary anti-imperialism in its classic 
form was tied to its espousal of a teleolot,rical history, of the possibility of struggle 
in the name of a transition to post-capitalism, both desirable and sustainable, 
that praYed to be invalid. Equall~: it was associated with political dictatorships 
that prowd incapable of democratic, popular; eYolution. In its more recent form, 
latent as it was 11ith promises of deliwrance through authoritarian rule, and 
associated increasingly with anti-modernist confusion, such anti-imperialism 
itself inhibited the emergence of an alternati1·e, emancipatory and realistic, 
contestation: facilely aligning \\·ith a range of regimes whose practice was e1·en 
more remote from the emancipatory agenda than their opponents, many anti
imperialists found themselws acting, in the spirit of a long discredited stagist 
1iew of history. as apologists for semi-peripheral dictatorship. 
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One of the most telling challenges for any theory of imperialism, both in 
regard to the analysis of contemporary global structures and of alternatives to 
them, is to offer an understanding of the place and character of alternative 
forces. This is as necessary to rebut the hegemonic triumphalism of the epoch as 
it is to learn from the catastrophic simplifications of the century past: between 
mawkish indulgence of globalisation, and a \·apid idealisation of alternatiw 
forces, there needs to be a space which identifies those, within movements, civil 
contexts, the media. the intelligentsia, and, in their incli\idual and combined 
form, states that can form the basis for such a challenge .. Any such conception 
that abandons the principles of democracy, and the more advanced conceptions 
of rights which contemporary liberalism has espoused, or which seeks to displace 
rather than transform states, is misdirected. A radical alternati\·e to globalisation 
can only transcend the structures of inequality in the \\·orld today if it builds, in 
material and ideological form, on the best that its opponent has created. 

Conten1porary challenges 

The critique which has already been levelled at the classical Leninist theory of 
imperialism, by historical e\·ent and intellectual reassessment alike, should under
line the dangers of any ficleist reassertion of orthodox verities. Imperialism, in 
the sense that Lenin understood it, was not the highest stage of capitalism, nor 
was developed capitalism necessarily tied to war. The forces of resistance gener
ated by imperialism were not fated, by some immanent logic, to owrwhelm the 
capitalist states" Nor have all those who haw opposed imperialism represented 
an alternati,·e that is, on political or ethical grounds, preferable to imperialism 
itself. The intellectual challenge facing critical analysis of international relations 
now is not to re\i\·e a 'correct' theory: it is of a rather different kind, and may be 
di\·ided into four broad themes" 

In the first place, there is a need to grasp the lzistoricifr of the contemporary 
phase of world capitalism, its relation to earlier phases in this century, and 
before, and the limits which may be inherent in its current phase. Contemporary 
world capitalism is e\iclently able to avoid war between cle,·elopecl capitalist 
states and rests increasingly on mechanisms of financial globalisation. The 
analytic challenge is to identif)' what it is that is specific to this phase, without 
lapsing into eternal and themselws ahistorical projections, about post-modernity, 
globalisation, or the end of inter-state conflict. Equally it im·oh·es assessing the 
dynamic of the contemporary world, and the potential for alternati\·es that it is 
creating, without reinventing those teleologies on which much earlier materialist 
and anti-imperialist writing implicitly relied. 

Second, we need not just an analysis of the international state system but of 
that which underlies, and has long underlain, it namely the international social 
system, a global sociology not of overventilatecl generalisations about globalisa
tion, but of the contemporary reproduction of class, wealth and power on a 
world scale. To do this im·olves both a locating of different social forces on the 
world map, but equally their relation to particular structures of economic and 
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political power; be they in terms of production circuits, financial structures or 
mechanisms of distribution. Se\·eral candidates for such a global sociology 
already exist: dependency theory, \\·oriel-systems theory, various elaborations of 
'hegemony' (Rupert 1995: Bromley 1993; Cox and Sinclair 1996) and 'postimpe
rialism', the last a theory about the creation of a ne\\. transnational capitalist 
elite that incorporates third world economies into those of the developed world 
(Becker et al. 1987). Any such sociology needs to combine awareness of the 
increasingly integrated character of capitalist elites, and, at the same time, the 
reproduction and intensification of m·erall income disparities, and of ne\\. inter
bloc conflict. 

Third, \\'e need to assess and rethink something that \\·as central to the clas
sical analysis of domestic and international societ): namely mechanisms of 
domination. At the moment we hme ngue intimations of militar:-; political, 
economic and cultural pm\·er; as well as of the role of law international, but 
also citizenship lm\· as an instrument for global controL \ \'e have wr:-· little 
sense of how ideologies - of nationalism, identit;; religious affiliation and 
means of communication fit into the global system of domination .. How central, 
for example, is the US domination of global culture and news diffusion to the 
reproduction of its system of political control? Hm\· far since 1989 are systems of 
military domination linked to those of economic control? 

Finally, we need to assess, in the light of materialist and rational criteria, the 
potential for alternatives in the contemporary world. A mere rallying of 
disparate self~proclaimecl anti-imperialist forces is hardly sufficient, leming aside 
the fact that these haw no directing centre. The breaking clown of the barrier 
between ~hrxist and 'reformist' critics of capitalism e\iclent since the 1970s in 
the domestic field needs to be replicated on the international plane. Any policy 
of critique has to be linked both to the potential for imprming on \\·hat already 
exists and on the identification of social forces capable of realising such a 
critique. Central to any such project is the need for democratic control of the 
forces that are, ideologicall;.; presented as objectiw and beyond social control -
markets, technological change, scientific aclnnce. There is room here for some 
neo-\Varrenite scepticism about \\'hat passes as credible anti-imperialism today 
One shudders, for example, to think what the more hard-headed of the socialist 
tradition of the twentieth century \muld hm·e thought if they had seen that the 
last great global mass event of the twentieth century would be the motley 
agglomeration on the streets of Seattle. 

Conclusion: the pertinence of imperialistn 

If understood in terms of the five themes identified above, imperialism is not just 
a possible, but a necessar:-: part of any comprehension of the contemporar:-· 
world. Shorn of teleology and of clehistoricised extrapolation, the classical litera
ture can contribute to a framework for understanding the dynamics of 
contemporar:-· capitalism, in rebutting both the Yapidities of neoliberal ortho
do"-y and disembodied globalisation alike. Equally, imperialism, along with other 
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Marxist concepts, can challenge prevailing 'alternati\·e' approaches within the 
study of society and international relations, be they 'post-colonialism' or 
idealisms of constructi\ism and its ilk. Abo\·e alL it can prm·ide the basis of what 
any theory of imperialism entails, which is that of a critique of political realities: 
the task, common to both de\'Cloped and de\'Cloping countries, is that of 
bringing the processes of contemporary capitalism under democratic control, 
and of realising the emancipatory potential within advanced and subordinated 
capitalism alike. There are many things in the contemporary world that would 
hm·e surprised, and challenged, Marx and his immediate associates: the repro
duction of capitalist inequality on a \VOrld scale, and the masking of this process 
by appeals to science, ine\itability or even culture, \vould not. 

Notes 

·Those \\ho do not want to talk about capitalism should not talk about fascism.' 
2 For example, in .\fanLun and Social Science, edited by Andrew Gamble, DaYid ?\Jarsh 

and Tony Tant ( 1999), there is no entl) on imperialism. 
3 Patrick O'Brien !1990) has argued that imperial inwstment, by lowering inYestment 

rates at home. weakened Britain l'is-a-Z'is its competitors. 
+ lJNCT\D (United Nations Conference on Trade and De\·elopment) figures indi

cate that in the quarter century fi·om 1965 to 1990 the share of world income 
owned by the richest 20 per cent of the world's population rose from 69 per cent to 
83 per cent. :\wrage per capita income in the richest 20 per cent was thirty-one 
times higher than in the poorest 20 per cent in 1965, sixty times higher in 1990 (The 
Eronomzst, 20 September 1997). 

5 :\ classic \ersion of this was the T!·otsk)ist theol)· of permanent re\·olution: in 
essence, this stated that capitalism could not, under contemporal)· conditions, fulfil 
the 'tasks' of modemit\ and that these could only be realised under socialism. These 
'tasks' included national independence, industrialisation, land reform, democrac); 
cultural dewlopment (see LowY 1981 ). 

6 For a powerful critique of militarism in the Latin American left, see Castaneda 
(199+;. 
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5 flexible Marxism for 
flexible times 

Globalization and historical 
materialism 

Afark Laffey and Kathryn Dean1 

How is the revolutionary subject to be tensed and spaced out, centered and 
decentered, sober and drunk, German and French, at one and the same time? 

(Eagleton 1988: i..x) 

a friend told me recently that the late Chris Hani of South Africa's Communist 
Party once laughingly informed her that he had been too busy working on revolu
tion to read Das Aapital ... 

(Lam 1996: 263, n .. 4) 

'Workers of the ·world I' 

!Hitchcock 1996: 71) 

\Ve are living in a Marxist moment. The internationalization of capital, so central 
to the rhetoric and reality of globalization, has prompted a renewed interest in 
historical materialism. This interest takes the form of a return to economistic 
Marxism, as the continuing necessity of Marxism is justified in terms of its supe
rior capacity to analyse capitalism. This economism arises from the 
conceptualization of capitalism as an 'economy', rather than as a complete way 
of life, the purpose of historical materialism being the study of this 'economy' 
(e.g. Gamble 1999: l-1-2-1-). This return to economistic historical materialism 
diminishes Marxism's critical potentiaL This is because, first, it reproduces the 
economistic logic of capitalism itself. Second, it ignores, or treats as epiphenom
enal, the matter of subjectivity: This neglect of subjecti\ity is a neglect of the 
question of agency (e.g. Castree 1995a: 269). Third, it risks blindness to the truly 
radical character of globalization as a multiplicity of processes, which set the 
capitalist economizing logic against myTiad cultural dillerences. An understandincr 
of this new conjuncture demands an expansion of :Marxist horizons beyond 
European parochialism (e.g. Chakrabarty 1996: 55). In short, the critical power of 
historical materialism is undercut by its economism, which results in the neglect of 
subjectivity, and an inability to theor-ize the issues of identity and difference fore
grounded by globalization. 

A Marxism adequate for the twenty-first century must correct these deficien
cies if it is to provide the means to articulate new ,-isions of possible futures and 
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\\·ays to achieve them (e.g. Smith 1996). It must, to paraphrase Raymond 
Williams (} 989), prm·ide resources of hope. In this chapter, we argue that a 
Marxism adequate to a moment in which the putati,·e subject of Marxism has 
never been more 'decentered' and 'spaced out' (Eagleton 1988: ix) cannot 
emerge out of a return to an economistic historical materialism. :A..s an imper
fect name for a differential and uneYen process of transition from an 
international economy to an imaginary unified global economy "globalisation" 
is a flexible concept for flexible times ... ' (Herod et al. 1998: What we need is 
a flexible Marxism for flexible times. :tvlinimally, this requires plausible accounts 
of subjecti,ity and the economy. \Ve find resources for such a reworkincr of 
historical materialism in the disputed legacy of Louis Althusser. In attemp~ing 
to transcend the simple analysis of causality implied in the base/ superstructure 
metaphor; Althusser prm·ides the theoretical raw materials for eliminating 
economism and for strengthening the critical dimension of historical materi
alism. He also offers Marxists a non-reducti,-e way of understanding cultural 
diversity, and of the ways in which capitalism itself mav sen·e to intensifY. 
rather than eliminate, such diversity. . .. 

The chapter is organized as follows. First, \\·e chart the return to historical 
materialism in the context of globalization and show how that return works 
against historical materialism's claim to be a critical theorv. Second. we trace this 
return to a particular understanding of \Vestern Marxis~, of Althusser and his 
influence, and argue that this understanding is mistaken. On the contrarv. 
addressing the lacunae ev-ident in the return to Marxism with respect to i;~ 
account of subjecti\ity and the economy requires a return to Althusser and his 
legacies in contemporary social and political thought. Ours is not a post-Marxist 
position but the defence of a I\larxism different from that of the emercrent ortho
doxy: Third, we offer a re-reading of Althusser's work, showing where 

0

and how it 
opens up issues and questions closed down or ignored in more recent scholarship 
an~ offer: ways forward .. In a short conclusion, we reflect on the broader impli
cations of our argument for the politics of theory and the making of new worlds. 

Globalization and the return of which Marxism.? 

The collapse of really existing socialism in the Smiet Union and Eastern Europe 
and the continuing rhetoric and reality of globalization have together breathed 
new life into historical materialism. Globalization is good for historical materi
alism. No longer caught in the middle of Cold War ideological and superpower 
struggle and faced with the seeming triumph of capital in achie\incr for the first 
. "' tune a truly global reach (Smith 1997), the relevance of Marxism to our histor-

ical moment is widely asserted. Against efforts to link Marxism to the failed 
Soviet and East European regimes, thereby to consign all three to the dustbin of 
history, the demise of really existing socialism is transformed instead into the 
liberation of historical materialism. Thus Fredric Jameson asserts that 'it does 
not seem to make much sense to talk about the bankruptcy of :Wiarxism, when 
Marxism is precisely the science and the study of just that capitalism whose 
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global triumph is aflirmed in talk of l\Iarxism's demise' ( 199 I a: 255). Historical 
materialism and capitalism are on this \-iew bound tightly together: l\Iarxism is 
defined by its 'allegiance to a specific complex of problems, \rhose formulations 
are always in movement and in historic rearrangement and restructuration, 
along with their object of study', capitalism itself Jameson 1996: I 9). So long as 
\re hm e capitalism, then. we must ha\·e l\Iarxism. 

\ \'hile \\·e accept that l\larxism is, above all, the critical science of capitalism, 
we want to rejecr, in the name of a truly critical theory, tl1e reduction of that 
science to political economy. \ \·e \\·am to reject the assumption that the persis
tence of capitalism implies 'business as usual', if that assumption means a return 
to an unreconstructed economism. Such an assumption 'is complacent and 
hopelessly inadequate' (Sayer 1995: I ~ It is hopelessly inadequate in that it 
fails to take seriously, not only the real historicity of capitalism itself - the 
different modes in \\·hich it appears under different spatio-temporal conditions 
(Albritton 1991) - but also the persistence of non-capitalist forms of life and the 
likelihood of the emergence\ out of the latter, of forms of resistance not 
reducible to the European categories which are Marxism's legacy (e.g. Jameson 
and Miyoshi 1998; LO\\·e and Lloydl997a). 

This raises the question: \\·hich I'viarxism? Historical materialism has always 
been a diwrse tradition of theory and practice. There is no such thing as 
l\Iarxism, there are only l\Iarxisms: 'as a category "l\·Iarxism" is, in fact, no better 
than a gnomic \ ulgarity' (Cas tree 1995b: 1163; Can·er 1998). The existence of 
multiple Ivlarxisms forces us to choose among them. In making our choice, we 
need to be sensitive to the contextual character of all theorizing and to correct for 
specific contextual effects that may render our themy misleading when directed 
towards changing and context-specific objects of stud); Marxisms are una\·oidably 
shaped by the circumstances of their production, and incorporate specific features 
of the world in which Marxist theorists are situated. This is itself a Marxian point 
to which l\Iarxists are sometimes insufliciently attentive. They are also sometimes 
insufficiently attentiYe to the historicity of capitalist forms of life mentioned 
abm·e. As capitalism itself changes in some key respects (as in, for instance, 
changes in means and objects of production as traced by Albritton 1991 ), so, too, 
must our theorizing change. \ \'e cannot simply recycle past historical materialisms 
and assume they will be adequate to our historical moment and to capitalism in 
our time (Sivanandran 1998/9: 7-8). l\Ioreove1: if we understand historical mate
rialism as a critical theor;; then we must look for a Marxism that is attentive to 
questions of subjecti\ity and agency. In tl1eir neglect of such questions, 
economistic conceptions of capital are both cognitiwly inadequate and politically 
impm·erishing; they impoverish the political imagination and induce pessimism 
and feelings of hopelessness (Gibson-Graham I 996: 25 I -65 and passim). The 
answers to our two questions thus com·erge: questions of conceptual and theoret
ical adequacy are directly rele\·ant to questions of political agenc): The kind of 
l\Iarxism we embrace nm\· will shape our capacity to remake our futures 
Jameson 2000) .. As we will sho\\·, the form of the most recent return to historical 
materialism undermines its claim to be a critical theorY. 
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The return to Marx'ism in the context of globalization takes a Yariety of 
forms, as the other contributions to this \·olume demonstrate. But in its most 
prominent and widely praised articulations, it has t\\O distinguishing features. 
First, Marxism is defined as an economism: it prm-ides a ·crucial set of concepts' 
for understanding the capitalist mode of production (Gamble 1999: I +2-3). This 
is the only defensible conception of historical materialism now: Other features of 
the Marxist heritage such as the labour theory of Yalue -Marxism's 'microfoun
dations' (1+2) - are simply implausible, as is the claim to be a total science of 
society. In the end, argues Gamble, 'if the primacy of the economic is lost, then 
Marxism loses its distinctiYeness and its \alue in social theory' (1+3). This partic
ular conception of historical materialism has recently been celebrated in the 
reception of Robert Brenner's analysis of the world economy (see also 
Rosenberg 199+).3 

This economism renders im-isible the theoretical problem of agency: It either 
assumes the emergency of the appropriate transformatiw agency. i.e. the homo
geneous and reYolutionary proletariat, or it retreats into silence on this matter. 
Unfortunate!;.: eyen the most sophisticated accounts of capitalism will take us no 
further forward if they are not accompanied by an understanding of those 
conditions needed to engender the extraordinary capacities needed for such 
agency If we are not to reproduce the authoritarianism of vanguardism, we 
need to consider the question of capacities at the lew! of subjecti\-ity or indi\-id
uation, rather than at that of class. This is not to claim that the concept of class 
is redundant, but to argue that better accounts of class - accounts which do not 
merely impose the category on an empirical world on the basis of an examina
tion of the logic of capitalism - require an examination of subjecti\-ity.4 

The \·alorization of an economistic conception of class is accompanied by the 
\-igorous rejection of identity politics, i.e. of politics embodying claims to 'recog
nition' rather than 'redistribution'. The assertion of class involves gi\-ing priority 
to the emancipatory project of socialism over other forms of oppression such as 
race or gender (Wood 1995: chap. 9). 5 l'\ot only are these forms of identity held 
to be less politically important than that of class, but the politics of identity and 
subjecti\·ity is linked directly to postmodernism and liberal indi\-idualism (e.g. 
Wood 1986). 

Defining Marxism as an economism means that 'conflicts that fall "outside" 
the de\·elopment of class consciousness are politically subordinate, or constitute 
"false consciousness": antagonisms articulated, for example, around gender or 
race, are seen as effects of [or as secondary to] a more fundamental contradiction' 
(Lowe and Lloyd 1997b: 13). But in the context of a putatively global capitalism, 
this serYes to marginalize stmggles that do not take class forms. As numerous 
scholars have documented, the struggles engendered by capitalist relations of 
production, particularly in the colonial and postcolonial world, most often take 
cultural forms that are incompatible with European-style proletarianization 
(ibid.) .. A Marxism flexible enough to grasp these conflicts and to do so in a mate
rialist and politically progressiw manner cannot be built on a l\Iarxist foundation 
that expresses only a \\"estern and European conception of modernit): 
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This point is of more general significance. Globalization raises in acute 
fashion a set of issues located at least from the point of \·ie\\' of the return 
to historical materialism squarely within the superstructure. If we accept 
that globalization involves the revitalization of capitalism's attempt to colo
nize the world, \\·e must at the same time resist: (a) conceptualizing that 
attempt in 'economistic' terms; and (b) assuming that that colonization is 
bound to be complete and successfuL This is a crucial political task if histor
ical materialists are to meet the challenge of arming, organizing, and speaking 
to and for an increasingly polyglot, feminized and internallv differentiated 
global proletariat. ~ 

For many both inside and outside the \Vest, the assertion that capitalism is a 
form of domination more fundamental than, say, race or gender, and thus that 
th_e privile~ed agent of anti-capitalist struggle is a unified class subject (e.g. 
\vood !99:J: chap. 9; but see Eagleton 1988: \'ii), is experienced not as liber
ating but as an imposition and a denial of other forms of subjecti\·ity. 
Advancing such apparently economistic forms of political agency risks the 
temptation of inflicting a political \·iolence intended to reduce otherness to 
sameness6 If 'liberating humanity for its own development is to open up the 
production of difference, e\en to open up a terrain for contestation within and 
~mon~ difierences', as Harvey (1995: 15) suggests, economism is not the way to 
hberatron. Fortunately, economism is not the only mode of historical materi-
alism available to us. . 

In order to address these questions, we cannot simplv return to beina histor
ical materialists in the same old economistic wav. Glob-alization itself f'6rces us 
to engage with a set of issues central to \ \'est~rn l'viarxism, namely, the so
called. su~erstructural issues. IVfore accurately, a critical understanding of 
globahzatron demands that we distance ourseh-es from economistic theorizina 
by rejecting altogether the \·ery simple' base/superstructure model on which~ 
is grounded. 

Significantly, the return to historical materialism has also been articulated 
through explicit rejections of A.lthusser and his works, which are criticized as 
overly structuralist, thereby erasing agency, as Stalinis~, and as having opened 
the way to the excesses of post-structuralism and postmodernism (e .. g. Cox 
wi.t~ _Sinclair 1996: 9+-5, 176, +0+-5; Wood 1995: 7-9 and passim). These 
cntrcrsms are the theoretical equivalent of shooting the messenger who brings 
bad news, since, as Althusser points out, it is capitalism itself which seeks the 
transformation of subjects into 'bearers of structures'. 7 However; he does not 
assume the total success of such capitalist projects, as will be seen. To the 
contrary, his account of causality in complex social formations forbids such 
assumptions. It is because Althusser is attentive to such matters that his work is 
rich in the theoretical resources for thinking the complexity, fragmentation and 
contradiction of our 'flexible times' .. Against much conventional wisdom, we 
argue that the resources for addressing the issues we have raised above are to 
be found in the work of Althusser and his legacies. 
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Rescuing Althusser from. his critics 

Arguing for the continuing rele\·ance of AJthusser's \\'Ork to the contemporarv 
analysis of globalization and the articulation of a different. flexible Marxism ts 
no easy task. Across the social sciences, AJthusser is almos; universally re\·iled.s 
Indeed, rejection of A.lthusser serves as a touchstone for some of . the more 
prominent schools of thought in the analysis of contemporary world politics and 
globalization: in the writings of \·irtually all neo-Gramscian scholars, for 
exary,tpl~, 'the specter of A.lthusserian structural IVIarxism is raised agai1~ ... ' 
(Dramnlle 199+: I 08). In a familiar logic of self and other, a particular reading 
of Althusser and of structural Marxism more generally serves to define each of 
these projects. Recent calls for the reimigoration of historical materialism, both 
in relation to globalization and more generally,9 take for granted a par~icular 
reading of the Althusserian moment and of its broader context, \\'estern 
Marxism. 

According to Perry Anderson, who popularized the term, \Vestern l'vfarxism 
wa_s a formati?~ that over-emphasized secondary issues such as ideology, 
phrlosophy, pohtrcs and culture and consequently gave insufficient attention to 
political economy. This was a Marxism that ignored the base and instead 
'came to concentrate 0\·erwhelmingly on study of superstructures' (Anderson 
1976: 75). This superstructural fi.xation, the product of a political defeat, 
resulted in 

a remarkable range of reflections on different aspects of the culture of 
modern capitalism. But these were never integrated into a consistent theory 
of its economic development, typically remaining at a somewhat detached 
and specialised angle to the broader movement of societv: taxable with a 
certain idealism, from the standpoint of a more classical ~-f~rxism. 

(Anderson 1998: 72) 

Accordingly, Anderson lauds Fredric Jameson's account of postmodernism as the 
'most complete consummation' of \Vestern l'vfarxism because it arounds the 
'cultural logic' of capital in Ernest Mandel's account of Late"' Capitalism 
(Anderson 1998: 72; Jameson 1991 b; Mandel 197.5). In contrast to the sophisti
cated dead-end represented bv \Vestern Marxism the wav forward for a 
historical materialist account of globalization, it appe~rs, is by \~ay of a return to 
the classical statements of political economy and, in particular, the analysis of 
imperialism (Anderson 1976: 9+ and passim; Bromley 1999; Rosenberg 1996; c[ 
Harvey 1995: 5). 

Anderson's argument both misunderstands and understates the real achieve
ments of \\'estern Marxism and its contributions to historical materialism and in 
particular to political economy. Western Marxism is not only a Marxis~ of the 
sup~rstructures. Considerable effort by Althusser and others went into trying to 
rethmk or overcome the base/ superstructure dichotomy (Althusser 1984a, 1990a, 
1990b ). 10 This puts in question the organizing de\ice of Anderson's narrative. 
Seeing the contributions of \Vestern Marxism as primarily contributions to the 
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analysis of superstructures misconstrues the relations between .Althusser's de
centring of economic determinism and the analysis of other 'lewis' such as the 
political or the ideologicaL 

I\Ioreowr, Anderson's argument, in common \\·ith others \\·ho have sought to 
define themselves against Althusser, depends on a highly questionable reading of 
Althusser's project That reading has a number of characteristic features, none of 
\\·hich is sustainable. First, Althusser's work is deemed to be in league with, a 
product of. or liable to culminate in Stalinism. But this reading, which depends 
on drawing a more or less direct line from political to theoretical practice, is 
contradicted both by the explicitly anti-Stalinist nature of Althusser's interven
tions and by his sustained criticism of just the kind of reduction of theoretical 
practice to political practice that the charge assumes (Sprinker 1987: 177-9). 
Althusser's insistence on the need for Marxists to write 'a true historical study of 
the conditions and forms of ... consciousness' (1990a: I 05) follows from his anal
ysis of Stalinism, as do also his notes on the requirements for such a study in his 
essays on socialist humanism and the ideological state apparatuses (ISAs) 
(Althusser 198-1-a). 

Second, Althusser is accused of ofiering a fimctionalist account of both 
ideology and the state, an account that, whatever its other features, works to 
undermine the possibility of change, whether revolutionary or otherwise. Here 
too the criticism relies on misreading Althusser's work. His essay on the ISAs is a 
functional, not functionalist, account of capitalism's conditions of reproduction, 
one which focuses on the capitalist need to reproduce subjectivities adequate to 
the reproduction of capitalism itself (Lock 1988; cf Panitch 1996: 87 on func
tions and functionalism). However; careful readers of 'Contradiction and 
Owrdetermination' will understand that such reproduction cannot be guaran
teed but is inherently open to dysfunctionality and subversion for reasons to be 
explored below Indeed, the ISAs are 'multiple', 'distinct', and 'relatively 
autonomous' sites of 'the clashes between the capitalist class struggle and the 
proletarian class struggle' (Althusser 198-1-a: 23; Sprinker 1987: 194). Althusser's 
account of the ISAs is not an imitation to defeatism and despair but rather a call 
to arms (Sprinker 1987: 229).11 

Third, and most damaging for any work that claims to be a critical theory, 
Althusser's historical materialism is accused of being a structuralism, with no 
place for human agency. This charge, now so widespread as to have become 
dogma, is the lynchpin of Anderson's rejection of Althusser and is also central 
to Wood's criticisms (Anderson 1983: 39; Wood 1995: chap. 2). However, as 
Althusser himself noted, in an unusually direct statement of capitalism's 
deviancy, it is capitalism that effects (or attempts to effect) this outcome (see 
r\lthusser 1990d: 237-8). Understanding this 'terrible practical reduction' is a 
prerequisite for an understanding of the (absence oD potential for heroic trans
formative collectiw agency. In any case, i\lthusser's development of the 
materialist dialectic im·olws the reconceptualization of the structure/ agency 
dichotomy as practice. This broader fi·amework of Althusser's needs to be kept 
in mind when reading the ISAs essay; as must his insistence on the distinction 

_ _j____ 
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between subjects 'of' and 'in' history The point is not to eliminate subjectivity 
or agency, but to understand the historicity of forms of subjecti\·ity and 
agency. 

\Ve have argued that the different understanding of agency and of its condi
tions of possibility afiorded by Althusser's work is of considerable significance in 
the context of globalization. But it is also worth noting the tremendous fruitfulness 
of these ideas in contemporary social theory and in particular its more materialist 
strands (e.g. Callari et al,. 1995). From this point of view, then, the works of 
Althusser; and of ·western I\larxism more generall): should be seen not as a de\ia
tion produced by a political defeat, but as a necessary attempt to account for that 
political defeat in terms of the inadequacies of economism. These works are 'a 
threshold behind which we cannot allow ourselves to fall' (Hall 1985: 97). 12 

Re-reading Althusser 

As we have argued above, the new historical materialism, in common \\ith other 
positions within the field, emerges partly in response to a specific reading of 
Althusser; one that we contest. In seeking to reassert the significance of his work 
for how we understand globalization, then, part of what is at stake is 'reading for 
the best Althusser' (paraphrasing Johnson 1982). It is to that task that we now 
turn. vVe focus first on Althusser's reworking of the base-superstructure 
metaphor, and, second, his notes on the need for a theory of capitalism and 
subjectivity. 

Beyond the base-superstructure metaphor: or, the 
materialist dialectic 

As noted above, Althusser introduces complexity into Marxist theorizing in the 
first instance by insisting on: (a) an inclusive, rather than exclusive, concept of 
mode of production (i.e. by conceptualizing it as a total mode of life rather than 
as an 'economy'); and (b) the distinction between mode of production and social 
formation. A social formation is composed of more than one form of life. 
Moreover; it is social formations that we find in real, as opposed to theorized, life. 
Beyond these crucial conceptual distinctions, Althusser rejects the simple model 
of causality implied in the base-superstructure, in ways that \\ill be discussed 
below. 

The capitalist mode of production in its 'pure' form is one marked by 
economism, which is what marks it off from all other modes of production. It 
must seek the instantiation of an expressive totality whose constitutive levels are 
subsumed under the law of value. It must try to ensure tl1at tl1e 'base' \\ill get the 
'superstructure' that its flourishing demands; that evenness - in the sense of 
smoothly functioning supportive practices in the different levels - rather than 
unevenness \vill pertain. However; for Althusser who, again, was not a function
alist - this is impossible. Because of the character of causality in social wholes, 
capitalism would be bound to generate 'unevenness' rather than 'expressiveness' 
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even in the mythical case of an actually existing pure capitalist mode of produc
tion. Here unevenness refers to the coexistence of different, possibly 
contradictory, logics \\·ithin a unity, So, we can infer that whereas the logic of 
capitalism is a colonizing logic, the separation of dedicated levels of practices 
allows of the (at least temporary) escape from that logic. Resistance to (or drift 
away from) commodification is possible, at least in the short term, and in relation 
to certain kinds of practices carried on at extra-economic levels. Capitalism must 
seek to domesticate those differences by subsuming them under the law of value, 
that is, by ensuring that they function to reproduce capitaL One task for a critical 
theory, then, is to identifY and encourage the nourishing of differences which are 
anti- and/ or non-capitalist (see Gibson-Graham 1996), even as it recognizes that 
capitalism has shown a remarkable ability to, as it were, 'respect' non-capitalist 
social forms while also exploiting them (Lmve and Lloyd 1997b: 15). It cannot be 
assumed that difference \\ill emerge in one homogeneous anti-capitalist form as a 
proletarian collective actor and indeed this is not the case. Such an assumption is 
informed by a simplistic idea of one, clear-cut, system-destroying contradiction 
between 'capital' and 'labour'. The materialist dialectic warns us of the foolish
ness of expecting such a beautifully simple negation of the negation. 

The concept of totality or social whole directs us towards an expanded 
conception of mode of production; one which incorporates an internal relations 
model of causality involving claims about the mutual constitutedness of 'base' 
and 'superstructure', 1\Ioreover; Althusser reminds us that modes of production 
are not to be found in their pure form; instead, what we find are social forma
tions. This distinction between mode of production and social formation is vital 
if we are to take into account the possible causal weight of 'survivals' (of non
capitalist practices) in a globalizing world (Marx 1981: 172; Althusser l990a: esp. 
106). From this point of \ie\\; capitalism's economizing project is threatened 
fl·om two directions: from its own contradictory character (which is not merely 
the 'simple contradiction' between capital and labour); and from the persistence 
of pre- or non-capitalist 'sunivals' in social formations. If we assume the 
successful institutionalization of capitalism's economistic dynamic, we vvill be 
guilty of the very functionalism with which Althusser has been charged, and 
against which he himself theorizes. In short, neither mode of production nor 
social formation functions as the base-superstructure metaphor suggests. It is not 
enough, then, to complete Marx's account of the capitalist 'base' through a simi
larly rigorous and comprehensive account of the 'superstructure', But this is 
precisely what Anderson's endorsement of Jameson's account of postrnodernism 
implies ( 1998: 72). The new historical materialism, insofar as it assumes that 
phenomenological forms can be derived from property relations (e.g. Tetschke 
1998), betrays a similar 'base-and-superstructure' logic. vVe must abandon this 
disabling metaphor completely and replace it with a framework of concepts 
capable of capturing the complexity of causality in social wholes. 13 

Althusser's contribution to the cle\·elopment of a f1exible Marxism builds on 
his conceptual reworking of the dialectic, in 'On the Materialist Dialectic', so as 
to exclude both idealism (voluntarism) and mechanical materialism (determinism 
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or economism), These binaries are the result of abstracting elements from the 
social \\·hole (or totality) and reifying the resulting abstractions. Idealism and 
materialism are abstractions from a mtality of human practices that, being 
human, are necessarily composed of both ideal and material elements. It logi
cally follmvs that the 'economy' is also necessarily composed of ideal and 
material elements, To conflate the economic and the material is to risk the 
danger of naturalizing capitalist practices that pri\ ilege the economic. 
Capitalism seeks a \mrlcl in which the economic 'determines' all human prac
tices. It is this culturally now! phenomenon that the base-superstructure seeks to 
explain, but in a manner which stays uncritically close to its object of study. In 
contrast to this very simple, or even simplistic, explanatory device, the dialectic 
involves understanding a mode of differentiation imohing the spatia-temporal 
fragmentation of an original unity into elements that are internally related or 
mutually constitutive. It is this fragmentation of the mutually constitutiYe that 
produces contradictions. Understanding the resulting contradictory totality 
requires conceptual deYelopment beyond the binaries characteristic of liberal 
social theory; hence Althusser's rejection of the 'imersion' metaphor which 
remains within a binarized theoretical world, and hence also his stress on the 
concept of practice. \\.hereas the base-superstructure metaphor encourages us 
to think in terms of an external model of causality, the materialist dialectic 
involves the conceptualization of necessary elements or JeyeJs of the social whole 
as internal relations among practices (see also Oilman 1976, 1993). 

By its very nature the base-superstructure metaphor takes on the character 
of a binary opposition and pushes towards analytic rather than dialectical 
thought. That is to say, it pushes us towards liberal, rather than historical 
materialist, modes of thought. \Vhat it re\·eals most clearly is the economism
that is, the political attempt to instantiate economic determinism that is the 
identifying characteristic of capitalism. At the same time, however; the 
metaphor conceals the historico-culturally unprecedented - that is, the cultur
ally deviant - nature of this economism. It distorts by naturalizing the 
historico-culturaL Expressed in Althusserian terms, economism is a concept in 
theoretical ideology, in the sense that it expresses the common sense of capi
talist culture by representing a constitutiYe element of capitalist practices in 
naturalistic, rather than critical, mode (Althusser and Balibar 1970: chap. -J.; 
Althusser 1990b). In doing so, it risks contributing to, not the transformation, 
but (at worst) the reproduction, or; at best, the reform, of existing social rela
tions. We need to be clear that economism is a capitalist political project, 
rather than a universal fact of human life. MoreoYer, it has required state-led 
cultural transformation for its relative success (cL Corrigan and Sayer 1985) .. 
But, beyond that, the survival of capitalism has required state-led action to 
save capitalism fi·om itself; or from economism. In addition, as Althusser 
enables us to understand, even where apparently completed, there will emerge 
contradictory practices that may become the basis for the subversion of that 
economism. A brief word about Althusser's controversial conceptual 
borrowing fi·om psychoanalysis will be of use at this point. 
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Contradiction and overdetertnination 

In seeking an account of causality that would be adequate to the particular 
complexity of a contradictory rotality such as capitalism, Althusser turned to 
psychoanalysis, in ,,·hich he found the source of his major theoretical innovation, 
namely, the concept of overdetermination. Unfortunateh· he failed to theorize 
his boJTO\I·ing, thereby lem-ing his readers in some confusion, if not outright 
rejection. I+ There is not the space here to go into this matter in any detail. 
Hm,·e,·er, the point needs to be made quite forcefully that O\ercletermination 
does not mean merely a plurality of causes, as some noted commentators on 
A.lthusser have suggested (e.g. Callinicos 1976, 1993). In contrast to multi
causalit); ,,·hich suggests a multiplicit)· of externally related causal factors, 
owrdetermination im·oh-es a complex causal process within a totalit)• of contra
dictorily and internally related parts. \\·hat attracts Althusser to Freud's concept 
of O\ercletermination is its fruitfulness in terms of capturing a complex process 
of causalit)· which hmctions in a contradictory social whole, composed of a 
multiplicit)· of distinct, but internally related and mutually constituti,·e, practices 
haYing a tendency - because of their spatia-temporal separation within complex 
social formations to drift apart (see l\Iarx 195 l: 383, for the conception of 
contradiction intended here). \\·hat this means is that the econom); all by itself, 
cannot produce out of its own resources its means of reproduction; neither can 
the political or the ideologicaL The economy. all lw itself: cannot determine 
anything and e\·en to speak in this way is t~· speak' nons;nse. Determination 
suggests a simple linear mode of causalit)· between externally related entities. 
\ \'hile this mode of causalit)· ,,·ill be found in localized domains within social 
,,·holes, it cannot pertain at the le\·el of the social whole itself, as the base-super
structure metaphor would lead us to believe (Jameson 1981: 25). It is because 
the world is overdetermined, rather than determined, that the future is open 
rather than closed, m; as Balibar puts it, O\ erdetermination 'is the ,·ery form 
assumed by the singularity of history' (Bali bar 1996: l 08). . 

This radical and fruitful reconceptualization of causalit)· is one which 
acknmdedges the necessary diversity of human life while at the same time 
enabling us to identif; forms of diwrsity that are likelv to be dvsfi.mctional in 
an emancipatory wa;· for capitalism.' Diversity aris~s within. capitalism itself 
from a peculiar kind of fi·agmentation of internally related levels of practices 
that enables these practices to dewlap (at least in the short term) 'as if' they were 
autonomous, hence relati\·e autonomy: Relative autonomy is a condition that 
emerges out of the spatia-temporal separation of necessary practices; it is a 
social logic arising from the coexistence of necessitv and contradiction. The 
concept of relati\·e autonomy enables the theorizatio~ of the causal effects and 
political possibilities inhering in the simultaneous connectedness and separation 
(real interdependence and apparent independence) characteristic of relations 
ben1·een the different 'b·els' of practices - political, ideologicaL economic in 
capitalist social formations. It therefore enables the theorization of transforma
tiw agency as a potential, and of difference, rather than homogeneity·, as a 
necessary attribute of capitalism. 

Ajlexib!e .\Jm:rismforflcxib!e times I 0 I 

For A.lthusser, the social ,,·hole as 'pure' mode of production can exist only as 
a 'logical' or thought object. In the empirical world, the unevenness to be 
expected from 'pure' social wholes is intensified in the form of social formations. 
\\"e have A.lthusser's analysis of the Russian and later the Soviet social formation 
as an illustration of this situation (Althusser 1990a: 19). Althusser's use of this 
example is intended to achieve several aims at once. First it prm·ides an illustra
tion of the particularly contradictory dy11amic of a social formation, as opposed 
to a mode of production. Second, it is an account of a fundamental destructura
tion (i.e. the dissolution of a functional relationship between levels) that throws 
up the possibility of historical change. Third, it constitutes a warning about the 
theoretical wrong-headedness and political dangers of economism. In the case of 
Stalinism, an economistic analysis dictated a revolutionary programme of privi
leging the transformation of production relations on the assumption that 
necessa:·y, i.e. socialist or radically democratic, 'superstructural' changes would 
follow. l:J Here, failure to pay specific attention to the cultural sphere resulted in 
the subversion of the communist project as the causal weight of 'sun ixals' coun
teracted that of socialist ownership of means of production. Expressed 
otherwise, subjects constituted by feudal social relations, i.e. peasants, ,,·ere 
susceptible to and supportive of a personalized form of political power. 16 

The denaturalizing of subjecti\itv undertaken hv A.lthusser in his ISA.s essay 
centres on his reconceptualization of .ideology as a n~cessary element of all huma;1 
life. 17 \\ l1at the reducti,·e Marxist stance ignores is the fact that humans are such 
as to need ideological constitution: in fact there is no human in the absence of 
ideology in this sense. Hence the much misunderstood claim that ideology 'has no 
history' (Althusser 1984a: 3 3). Ideology in this sense is what Marx refers to as a 
'rational abstraction' in that it refers to a universal property of human life (Iviarx 
l973b: 85). We are creatures of culture. therefore of ideology (Althusser l984b: 
15-1-, n.2). Ideologies so defined are the cm~joining of socio-cultural force and 
meaning in that they consist in a nexus of social relations and practices ha\ ing the 
power to constitute humans as subjects possessing historico-culturally specific 
dispositions, skills, and aptitudes. Ideological practices are those that constitute the 
natural 'to-be-humanized' being as a specific kind of subject (A.lthusser l984b). It 
is the historico-cultural specificity of forms of suhjecti\ ity that in turn produces the 
capacity for specific kinds of activity: Forms of action (practices) are culturally 
given. In him, the necessary diversity and contradictory relationship of practices 
in capitalist social formations is the source of new non- or anti-capitalist practices .. 
For Althussec it is the function of the state to ensure that such practices do not 
emerge or flourish as it is the function of 'science' or critical theorv to aiel the 
denaturalization of capitalist ideology so as to aiel socialist transformati~n. 

Because subjecti,ity· is historico-cultural rather than natural, and because social 
\vholes are marked by overcletermination rather than determination, economism is 
bound to be inadequate as an account of the social, and of the way in which 
fundamental transformation is effected. A.s we saw above, failure to at~end to the 
cultural tasks of subject reconstitution contributed to the Smiet failure to mm·e 
towards the radical democracy to he expected from a socialist revolution: Stalinism 
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was the outcome of an economistic analysis that was blind to the importance of 
subjecti\ity Similarly, responses to Stalinism such as existentialist Marxism and the 
socialist Marxism of Khrusche\ repeated the error by assuming the existence of 
the right kind of subjecti\ iry (Althusser 1990c). For this reason, failure was bound 
to ensue since neither yielded an understanding of the historico-cultural specificity 
of forms of subjecti,ity and therefore of capacities for specific kinds of action. In 
shon, taking subjecti\ 1ry for granted is bound to result in the subversion of the 
re\·olutionary project This is the message rhat Althusser sought to communicate to 
his fellow Communists in mid t\\·entieth-century France. It is a message that needs 
to be heard by those who ad,·ocate a return to classical Marxism, particularly in 
light of the issues raised by globalization. Ivfodels of class struggle and proletarian 
formation that assume the only 'real' struggles are those that take class forms or 
which im·olve trade unionism simply miss the diversity of the forms taken by anti
capitalist struggle in the context of globalization and cut Marxists off from them. 
This is not to say that classicall\Iarxism is 'dead' far from it- but to insist on the 
fi·uitfulness of re-reading its texts once again, through the lens offered by 
Alrhusser's advances. A return to classical forms of historical materialism now runs 
the risk of participating in rhe reproduction of the very economism carried 
forward by a seemingly global capitalism. 

As Resch (1992: chap. +) shows, the structurallVIarxist research programme 
initiated by Althusser has developed a \·ariety of tools concepts, theories and 
methods by which to carry out analysis of subjecti\ity Fortunately, we do not 
need to start from scratch. Prominent in this literature is the work of feminist 
scholars influenced by Althusser \\·ho, in good Marxist fashion, have been busilv 
engaging with the best bourgeois scholarship on subjectivity and in effect takin~ 
it away from its non-Marxist origins. 18 This work is particularly significant: in a 
sense, it rescues rhe concept of subjectiY1ty for historical materialism. It also 
mounts a direct challenge to those \\·ho see struggles - whether in theory or out 
of it organized around gender and other forms of identity politics as neces
sarily inferior to the more fundamental matter of class or as operating in 
opposition to it But examples of the creative elaboration of Althusser's re
reading of historical materialism in order better to understand and explain the 
non-proletarian nature of the cultural struggles engendered by capitalist global
ization are rapidly proliferating elsewhere as well, offering a rich basis on which 
to build a flexible Marxism for flexible times. 

Globalization after Althusser: the politics of theory 

If the global horizon of really existing capitalism is indeed the harbinger of a 
renewed Marxist project, we cannot avoid the question: which l'vfarxism? This is 
not only a matter of explanatmy power and critical insight. It is also and funda
mentally a question of politics. By its \·ery nature, globalization raises a set of 
questions about how we theorize the economy and subjectivity. The significance 
of A.lthusser's \VOrk for the development of a flexible Marxism is that it enables 
us to address these questions in a distincti,·ely l\Jarxist way and in terms that 
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strengthen the claims of historical materialism to be a genuinely critical theory. 
It offers hope of generating a critical theory that is attentive to the quite proper 
concerns of political economy without at the same time being blind to the 
importance and relatively autonomous causal power of difference. This will be a 
historical materialism that proceeds neither by reducing difference to political 
economy nor by rejecting its significance altogether. In contrast, dominant 
elements in the recent return to historical materialism do both. The way 
forward, then, is arm in arm with Althusser, not without him. 

Any attempt to organize an anti-capitalist movement out of numerous partic
ularistic strucra]es. manv of which refuse even to concede that capitalism is the 

00 • ' 

problem, will require discussion of 

the relations bet\veen commonality I difference, the particularity of the one 
and the universalism of the other. And it is at that point that socialism as an 
alternative vision of how society \vill work, social relations unfold, human 
potentialities be realised, itself becomes the focus of conceptual work. 

(Harvey 199.5: l.J) 

\'Vithout denying the necessity of making connections bet\veen intellectual work 
and broader social struggles, 'the creation of a diverse Marxian intellectual 
culture is an important political act in itself; with far-reaching consequences ... 
the development of new and creative directions in Marxian theory is of funda
mental importance as we confront the new world order' (Callari et aL 1995: +). In 
seeking to discipline historical materialism by excluding some Marxisms at the 
outset, we are also likely to initiate a set of practices that will inform and shape 
the futures we collectively make. Most importantly, those fi.rtures will reflect this 
denial of difference. In attempting to deny that Marxism is and ought to be a 
plural subject, we run the risk of producing a future in which it will be that much 
more difficult to retrieve the kind of pluralism that Harvey, among others, identi
fies as integral to socialism. Nor can these matters be left until 'after the 
revolution', or whatever comes to stand in for it. As Cynthia Enloe ( 1989: 59-60) 
notes, similar issues, of identity and difference, emerged in the Indochinese 
Communist Party during the 1920s and 1930s with respect to the status of 
women. In the interests of solidarity and the movement, the women suppressed 
these questions. Decades later, when the Party finally took power, women were 
absent from its leadership, The masculinization of public life in post-indepen
dence Vietnam and the willingness of the state to offer the bodies of young 
women as a commodity to the agents of international capital such as Nike is in 
part a by-product of this suppression of diflerence. 

As we consider how to rebuild a l'vfarxist project after the Cold \Var and in 
the face of globalization, it is worth reflecting on the experience of the 
Indochinese Communist Party. In this chapter, we have emphasized a set of 
issues that revolve around diflerence, both within Marxism and outside it, and 
tried to link those issues to the question of the production of the revolutionary 
subject. Conceptions of lVIarxism as an economism, we suggested, are not well 
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equipped to deal with such issues. \ Vith Andrew Gamble, we agree that histor
ical materialism oflers a powerful and incisiw critique of capitalism. But 'if 
Marxism cannot help us imagine radical alternatives to the current world 
system, then perhaps it must be willing to abandon its claims to revolutionary 
pra.xis ... to abolish itself as a theory of the future' (Makdisi et al. 1996b: 12). 
Globalization, both as a project and as a new reality of world politics, forces us 
to engage critically with the plausibility of historical materialism as an explana
tory account of the world, with the limits of its political imagination, and thus 
with its adequacy as a political project This returns us directly to Andrew 
Sayer's (1995) andJK Gibson-Graham's (1996) otherwise wry diflerent doubts 
about historical materialism as an account of capitalism and points beyond 
them to David Han;ey's (1995: 15) call for a socialist avant-garcle capable of 
articulating together the differences that divide us. A Marxism capable of 
measuring up to that task, we suggest, must grapple with a set of questions the 
contours of which we haw only begun to sketch here. The contested legacies of 
Louis Althusser are not an obstacle but a necessary aiel in that struggle to build 
a flexible Marxism for flexible times. 

Notes 

Earlier versions of this chapter were presented at the Trans-Atlantic \Vorkshop on 
Historical Materialism and Globalisation, Unh·ersity of Wandck, 16-17 April I 999 
and the Annual Meeting of the International Studies Association, Los Angeles, I 4- I 8 
March 2000. Thanks to Tarak Barkawi, Claire Cutler, and Jutta Weldes for 
comments, and to Tarak for the phrase 'Ji,ing in a .Marxist moment'. 

2 Postone (I 993) offers an excellent critique, grounded in Nfarx's mm work, of 
economistic Marxisms. 

3 For example, '?-.Iarx's enterprise has certainly found its successor'; Editor's 
Introduction to Brenner ( 1998: \"). 

4 The attempts of 'analytical Marxism' to prmide appropriate microfoundations for 
economism results in a kind of :VIarxism without ?-.Iarx. See, for example, Can·er and 
Thomas (1995) and Weldes (1989). 

5 See Fraser (1995) for an account of the relations between recognition and redistri
bution. 

6 It is in this context that Chakrabarty asks: 

7 

Do Marx's categories allow us to trace the marks of that which must of necessity 
remain unenclosed by these categories themselws? In other words, are there 
ways of engaging with the problem of [the] 'universality' of capital that do not 
commit us to a bloodless liberal pluralism that only subsumes all difference(s) 
\vithin the Same? 

(I 996: 58-9) 

If you do not submit the indi\idual concrete determinations of proletarians and 
capitalists, their 'liberty' or their personality to a theoretical 'reduction', then you 
will understand nothing of the terrible practical 'reduction' to which the capi
talist production relation submits indi,iduals, treating them only as bearers of 
economic functions and nothing else. 

(:\lthusser I 990d: 238) 

8 
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For some - a-political literary deconstructionists - he _is too faithful to ?-.Iarxism 
and, consequent!;; unworthy of a place in the theoretJcal adwnture playgroun? 
tl1at is post-structuralism at its worst.. For others - the post-:~thusser.mns - he IS 

to be praised for ha\ing prepared for tl1eir own 'post-?viarxist pa:·adigms. If, for 
t11e Nietzschean avant-garde, he is the ?-.Iarxist Same, for humamst ?-.Iarx1sm he 
is the Stalinist Other. As far as some anglophone ?-.Iarxists are concerned, on the 
other hand, he is simply all-too-FI·ench. 

(Elliott I 987: 327) 

Ob\iouslv, there is not one A..lthusser but man:; just as there is not one Marx (Carver 

1998).. . . . . . ... 
1 

H .·. n . 
9 For example, the British journal Hzstoncal Jfatenalzsnz.: Research lll Cntzca •. ar.:z.ll zeo~1 

in its notes for contributors states: 'Historical J!atenalzsm welcomes contnbutlons fr_om 
all in svmpathy ,,ith its ainls of re\italising, debating and extending_ da:szcal?-.Iarx!Sln 
as a pdlitical project and tl1eoretical tradition' (::o.6, Sur::mer 2000 :n.side back cover; 
emphasis added). See also Rosenberg (I 99-J.); \\ood (I 99J); cL ?-.IakdiSI eta!. (l996a). 

I 0 As a result, 

?-.Ianv ?-.Iarxists have accepted the need to reformulate the distinction between 
base 'and superstructure outlined in classical Marxist theory e\:en if they "·ou~d 
not accept Althusser's mm approach to the proble~1 of definmg ·structures m 
dominance' that are determining 'in the last mstance 

(Jackson I 992: -1-6, n.6) 
1 I As Sprinker argues, 

Althusser's aim ... was not to deny historical agency as such, but to demo lis~ the 
claims of ,·oluntarism. :\lthusser never doubted tl1at there are subjects or histor
ical agents, men and women who make their own histor:; but he insisted from 
the first that for ?-.Iarxism the other half of that oft-quoted sentence from the 
Eiahteentl1 Brumaire is decisive: they don't make it just as they please, but out of 
cir~umstances encountered and given from the past It is not, therefore, any 
species-specific capacity of human nature (Sa:n·e's pra.xis, for exa~ple) ti:at 
produces historical subjects, but the forces and circumstances of the gl\en social 
whole. 

(1987: 230) 

Significant!:; his position is not so far from the posit~on of E:P Thompson whose 
work \Vood claims is so superior to that of Althusser (\\ood I 99J: 68). 

I 2 Recent work on alobalization and culture informed by this different reading of 
A..Ithusser- such as"'.'\ihwa Ong's analyses of 'flexible citizenship' ( 1999) . is_ testament 
to the continuing power of the modes of analysis his historical matenalism makes 
possible. . . . . . 

13 In attempting this replacement, Althusser was consciOusly followmg G1 amsCI 
although he was also departing from Gramsci so as _to eliminate what he saw as 
idealist/voluntarist (historicist or Hegelian) tendencies in Gramsci's work; see 
A..Ithusser in Althusser and Balibar (1970: chap 5). 

14 Le\ ine ( 1981: 2 72), for example, finds 'irremediable obscurities' in Althusser's 
account of o\·erdetermination whereas Resch (I 992: chap. I) finds the concept to be a 
fruitfully supple source of understanding of the complex diwrsity and structural 
unity of social formations. 
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15 This insight was not new at the time of Althusser's vVTiting. Its importance for 
Althusser marks a continuity between his work and Gramsci's, but note also 
Althusser's silence on Trotsh.-y's important work on this question. . 

16 Marx's (1973a) analysis of 'Bonapartism' is relevant here. 
17 As numerous scholars have noted, Althusser's usao-e of the term 'ideology' was hiahlv 

idiosyncratic and infelicitous, not least because it kads to confusion ben~·~en his a;gu~ 
ment and more usual efforts to comprehend the relations bet\veen meaning and 
power (e.g. Thompson 1990: chap. I, esp. pp.70ff.). 

18 Fo·r· example, Hennessy has recently developed a powerful 'materialist feminist' 
cntJque of post-structurali~t conceptions of subjectivity ( 1993, 1996). 
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6 Class struggle, states and 
global circuits of capital 

Peter Bumlzam 

There are two significant methodological sins commonly committed by those 
claiming to offer a l\larxist approach to international relations. The first is to 
assume that Marx's \\·ork can only be rendered intelligible for an international 
relations audience through a reading of Lenin (and less frequently through Stalin 
and l\Iao). This results in the adoption of a quite uncritical statist worlci-Y1ew 
rooted in a determinist, structuralist methodology far remoYed from l\Iarx's rich 
critique of classical political economy. If the first sin plunges Marx into Parsonian 
structmal-fimctionalism, the second reduces Marxism to the status of empiricist 
sociology \\1th the plaintiYe cry; what about the workers? In the hands of 'Marxist 
sociologists' and neo-Gramscian international relations theorists, 'class' is all too 
easily detached fmm the social relations of production, becoming just another 
'interest' in a methodology characterised by\ Veberian factor analysis. 

To remedy these ills it is necessary to return to the central works of Marx to 
clarifY the concepts 'class', 'capital' and 'state'. This is the only basis on \\·hich 
l\Iarx's approach to international relations can be recoYered. The interpretation 
deYeloped in this chapter emphasises the centrality of class struggle and sees the 
state as an aspect of the social relations of production. As I shall outline, this 
approach has a long history in \\'estern Marxism and has most recently been 
articulated under the banner of 'open Marxism'. The chapter therefore begins 
by discussing the fundamentals of 'open l\larxism', drawing particular attention 
to the concepts of 'class', 'labour' and 'struggle'. This prmides the background 
for discussing how a class struggle theory of the state can be deYeloped from 
Marx's account of the transition from feudalism to capitalism. By way of conclu
sion the chapter highlights how Marx's discussion of the circulation of capital 
prm1des a basis for analysing recent dewlopments in the global political 
economy. 

Towards an 'open' interpretation of Marx 

The call for the development of 'open Marxism' is a response to the crisis of 
themy produced by the Yarious forms of deterministic 'closed Marxism', which 
dominated radical discourse follow-ing the articulation of the state ideology 
Marxism-Leninism. 1 The attempt to break away from the reductionist dogn1atism 
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of 1\farxist structural-functionalism while a\·oiding the complementary error of 
humanistic subjectivism has a long tradition in Marxist thought 2 Consistent \1ith 
the 'open', critical tradition is the \Wrk produced b)~ among others, Luxemburg, 
Korsch, Bloch, Rubin, Pashukanis, Rosdolsky: the Italian tradition of 'autonomist' 
1\{arxism and more recently by contributors to debates on \·alue and the state held 
in the early years of the Conference of Socialist Economists (CSE).s 

This particular approach to 1\Iarxism is 'open' in three main respects. First, its 
rejection of all forms of determinism is based on reasserting the centrality of class 
struggle. Class, in this \ie\\~ is not to be understood in sociological fashion as a 
static, descriptive term applied to groups of indi,·icluals sharing common experi
ences or life-chances or \l·orkplace relations. Rather it is recognised that the 
separation of labour fi·om the means of production, and thereby the existence of 
private property: indicates that \l·e are all born into a class society. The class rela
tion between capital and labour is already present, already presupposed, the 
moment the possessor of money and the possessor of labour power confront each 
other as buyer and seller (l\Iarx 1978: 11 As Clarke ( 1978: -~2) clarifies, it is the 
concept of class relations as being analytically prior to the political, economic and 
ideological forms taken by those relations ( e\·en though class relations have no 
existence independently of those forms) that makes it possible for a Marxist anal
ysis to conceptualise the complexity· of the relations between the economic and 
the political, and their interconnections as complementary forms of the funda
mental class relation, \lithout abandoning the themy for a pragmatic pluralism. 
Class relations, in this sense, are of course antagonistic relations. Class struggle 
therefore lies at the heart of l\Iarx's account of accumulation as capital must not 
only extract surplus from labour daily in the production process but must also 
ensure the successful reproduction of the total social circuit of capital through its 
three principal forms. This calls for constant 'interYention' from state manaaers 
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and for the establishment of \ arious forms of international regimes and institu-
tions. If the circuit of capital is understood in terms of struggle and potential 
crisis then determinism of all kinds is rejected. Struggle, as Holloway 11991: 71) 
points out, by definition is uncertain and lem·es outcomes open. In essence this 
version of l\fmxism, based on an understanding of the complexities of the rota
tion of capitaL focuses on resistance to the imposition of wmk and thereby points 
to the fragility of capitalism as a system of class domination. 

Second, this interpretation of l\farxism is anchored in the methodological 
approach of form-analysis. Rather than understanding form in terms of species 
(the form of something more basic which lies behind the appearance), the 'open' 
tradition sees form as a mode of existence something exists only in and 
through the forms it takes (Bonefeld fl al. 1992: x\·). Hence l\Iarx's ad\·ance m·er 
the classical political economists who mistook the bourgeois form of social 
production for eternal, natural relations of production, thereby failing to see the 
specificity of the value-form and consequently of the commodity-form, the 
money-form and the productiw-form. The importance of this distinction is not 
only that it sensitises us to the fluidity of social relations but more fi.mclamentally 
it breaks \lith the old appearance/essence distinction which has long becle\illecl 
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l'viarxism. Money capital and commodity capital do not, for instance, denote 
branches of business that are independent and separate f!·om one another. 
Rather they are simply particular functional forms of industrial capital, ·modes 
of existence of the \·arious functional forms that industrial capital constantly 
assumes and discards within the circulation sphere' (Marx 1978: 136) .. Capital, as 
self-,·alorising \·alue, should be understood as 'mowment', as a circulatory 
process, not as a static thing or structure (Marx 197 8: 185 ). Likewise, it is unnec
essary to remain fixed in statist fashion to ideas of the enduring nature of the 
nation-state. Instead our focus is on the changing character of the form of the 
'political' in relation to the circuit of capitaL Form-analysis also presents an alter
native to the deterministic base/ superstructure image of Marxism. In this 'hard 
structural determinist' reading, exemplified by one-dimensional Smiet Marxism
Leninism, the 'economic base' determines the 'political superstructure', thus 
rendering redundant any serious analysis. Although Engels later tried to soften 
this approach by introducing the notion of 'determinant in the last instance', this 
has clone little to dissuade structuralist Marxists (and technological determinists) 
from the \iew that 'the economy' should be awarded primacy when studying 
social formations. The state in this model is seen as epiphenomenal, its existence 
reducible to the 'economic base' and changes in state policy are understood as 
merely reflecting altered economic relations. The notion of 'relati\·e autonomy' 
has clone little to correct this 'recluctionist' reading of Marx. Open Marxism 
interprets the base/ superstructure metaphor as a prm·isionalle,·el of abstraction 
useful only for very limited analytical purposes (Sklar 1988: 9). Monocausal 
economism is thereby replaced with the dialectical notion that social relations of 
production only exist in the form of economic, legal and political relations. It is 
not simply a case of arguing in \Veberian fashion that each of these relations 
exercise reciprocal and causative influence. Rather; 1\Iarx is at pains to stress that 
antagonistic class relations are always manifest in economic, political and legal 
forms. In this way 'economics' rests as firmly on 'politics' and 'law' as vice versa 
(\Vood 1981 ). The fundamental error of determinist schools is that they under
stand the social relations of production in terms of technical economic relations, 
thereby replicating the fetishism that Marx's critique of classical political 
economy sought to dispel. 

Finally; open l\Iarxism breaks with mainstream international relations theory by 
rejecting methodologies based on positi\ism. The error of positi\istic orthodm:y, 
Marx outlines in the Grundrisse, is tl1at it simply brings outward appearances into an 
external relationship \vith one another; 'tl1e crudity and lack of comprehension lies 
precisely in that organically coherent factors are brought into a haphazard relation 
\lith one another, i.e. into a purely speculative connection' (Marx 1986a: 26). 
Unlike non-clialectical research which begins \lith an isolated unit and attempts to 
reconstruct the whole by establishing external connections, clialectical research 
starts with the whole and then searches for the substantive abstraction which 
constitutes social phenomena as interconnected, complex forms different from, but 
united in, each other (Bonefe!cl 1993: 21; Oilman 1993: 12-1 7: Rosdolsky 1977). 
Notions of externality and structure are replaced by the dialectical categories of 
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process and contradictory internal relationship. \\ l1ile non-dialectical methodolo
gies in social science are based on abstract, ahisrorical principles used simply to 
reorder e\·eryday obser\'able e\·ems, Marx begins by noting that capitalist society is 
an historically specific form of the social production process in generaL Like all its 
forerunners capitalist production proceeds under certain material conditions, 
\Vhich are also expressed as specific social relations that indiYiduals enter into in the 
process of reproducing their life. The key therefore to understanding the character 
of social relations \\ithin capitalism, and thereby the inner connection between 
apparently disparate phenomena, lies in tracing how definite social relations 
ben\·een men assume the fantastic form of relations bet\veen things. This task 
requires a critical theor;; not a methodology which asserts that all knowledge must 
only be based on the obserYable. Hence, for I'viarx, cliYerse phenomena such as ilie 
state and the economy do not exist as externally related entities but as moments of 
the class relation fi·om which they are constituted !Bonefelcl 1992: I 00). 

In opposition therefore to most international relations theory, the open 
T\larxist tradition understands the 'state' as an aspect of a \\icier and more 
fundamental set of social relations based on the separation of labour from the 
conditions of production. The state should not be seen as 'autonomous' or as 
'determined' by a supposed 'economic base'. Rather; the starting point is that 
prm·iclecl by EYgeny Pashukanis ( 1978: 139) who poses the question, 

why does class rule not remain what it is, the factual subjugation of one 
section of the population by the other? \ \'hy does it assume the form of offi
cial state rule, or - which is the same thing why does the machinery of 
state coercion not come into being as the pri\·are machinery of the ruling 
class?: \\·hy does it detach itself from the ruling class and take on the form of 
an impersonal apparatus of public power, separate ft·om society? 

Similarly in relation to the market. why do goods and sen-ices take the form of 
commodities? \Vhy do the products of labour confront each other as commodi
ties? The chief originality of Marx's work is that he completes classical political 
economy's analysis of Yalue and its magnitude and goes on to reformulate the 
basis of social science by asking \d1y this content has assumed that particular 
form' (Marx 1976: 17+). 

Class struggle and the state 

Apply-ing the dialectical method to the study of the state im·olves first specifY-ing, 
on a Yery general le\'eL the relationship bet\veen labour and political domina
tion. Marx is emphatic that the most significant distinguishing feature of each 
social formation is not so much how the bulk of the labour of production is 
clone, but hm\· the dominant propertied classes controlling the conditions of 
production ensure the extraction of the surplus which makes their dominance 
possible (De Ste. Croi.." 1981: 52). Marx's most direct exposition of this point is 
in Capital Folume 3 ( 1981: 927), where he writes: 
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The specific economic form in which unpaid surplus labour is pumped out 
of the direct producers determines the relationship of domination and seni
tucle, as this grows directly our of production itself and reacts back on it in 
turn as a determinant. On this is based the entire configuration of the 
economic community arising from the actual relations of production, and 
hence also its specific political form. It is in each case the direct relationship 
of the owners of the conditions of production to the immediate producers 
. . . in \vhich we find the innermost secret, the hidden basis of the entire 
social edifice, and hence also the political form of the relationship of 
sm·ereignty and dependence. in short the specific form of state in each case. 

The 'state' understood as ·politically organised subjection' (Abrams 1988) 
charged \\ith the enforcement of rule, empowered to exercise force to safeguard 
the relations which constitute the social order; is to be understood as the 
'moment of coercion' without \\·hich no class society can exist. 1_'he originalitv 0"' 
Marx's work is that he understands the 'political' as a form constituted the 
ant~ relauor!Ship- behveen--rhe-d.1!e-ct-j)roCft!c:e~~s ~al1d. the owners of 
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production ~(Holloway and Picciotto 1977: Holloway 1995). In this way he 
pro~-ides r;ot a functionalist but a class struggle theory of the state. Objecti\ist 
readings of Marx couched in terms of forces and relations of production, 
impending cataclysmic crisis and growing class consciousness, are supplanted by 
an approach which sees the future as essentially open, to be realised in struggle 
with no predetermined lines of clewlopment. 

This reformulation seeks to reinstate exploitation (not consciousness or 
common a\vareness) as the hallmark of class. As De Ste. Croi.." (1981: '~3) points 
out, 'class (essentially a relationship) is the collecti\'e social expression of the fact 
of exploitation, the \\·ay in which exploitation is embodied in a social structure'. 
Exploitation, as the appropriation of part of the product of the labour of others, 
can take a number of forms. For instance, surplus can be extracted through the 
exploitation of \rage labour or it can be obtained from unfree labour (chattel 
slaYes, serfs or debt bondsmen). \ \'hile classes are identified by their position in the 
whole system of social production (abo\'e all according to their degree of owner
ship or control of the conditions of production), class struggle is the ine\itable 
process of domination and resistance \vhich results from the exploitation of 
labour: As De Ste, Croi.." (1981: H, 57) explains, it may not necessarily imoh·e 
collecti\·e action bY a class as such. and it mav or mav not include acti\·ity on a 
political plane. '!'o, see class strug~~erl!ls ~~c:?~nsciousness~iJ.ncl 
actiYe po_Ji~al conflict is to lose the meaning ascribed to it by Marx in the 
Commwzi.st M~~mpoi;tanil); leads to the \·acuous conclusion that it 
is a~~ most capitalist societies today: By placing exploitation at the heart 
of class it is possible to arri\·e at a more subtle conclusion .. The ruling class is 
engaged in a permanent struggle which calls forth continuous resistance. Even 
sla\'es who are kept in irons and are clriYen with a \vhip can conduct some kind of 
passiYe resistance, if only by quiet sabotage and breaking a tool or t\\·o (De Ste. 
Croi.." 1981: 66). In contemporary capitalism, struggles to resist the imposition of 



118 Peter Bumlzam 

labour take a \·ariety of forms: fi·om unofficial workplace disputes to official indus
trial stoppages; from community action to one-day demonstrations; and from 
simple lack of cooperation at work to absenteeism, illness and sabotage. 

In summary, Marx argues that our first task is to focus on the relationship 
bet\reen the direct producers and the owners of production to ascertain how the 
ruling class secures the extraction of surplus \·alue. The particular form and 
mode in which the connection benv·een workers and means of production is 
effected is what distinguishes the \·arious economic epochs of the social structure 
(Marx 1978: 120). On this basis it is possible to introduce consideration of the 
state, since, as Clarke ( 1983: I I 8) clarifies, 

the state does not constitute the social relations of production, it is essentially 
a regu!atic·e agency, \\"hose analysis, therefore, presupposes the analysis of the 
social relations of which the state is regulati,·e. The analysis of the capitalist 
state conceprually presupposes the analysis of capital and of the reproduc
tion of capitalist relations of production, despite the fact that in reality, of 
course, the state is itself a moment of the process of reproduction. 

The character of the capitalist state, and by implication the international state 
system, is tl1erefore to be analysed against the background of the contradictions 
inherent in the deYelopment and reproduction of the capitalist mode of produc
tion. Marx lays the basis for this analysis in his historical studies of the transition 
from feudalism to capitalism. 

Marx's account of the rise of the modern state is set in the context of the 
social struggles which accompanied the oYerthrow of feudal relations of property 
and production.+ In his rtading, the character of old ci\·il (feudal) society was 
directly political. An indi\-idual's position within an estate determined his/her 
political relation, that is, his/her separation and exclusion from other compo
nents of society. As clarified in Capita{ Volume One (1976: 170), 

here, instead of the independent man. we find everyone dependent - serfs 
and lords, \ assals and suzerains, lay1nen and clerics.. Personal dependence 
characterises the social relations of material production as much as it does 
the other spheres of life based on that production. 

In tl1ese circumstances different subdi\-isions of trade and industry are the property 
of different corporations: court dignities and jurisdiction are the property of 
particular estates: and the various prm-inces the property of indi,idual princes. 
Hence, in the Middle Ages we find serfs, feudal estates, merchant and trade guilds, 
and corporations of scholars, \v-ith each sphere (property, trade, soeiety, man) 
directly political 'e,·ery pri,·ate sphere has a political character or is a political 
sphere; that is, politics is a characteristic of the pr-i\·ate spheres too' ( 197 5a: 32). 

This discussion of the identity of ci\il and political society in feudalism has 
important ramifications for theorising the emergence of the capitalist state form. 
Marx saw the identity of the ci,·il and political estates as the expression of the 
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identity of ciYil and political society. Within each indiY-idual principality, the 
princedom was a particular estate 'their estate \1·as their state' ( 197 Sa: 
\vhich had certain pri,ileges but \\·hich was correspondingly restricted by the 
pri\-ileges of the other estates. As :\Iarx summarises, 'they did not become polit
ical estates because they participated in legislation: on the contrary: they 
participated in legislation because they \1·ere political estates' (l975a: 73). To this 
can be added the significant rider that the relation of estates to the Empire was 
merely a treaty relationship of ,·arious states with nationality; 'their legislatiYe 
acti,·ity, their ,·oting of taxes for the Empire, was only a particular expression of 
their general political significance and effectiwness' (1975a: 72) .. 

Thus within feudal social relations, although the Holy Roman Emperor and 
the Pope stood at the apex, the structure was not a continuous hierarchy but 
rather soyereignty \1·as parcellised and acts of force were not centrally orches
trated or rooted in a general system of right (Kay and Matt 1982: 80--1-). In the 
feudal corYee, force was applied directly to serfs as producers, compelling them 
to produce rent for the lord. This force \\·as particular, applied to each serf sepa
rately, in contrast to the compulsion to work in capitalism \l·hich operates 
through an impersonal labour market. 'Relations therefore \vere not mediated 
through a central authority; but \\"ere made directly at all points feudal rela
tions of production were immediately· relations of pmver' (Kay and Matt 1982: 
82). By contrast capitalist relations take place through the apparent exchange of 
equiYalents. Labour and capital meet in the 'exdusi,·e realm of Freedom, 
Equality, Property and Bentham' (Marx I 976: 280), brought together by a 
contract whose \·cry nature expels all immediate political content. As Kay and 
l\·Iott ( 1982: 83) make dear; a crucial presupposition of modern contract is that 
both parties are depriYed of the right to act \iolently in defence of their mm 
interests, \\·ith the consequence that, 'in a society of equi\alents relating to each 
other through contract, politics is abstracted out of the relations of production, 
and order becomes the task of a specialised body the state'. In this way, the 
state as the particularised embodiment of rule, and the replacement of pri\-ilege 
by equivalence, are part of the same process, since 'citizens' only face each other 
through the medium of the state which is 'equidistant' from them. In short, 'the 
abstraction of the state as such belongs only to modern times. The abstraction of 
the political state is a modern product' (Marx I 975a: 32). 

The emergence of the capitalist state form \vas neither an automatic response 
to the development of \\·oriel trade, nor simply a matter of the peaceful transfer of 
power from one class to another. Capitalist relations of production \vere estab
lished through the struggles of the peasantry and the nascent middle class who 
sought freedom from the dependencies of the Middle Ages. The long-run history 
of tl1e decline of feudalism in England, for example, shmvs that although tl1e cr-ises 
of feudalism began in tl1e thirteenth century it was not until the mid se,·enteenth 
cenhuy that the abolition of feudal tenures facilitated capital accumulation and the 
consolidation of property which formed the basis for the eighteenth-century Whig 
oligarchy (Corrigan and Sayer 1985: 82; Hilton I 978). In this period feudal social 
relations came under increased pressure as rural depopulation aggra,·ated struggles 
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over feudal rents between the land-0\\11ing class and the peasantr:: In the second 
half of the fourteenth centm); falling feudal rents imensified the oisis of feudalism 
as competition between lords and heightened demands on peasants from ecclesias
tical estates resulted in increased pressure for an enlarged surplus product The 
success of the English manorial peasamries in resisting this pressure was reflected 
juridically in the \ irtual disappearance of senile \ illeinage which allowed the 
retention of surplus on peasant holdings, a degree of social dillerentiation and 
prosperity among the peasant communit;.; and a slow reorientation towards small
scale commodity production for domestic and international markets (Hilton 19 7 3 
and 1978: Dobb 19-16). The response of the threatened ruling class, in this 
instance the nobilit); was the absolutist state. summarised by Anderson ( 19 7 4: 18) 
as ·a redeployed and recharged apparatus of feudal domination designed to 
clamp the peasant masses back into their traditional social position, despite and 
agains: the gains they had won by the commutation of dues'. However; the sn-ug
gles of the nascent bourgeoisie transformed the absolutist state from an apparatus 
for the defence of aristocratic property and pri\ ilege, into an institution whose 
concentration of power facilitated the changes required by the nascent mercantile 
and manufacturing classes in the phase of 'primitiw accumulation'. 

In the first draft of The Cm1 liar in France, J\Iarx (1986b: 483-4) recognises 
that 

the centralised state machinery which, with its ubiquitous and complicated 
militar;.; bureaucratic, clerical and judiciary organs, entails (enmeshes) the 
living ci,il societ:· like a boa constrictm~ was first forged in the davs of abso
lute monarchy as a weapon of nascent middle-class society in its ,struggle of 
emancipation fi·om feudalism, 

The seignorial pri\ileges of the medieval lords and clergy were transformed into 
the attribute of a unital)' state pm\·er, displacing the feudal dignitaries by salaried 
state officials, and transferring arms fi·om mediev-al retainers of the landlords to a 
standing armr 0Jewrtheless, the development of bourgeois society remained 
clog~e~ by 'all manner of medie,·al rubbish, seignmial rights, local pri\ ileges, 
mumcrpal and guild monopolies and pro\ incial constitutions' (lVlarx l986b: 328). 
In France the gigantic broom of the French Revolution of the eighteentl1 century 
swept away these relics, while in England, although historians dispute points of 
subtlety concerning the English Ci\il War; there is little question tl1at between 
1660 and 1700, the independent power of the Crown was broken, never to be 
regained. Corrigan and Sayer (1985: 79) interpret this period as 'a watershed in 
the ~ongma~n~_of the "State" as an impersonal bod;.; a transcendent object repre
senung "socrety, the Le\iathan theorised bv Hobbes in these vears as "Mortal! 
God"'. Between these dates we can trace th~ birth of the Trea;un: the Board of 
Trade, and the restructured Secretary of State's departinents. Als;,, the introduc
tion of Common Law proYiding stabilit:• and liberty for property ownership. 
Correspondingly: legislation against non-Parliamentary ta.-.;:ation was confirmed in 
1660, financially subordinating the Cro\m to Par!ia~ent. Finally, tl1e Na\igation 
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Acts of 1661 enabled the creation of tl1e closed colonial system, prm iding for the 
subordination of the colonies to Parliament (Corrigan and Sayer 1985: 83) 5 

The historic change in the form of the state occurred gradually as political 
revolutions overthrew sovereign power (which constituted the political state as a 
matter of general concern), and fundamental class struggles, which were both 
prompted by and were expressions of changing social relations of production, 
'necessarily smashed all estates, corporations, guilds, and privileges, since they 
were all manifestations of the separation of the people from the community' 
(Marx 197 5b: 166; Clarke 1988). These struggles simultaneously abolished the 
direct political character of ciYil society \\·hile creating the modern state. 
Gradually relations within ciYil society were transformed fi·om the 'motley feudal 
ties' characterised by 'the most heavenly ecstasies of religious ferYour .... and 
chivalrous enthusiasm' (Marx and Engels 1976: -187), to the crass materialism of 
modern private property relations subject to the rule of money and law, and the 
egotistical struggle of each against alL Marx is emphatic: 

the establishment if the political state and the dissolution of ci\il society into 
independent individuals whose relations with one another depend on law, 
just as the relations of men in the system of estates and guilds depended on 
pri\ ilege is accomplished by one and the same act. 

(1975b: 167) 

The 'abstraction' or 'particularisation' of the modern state sets limits to its 
powers (Clarke 1988: 127-8). The state merely gives form to the social relations 
whose substance is determined in ci\ il society, so that the state 'has to confine 
itself to a formal and negatiw acti\ity, for where ci\·illife and its labour begin, 
there the power of the administration ends' (Marx 19 7 5c: 198). The formal and 
regulatmy acti\·ity par excellence of the state is to uphold the basis of the new 
social relations which comprise the framework of ci\il society. 

Therein for Marx, the capitalist state is 'based on the contradiction between 
public and private life, on the contradiction between general interests and 
private interests' ( 19 7 5d: 46), By upholding the rule of law and money, the state 
maintains the formal discipline of the market, and thereby mediates the contra
diction between the expression of general and particular interests. This 
discipline must necessarily be imposed in an 'independent form' which is 
divorced from private interests: Just because individuals seek only their partic
ular interest, which for them does not coincide with their common interest, the 
latter is asserted as an interest "alien" to them, and "independent" of them ... in 
the form of the state' (Marx l975d: -16-7; Clarke 1988). 

From the 'state', to national states in the global 
economy 

It has praYed remarkably dif11cult to develop a critical Marxist tl1eory of the inter
national state system \vhich a\·oids tl1e crudities and absurdities of 
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Marxism-Leninism base/superstructure dogma.6 A major problem has h1rned on 
reconciling a view of 'the state' primarily defined relativ·e to a domestic class struc
rure, with the fact that the state is a component of an international state system 
(Barker 1978; Picciotto 1991; Callinicos I 992). As Picciotto ( 1991: 217) has pointed 
out, this tendency has been greater in Marxist than non-Marxist writing, since the 
Iviarxist emphasis on the class nature of the state has made it necessary to discuss 
the state in relation to society, and it has become convenient to assume a coiTela
tion between the society and the classes within it and the state vvithin that society. 

This difficulty however is more apparent than real and is a product of 
conflating levels of analysis. The capitalist state form is not derived from a 
'domestic' analysis, to which 'external' determinants are then appended a postetiori. 
As indicated abm·e, the capitalist form of the state is derived from an analysis of 
the class struggles which undermined feudal social relations. \'\l1en turning to 
analyse contemporary global relations it is fundamental to mitch our focus and 
lev"ei of abstraction from 'the state' (capitalist state form) to particular national 
states and more broaclly to the political management of the global circuits of 
capital (Holloway I 995). In so doing we are confronted with the follmving paradox. 
·while from its earliest stages capitalist accumulation has proceeded on a global 
level, national states have developed on the basis of the principle of territoriality of 
jurisdiction. The fragmentation of the 'political' into national states, which from 
their wry inception compr·ise an international system, has dev·eloped in an uneven 
fashion alongside the internationalisation of capitaL As Picciotto ( 1991: 217) 
further clarifies, the transition from the personal sovereign to an abstract 
sm·ereignty of public authorities over a defmed territory was a key element in the 
development of the capitalist international system, since it provided a multifarious 
framevmrk which permitted and facilitated the global circulation of commodities 
and capitaL The 'capitalist state' thus originated in the context of an international 
system of states establishing a fi·amework for the generalisation of commodity 
production based (initially) on petty commodity production and a world market 

This view which locates the development of the capitalist state in the estab
lishment and maintenance of generalised commodity production, offers a 
distinctive way of understanding the emergence of the global political economy. 
\Vhereas world-systems theorists similarly emphasise the absolute dependence of 
the world economy on the state system, in taking a global perspective it is neither 
necessary nor helpful to start fiom the market As Picciotto ( 1991) again outlines, 
in \Vallerstein's schema it is the world market and the consequent international 
division of labour that allocated a particular role to each region, from which 
flowed the relationship of exploitation and hence the form of the state. However, 
it was not trade that transformed production relations, but the contradictions of 
feudal and post-feudal production relations that led to transformations both of 
the vvorld market and the form of the state (Brenner 1977; Rosenberg 1994). By 
viewing national states as political nodes in the global flm\· of capital, it is 
possible to avoid both the Smithian bias introduced by focusing uncritically on 
the market and the mistakes of orthodox IPE (international political economy) 
vvhich treat state and market as independent variables .. 
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In this lip-ht, class relations do not impinge on g'!t: state, th~y do not exist -~ 
------t'1 " - . "----~~-~--~-- .. - .. . ··--· 

'domestic' society and make their presence felt by influencing the state 'shich oper-
ates in the international realm. Rather the state itself is a form of the class relation 
which constitutes global capitalist relations. These relations appear~ for example, as 
British relations on the v\'Orlcl market. Yet as Marx clarifies in The Civil i'lar in 
France, struggles between states are to be understood, at a more abstract leYel, as 
struggles betvveen capital and labour which assume more and more me character 
of tl1e national power of capital oYer labour. The notion of 'integration' into the 
global economy does not imply that a state could choose not to be integrated. A 
political strategy of 'national economic autonomy' has always been, in an absolute 
sense, impossible. Policy is not made in the absence of the global economy. It is 
made v\ithin an international context as each state is a participant in the global 
economy Such a perspective does not mean that national policies are of secondary 
importance. Rather, it locates them within a context in which these policies exist 
and through which they develop. National states exist as political 'nodes' or 
'moments' in the global flow of capital and their development is therefore part of 
the antagonistic and crisis-ridden dev·elopment of capitalist society. The state itself 
cannot resolve the global crisis of capitaL It can, however, enhance its position in 
tl1e hierarchy of the price system by increasing the efficiency of capitalist exploita
tion operating v\ithin its boundaries (Bonefeld et aL I 995). 

A conceph1alisation of capitalism in terms of the aggregation of national 
economies makes it impossible to understand the constraints imposed on national 
states which deriYe from their role as political managers of global circuits of 
capital. Unless one conceph1alises the global mode of existence of the 
labom/ capital relation, tl1en balance of payments problems, pressure on currency, 
exchange rate fluctuations, and problems of public debt can only be understood as 
impinging on individual states through external forces (Bonefeld 1993). The open 
l\Iarxist approach suggests that the apparent solidity of the 'state' masks its exis
tence as a contradictmy form of global social relationship. The state is not only an 
institution but a form-process, an active process of forming social relations and 
therefore class struggles channelling tl1em into non-class forms - citizens' rights, 
international human 1ights which promote tl1e disorganisation of labour 
(Holloway 1991: 7.5-6). The key to comprehending capitalist society is that it is a 
global social system based on the imposition of work through the commodity-form 
(Cleaver 1979: 7 I -86). The reproduction of bourgeois social relations at all levels 
(from the overseer~ to the managing director, state managers, international agen
cies, and alliances betvveen states) rests upon tl1e ability of capital (in all its forms 
and guises) to harness and contain the power of labour wimin the bounds of the 
commoclity-form. The stmggles which ensue over tl1e in1position of work, the 
regulation of consumption through the commodification of labour time as money 
and the confinement of the production of use Yalues within the bounds of prof
itability produce constant instability and crisis. It is tl1e everyday stmggles in and 
against the dominance of the commodity-form which are manifest as 'national' 
economic crises or balance of payments problems or speculatiYe pressure on 
currency. Thus l\Iarx's approach to international relations does not reject tl1e 
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'state' as a category but rather sees relations between national states in terms of the 
antagonistic social relationships which constitute states as political moments of the 
global composition of class relations. 7 

The political ':manage:ment' of global circuits of 
capital 

A number of implications flm1· from the \·iew that states should be conceptu
alised as political nodes in the global flow of capitaL The first relates directly 
to current debates on \vhether capitalism has entered a new stage characterised 
by globalisation. If we theorise the class relation as a global social relationship 
and national states as political nodes active in the reproduction of global 
circuits of capital, then 'globalisation' loses some of its mystique. States are not 
to be thought of as 'thing-like' institutions losing power to the market. Rather~ 
in a context characterised by the intensive and extensive de\·elopment of the 
global circuits, state managers ha\·e been able to reorganise their core activities 
using market processes to 'depoliticise' the management of difficult aspects of 
public policy (Burnham 1999). It should be no surprise that a global system 
resting on an antagonistic social relationship will be subject to dynamic change 
as both state and market actors seek to remove what they perceive to be block
ages in the flow of capitaL In essence, state managers are above all circuit 
managers. 'Giobalisation· presents serious problems for approaches based on 
national conceptions of capitalism and for those hameworks that insist on 
regarding 'states' and 'markets' as fimdamentally opposed forms of social 
organisation. Howevec for the open l'vlarxist tradition 'globalisation' simply 
represents a deepening of existing circuits and a broadening of the 'political', 
as regulative agencies (both public and pri\·ate) beyond the national state are 
dram1 into the complex process of ·managing' the rotation of capitaL To 
de\·elop this point further it is necessary to grasp l'viarx's discussion of the total 
circulation process of capitaL 

In Capital Volume I, I\Iarx introduces the 'general formula of capital'. Capital 
in its most general form is defined as value that expands itself, 'the value origi
nally advanced, therefore, not only remains intact \vhile in circulation, but 
increases its magnitude, adds to itself a surplus-value, or is \·alorised. And this 
mowment com·erts it into capital' ( 1976: 252). 'While passing through the sphere 
of circulation (as money-capital and commodity-capital) there can be a redistri
bution of value but its magnitude cannot be increased. Hence Marx identifies 
the commodity which when purchased can be used in production to create new 
\·alue - labour power. In Capital Volume 2 Marx continues this discussion empha
sizing that capital, as se!f~\·alorizing value, is a movement, a circulatory process 
that passes through a sequence of transformations, a series of metamorphoses 
that form so many phases or stages of a total process (1978: 132). Two of the 
phases, or forms of capital, belong to the circulation sphere (money-capital and 
commodity-capital), one to the sphere of production (productiw capital). As 
I'vlarx summarises, 
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the capital that assumes these forms in the course of its total circuit, discards 
them again and fulfils in each of them its appropriate function, is indust1ial 
capital - industrial here in the sense that it encompasses any branch of 
production that is pursued on a capitalist basis. 

(1978: 1 

In Marx's basic representation of the circuit: 

M C (LP+MP) ... P ... C'- I\I'(M+m) 

M is money capital; C is commodity capital (here composed of labour pm1·er 
and means of production); the dots indicate that the circulation process is inter
rupted; P is productive capital; C' again is commodity capital (now the bearer of 
a capital value which has been Yalorised, enriched with surplus Yalue) and M' is 
again money capital (composed of I\L the capital Yalue, and m, the new \alue, 
surplus value, realised in money form). 

The total social circuit in effect consists of three phases: 

The circuit of money capital, M - C .... P ... C' - M', where the initial 
and concluding form of the process is that of money capitaL 
The circuit of producti\·e capital, P ... C' - M' - C ... P (P'), in which 
surplus value is created and thereby expanded accumulation becomes 
possible. It is here that we see the 'real metamorphosis of capital, as 
opposed to the merely formal metamorphoses of the circulation sphere' 
(1978: 132). 
The circuit of commodity capital, C' - M' - C ... P ... C' (C"), in which 
the starting point is commodity capital, the product of a previous produc
tion process, already enriched with surplus value. 

For our purposes there are two important points which emerge from this very brief 
m·erview of the circulation of capitaL First, the determining purpose, the dri\ i.ng 
motive common to all three circuits, is the valorisation of value, the basis of which is 
the exploitation of labour power. Each particular circuit presupposes the others and 
although in reality each incli\ idual industrial capital is involved in all three at the 
same time, the circuit is a constant process of interruption as capital clothes itself in 
its different stages, alternately assuming them and casting them aside (Marx 1978: 
I 09). Hence, capital is sinmltaneously present and spatially coexistent in its various 
phases or modes of existence. If however a breakdown occurs in one part of the 
circuit, the whole process may be brought to a standstilL The cycle of accumulation 
therefore is fraught with the possibility of crisis at every stage. A> Marx indicates: 

every delay in the succession brings the coexistence into disarray, every delay 
in one stage causes a greater or lesser delay in the entire circuit, not only 
that of the portion of the capital that is delayed, but also that of the entire 
indi\idual capitaL 

(1978: 183) 
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Since the circuitry of modern capitalism is both intensive and extensi\·e (in terms 
of the interpenetration of capitals and the global domination of this mode of 
production) the potential for interruption and crisis is immense. Each of the three 
phases of the total circuit is prone to disruption (in a multitude of ways ranging 
from financial crisis to industrial unrest and lack of effective demand experienced 
as 'overproduction'). At the most basic level the circulation of capital is under
mined by any process \vhich potentially reunites labour with the means of 
production and subsistence. This understanding of capitalism points to the penna
nence of crisis and the necessity for crisis management at both national and 
international levels. Every crisis in the international system of course has its own 
particular line of development. However, by focusing on the circuits of capital we 
are able to analyse the social form of crisis thereby relating the particular to the 
generaL Finall); this fiamework establishes a clear break with realist state-centrism 
and with crude Leninist 'state as capitalist trust' theories. As political nodes in the 
global flow of capital, states are essentially regulative agencies implicated in its 
reproduction but unable to control this reproduction or represent unambiguously 
the interests of 'national capitaL In brief; state managers seek to remove barriers 
to the accumulation of capital, which flm\·s in and through their territories. The 
fundamental tasks of state managers (fi·om welfare to the management of money, 
labour and trade etc) therefore relate direcdy to ensuring the successful rotation of 
capital both nationally and internationally. However; as noted above, the difficulties 
of containing conflict and enhancing the accumulation of capital have led to a 
more diverse process of circuit management im·ohing a range of actors, agencies 
and regimes seeking to regulate aspects of d1e metamorphosis of capitaL 

It may not be fashionable to suggest that texts produced in mid-Victorian 
Britain are the key to understanding the politics of the global economy in the 
hventy-first centmy. However; Marx's theory of capitalist society rooted in the 
concepts of value, surplus \alue, capital and class offers a powerfi.1l alternative to 
bourgeois social science which, in his day and ours, seems to offer 

nothing more than a didactic and more or less doctrinaire translation of the 
everyday notions of the aetna! agents of production ... [corresponding] to the 
self~interest of d1e dominant classes, since it preaches the natural necessity and 
perpetual justification of their sources of income and erects this into a dogma. 

(lVIarx I 98 I: 969) 

Notes 

The term 'open Marxism' was first used in this way by Mandel and Agnoli 1980, and 
has since been systematically de,·eloped by Bonefeld et al. 1992; and Holloway 1991, 
1995. See also Burnham 1994; Clarke 1988, 199!. 

2 For an oveniew see Anderson 1980. 
3 See Bonefeld et al. !992, Introduction; and Holloway and Picciotto 1977. On 

autonomous Marxism see \Vitheford 199-t; Cleaver 1979; and Negri 199!. On the 
CSE see the journal Capital and Class. 

+ Also see Burnham 1995a and !995b.. 
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5 For further details see Corrigan and Sayer !985; Elton !974; Loades !977; Hoskins 
!977; Turner !980; and the various contributors to Hilton !978. 

6 See for instance the early attempts by Kubalkova and Crnickshank !980; and 
Thorndike !97 8. l\Iore recent work includes Linklater !996; and Rosenberg 199·1 
For an on~niew see Smith !996. On neo-Gramscian IPE. see Cox !987; and Gill and 
Law !988. 

7 .-\Jso see Holloway !995. 
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Historical materialism and 
the emancipation of labour 

Kees van der Pij'l 

:My argument in this chapter is that historical materialism, as a synthesis between 
idealism and (naturalistic) materialism, only in our own era is becoming an 
organic, rather than 'artificial', \\illed', mode of social consciousness. The 
socialist labour mo,·emenL as a mm·ement of manual workers committed to 
o\·erturning the rule of capital, certainly was l\Iarxist in name and inspiration. 
However, in hindsight, it must be considered a preliminary phenomenon the 
left wing of the bourgeois democratic mowment against clerical-monarchical 
rule rather than the main force of something ne\1·. For the greater part of the 
period between Marx's lifetime and today, what passed for historical materialism 
was actually naturalistic materialism, the idea that everything including ideas is a 
manifestation of physical forces ('matter'). The Marxism of the Second 
International as well as Smiet l\!Iarxism, to name only the main currents, are 
illustratiw here. 

It took until well into the twentieth century before mental and manual labour 
achie\·ed the degree of integration, and the common form as wage labour for 
capital, on which the assimilation of historical materialism is premised. Today, 
the objective conditions for an understanding of society's creative capacity to 
shape its own destiny are becoming reality; just as the globalisation of the disci
pline of capital is bringing to light the limits of society's present course. 

Naturalistic materialism emerged (in si_xteenth- and early seventeenth-century 
\\'estern Europe) when the emancipation of manual labour intersected \\·ith the 
transformation of contemplatiw philosophy into experimental natural science. 
Materialism indeed may· be considered the organic perspective arising out of the 
initial encounter between emancipating physical labour and practical philosophy 
- in industry. The idea that everything social and political derives from the trans
formation of nature will come most naturally to people engaged in this process 
themselws. 

Idealism, on the other hand, which holds that all aspects of reality derive 
their substance, meaning, and tendency from mental forces ('spirit'), would be 
more akin to those engaged in intellectual functions - in church and state, or any 
other context in which, usually by reference to some legitimating principle, a unit 
of social cohesion has to be 'managed' and 'planned'. In other words, for those 
whose encounter with social forces stri\ing for emancipation poses problems of a 
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managerial nature from which the element of a shared experience, as in the case 
of natural science and labour in industrv; is absent 

Of course, elaborating either materi~lism or id~alis{n into theoretical systems 
was always the work of intellectuals. But as Gramsci notes (1971: 389), while 
idealist tendencies in l\farxism were the \VOrk mainly of 'pure' intellectuals, 
materialism has been strongest among intellectuals 'more markedly dedicated to 
practical acti\·ity and therefore more closely linked . . . to the great popular 
masses'. Only when the managerial perspecti\·e merges with the productive one 
in what Sohn-Rethel (1973) calls 'social sy11thesis', and mental and manual 
labour are reunified into the 'collective worker' as a result of the socialisation of 
labour (Marx's Vergesellscluifhmg), the social setting for the assimilation of historical 
materialism really crystallised. Let us trace the main outlines of this history, 
beginning with the origins of modern naturalistic materialism and its relation to 
the emancipation of labour. 

Natural science and the emancipation of manual 
labour 

Materialism as such was already formulated in the abstract by ilie Greeks of 
Antiquity. Thus Democritus, in Bertrand Russell's rendition (1961: 89), main
tained that 'the soul was composed of atoms, and thought was a physical 
process. There was no ]Jurpose in the universe: there were onlv atoms aoverned 

. ' b 

by mechanical laws.' 
However, throughout Greek-Hellenistic civilisation, civic life was still entirely 

di\·orced fi·om physical labour. Its social ideal was contemplation, which wa,s 
primarily ethical and aesthetical the quest for the good and the beautifuL 
Labour was the sla\·es' predicament 'Thinking' therefore stood in a relation of 
straight antinomy to 'work'. This remained so until the rise of Christianity in the 
Roman Empire, when in the early monasteries, religious men and women began 
to earn their own living with manual labour after the eastern example. In ilie 
course of the European Middle Ages, there emerged an organic, corporatist 
concept of society in which a mutual dependence of knowledge and labour 
replaced their dualistic opposition. 

This new concept of society; which is associated with Thomas Aquinas 
(t 127-J.), arose in conjunction with the guild organisation of trades and crafts. 
The guilds over the next few centuries became the vehicles for advancing the 
interests of their members in tl1e context of municipal government. The process 
of social emancipation of manual labour now becomes irreversible. and the 
world of work begins to be reflected on in a critique of the 'non-produ~tive' idle
ness of the feudal upper classes. In the humanist utopias of Thomas More 
(t1535), Campanella (tl639), andjohannes Andreae (!1654), the ethical ideal is 
projected on tl1e world of productive activity, interpreted as the opposite of the 
frivolities of the feudal rulers and their greed for wealth (Meeus 1989: 44-5). 

At this juncture, a paradigmatic shift of perspectiYe occurred when Galileo 
(t 16-J.2), in the attempt to verify the reYolutionary hypotheses of Copernicus 
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about the orbits of the planets, began to use self~made instruments, such as the 
telescope, in an acti\-e mode of research that im·olved o~ser:·ation a.nd exp~ri
menL 'Labour', physical effort, now was made pan of thmkmg, leanng be lund 
purely contemplative thought.. 'The classical hierarchy o: z~ita conlemplativa a~d 
vita activa thus was overturned, but also the hierarchy WJthm the nta actzva, m 
which language and being acti\·e had tO\\·ered high over \ulgar ?odily 
labour' rMeeus 1989: -J.8). The new pragmatic activism, which reonented 
thought ~owards the practical imprO\·ement of human life, was generalised into a 

materialist doctrine by Francis Bacon (t 1626). 
Thomas Hobbes. who was Bacon's assistant before he went to Florence to see 

Galileo svstematised Bacon's materialism. In the process, h0\veve1; he demar
cated it' sl~arply from the realm of the metaphysical: he also argued, ob~essed as 
he was with civil disturbance, that speculation about metaphysical questiOns was 

politically seditious. 

The Light of humane minds is Perspicuous \Yords, but by exact definitions 
first snuffed, and purged from ambiguity; Reason is the pace; Encrease of 
Science. the lWV: and the Benefit of man-kind, the end. And on the contrary; 
Metaphors, ;nd senslesse and ambiguous \\·ords, are like ignes J!z~ui; and 
reasoning upon them, is wandering amongst innumerable absurdltles; and 

their end, contention, and sedition, or contempt. 
(Hobbes 1968: 116-17) 

Accordina to Enaels, Hobbes 'sacrificed the physical mO\·ement to the mechan
ical and ~he mathematical; geometJy is proclaimed as the chief science' (AIETV 
22: 293). Applied science left metaphysics alone and adopted an agnostic 
perspective. As a result, it was possible that highly religious men such_ as Isaac 
Newton could apply the new-found principles of inquiry of the matenal worl? 
without reservation also because it was actively encouraged from above. Thrs 
happened through the Royal Society set up after the Restoration (and of which 
Newton and Bovle were members), in order to improve agriculture, manufac
~ure, na\igation, -medicine, etc., and also through the Anglican church. S~rat, the 
bishop of Rochester; subscribed eyen to the goal of 'liberation of humamty from 
the clusters of misconceptions' - on one condition: that God and the soul would 
remain exempt from scientific inquiry (Trevelyan 1961: 289-90). Locke, too, 
settled for agnosticism when he stated that it is not man's concern to knm\· every
thing, but to know those things that matter to his practical life (quoted in ·Mee:1s 
1989: 49). Thus scientific endeaYour became organically related to labour while 
its materialist assumptions were politically neutralised. 

The class of manual labourers that was formed in the industrial revolution 
developed a consciousness of itself on the terrain prepared by the Jfagna C~rta 
and Locke - a tradition of natiYe liberty, guild loyalty, and self-regulatiOn 
against the encroaching state. It shared the practical materialism of :he 
philosophers and irwentors, but did not find in materialism a ~·eady doctr:ne 
that would further orient its emancipation politically In the !/90s, followmg 
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the re\·o1ution in France, 'the ambiguities of Locke seem [eel] to fall into two 
hah-es, one Burke, the other Paine' (Thompson 1968: I 00). Yet the democratic 
radicalism of the Painite variety, too, placed self~regulation before everything 
else and was closer to the manufacruring bourgeois than to the worker (ibid.: 
10-t). 

I'v1aterialism accordingly did not become a re\·olutionary doctrine in England 
also because the early separation from the church of Rome and subsequent 

protestantism reduced the clerical-conservatiw aspect of state power. Skilled 
machinists \\·ere taught by adult education courses and widely read professional 
magazines; at London University (established in 1827), science figured promi
nently in the curriculum, while theology, in contrast to Oxford and Cambridge, 
was not taught at all (Tre\·elyan 1961: 52-t-5). However, the pen·asive Lockean 
tradition with its separation of state and society, politics and economics, militated 
against broadening the synthesis of applied science and manual labour. Craft 
workers' struggles against machine production and the backlash produced in 
England by the J:<"rench Revolution combined to push the working class on the 
defensive. 'The t\ventv-fi\·e vears after I 795 mav be seen as the vears of a lono-
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counter-revolution, and in consequence the Radical movement remained largely 
working-class in character, with an adnnced democratic populism as its theory' 
(Thompson 1968: 888). 

This balance of forces allmved the British manufacturing bourgeoisie to 
impose, within the broader liberal setting, a harsh regime on the workers. 
Bentham, Ure and others, writing in the 1820s and 1830s, developed theories 
centring on discipline as they elaborated patterns of labour organisation grafted 
on the subordination of man to machine .. But discipline was not a state task; it 
fell to the factory-owner himself, \\·hose tasks accordingly required him to be 'a 
man of Napoleonic nerye and ambition' (Ure quoted in IV1eeus 1989: 126). 

In France on the other hand, the unity benveen state and church (while 
demarcating itself from Rome under Richelieu) did retain the original feudal
clerical nexus. Here the state found itself in the position of a collecti\·e social 
subject, driving forward the social development which in England proceeded, 
after 1688, by legal rather than executive state support. Certainly the transfor
mation towards an experimental, empirical natural science took place in France, 
too. But an understanding like the one benveen the Anglican Church and the 
new natural science here was impossible because of the tight imbrication of state 
power, the feudal order and the religious monopoly of the Gallican Church. 
Therefore the new thinking in France retained a claim to universality; exempli
fied in the rationalism of Descartes ft 1650); while simultaneously containing the 
practical-empirical aspects of the thinking of his English contemporaries, Bacon 
and Hobbes. 

In the system of Descartes, the rational mind is sharply distinguished from 
the material world. Instead of relegating the moment of rationality to the prac
tical world of experience, as happened in England, rationality is universalised 
into a comprehensive category. l\Jaterialism (the mechanical operation of forces 
in space, including the human body) in the mirror of this comprehensive ratio-
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nality equally pertains to all aspects of life. In England, the technical rationality 
of the engineer and the material \mrld of production were joined in the indus
trial re\·olmion; in France, the world of production presents itself as a concern of 
the state. As Lefebvre argues ( 1976: 29), the French state and its raison d'Etat, 
shaped in the seventeenth century under the Cardinals and Louis XIV, and 
philosophical rationalism, mutually conditioned each other. Typical!;.: Descartes 
held that by applying the new natural science, the craftsman's knmdedge would 
become a jmblic possession, too (Meeus 1989: +9). 

The emancipation of labour in eighteenth-century France required that the 
\\"Orkers be liberated from the guilds, which had become obstacles to further 
development. They 'confined labor: production and sale of commodities to 
licensed corporations with their own internal monopoly of training, goods and 
sen ices' (Schama 1990: 85 ). French materialism oflered a programme including 
this liberation along with the liberation of all other aspects of life. Thus 
Holbach, one of the most explicit materialists, in 1770 \\Tote that 

the source of many e\ils \·isiting mankind ever;.'\d1ere must be sought in the 
misconceptions and the religious imaginations. The gods emerged out of the 
ignorance about natural causes .... No less dangerous are the prejudices that 
ha\·e turned people blind to their governments. The real foundations of rule 
were entirely unknown to the peoples. 

(Holbach 1971: 72-3) 

In the same spirit, Voltaire in 1776 published a critique of religion, La Bible e1!fin 
expliquee, a signal subject also for later materialists. 

Franc;·ois Quesnay (fl77+), one of the contributors to the Enc_vclopMie (which 
among other things made the guilds' craft secrets public), oflered a materialist 
economic doctrine distinguishing between productiw (essentially; agricultural) 
and non-productiw acti\it): Physiocrat economics was premised on laisse:::.fizire, 
and advocated a free labour market against the mercantilism of Colbert and the 
feudal world of the guilds on which it was grafted. Turgot, one of the 
Physiocrats, as minister of Louis XVI on the eve of the Revolution, in vain 
attempted to dissolve the guilds and eliminate feudal labour duties. 

However, in the French Revolution, the workers' interest had not yet difieren
tiated itself from that of the bourgeoisie. The doctrine of the Rights of Man 
tended to appeal to all citizens belonging to the 'productive classes' as well as to 
the radicalised aristocrats of whom Holbach was a representative. Indeed the 
political culture of France until recent times has remained deeply bourgeois -
characterised by indi\iduality and subjecti\ity, as well as by a perYasive, atheist 
materialism" As in England, the French working class and the democratic move
ment at large developed their basic orientation before Marxism could make an 
impact. The fact- that 'industry' in France long retained a t)'}Jical craft and small 
workshop association, with the strong state the dominant, constraining social 
force, fa\·oured Proudhon's anti-authoritarian socialism and anarchism among 
the \VOrkers (Abendroth 1972: 31-5). 
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By its effectiw confiscation of societ); the French state towered over this 
(petty) bourgeois uni\·erse as collective rationalit)• incarnate. The Cartesian artic
ulation bet\\·een rationalism and matf'rialism was embodied in the engineer-state 
theorised by Saint-Simon (Therborn 1980: 117 -18). While the Anglo-Saxon 
empirical tradition and its Lockean universe spread throughout the English
speaking world along \l·ith its expansion as a capitalist heartland, the rational 
engineer-state model e\·olved into the norm for those societies which resisted 
peripheralisation by state-led industrialisation. In these societies, progressive 
theorising tended to e\·oh e within the matrix set by the French example. That is, 
rationalism relating to or e\·en identified with the state (actual or future); and 
anti-clerical materialism animating a modern, 'developmental' view of the 
world. But this t)pe of thinking, rationalist and materialist, occurred in a more 
bacbvard social setting precluding the t)pe of synthesis achieved in France, let 
alone the synthesis bet\\·een idealism and materialism wrought by :N1arx. 

Under these conditions, the moment of 'rationality' becomes an entirely 
idealist construction. As Gramsci notes ( 1971: 115-16), '\Yhat is practice for the 
fundamental class becomes "rationality" and speculation for its intellectuals' 
Kant, Hegel, Croce, or Pitirim Sorokin. On the other hand, materialism emerges 
as its counterpoint, equally radical but in unproductive antinomy to it Thus in 
Germany, materialism emerged in the 1830s with a burst of analyses of religion 
in the spirit of Halbach and Voltaire - Strauss's Lift qf Jesus, Bruno Bauer's 
Critique qf the .~)'lloptic Gospels, and Ludwig Feuerbach's Essence qf Christianity (see 
Therborn 1973: These men, too, were progressive intellectuals but without a 
mass following. The industrial revolution picked up seriously only after unifica
tion, in the 1870s. And as Kuczynski writes ( 19+9: 137), it was made from above, 
by the state, while the difierent modern classes aJourgeoisie and workers) 
'dangled at the tail of this development, instead of dri\-ing it forward'. 

Feuerbach did de\·elop naturalistic materialism further; though. Thus he 
prm-ided democratic militants \\·ith a compelling doctrine that seemed to point 
beyond the 'critical' confusion of tongues among Hegelians. A theology student 
drmm into radical political clubs during his studies of Hegel and natural science, 
Feuerbach's work on Christianity is not just a political tract It is a scholarly trea
tise on how ideas emerge from the material foundations of life. Thinking in 
Feuerbach's \-lew is merely the highest form of a general principle in nature, that 
of riflection. Not unlike fire reflects the qualities of wood as it burns, mental 
images reflect the qualities of their object (Biedermann 1986: 39-40). Applied to 
religion, the belief in God is argued to be the (unconscious) exteriorisation of tl1e 
essence of man, a reflective enlargement of primitive self~consciousness 

(Feuerbach 1971: 76). 
This was the materialism that was adopted by the progressive classes, both 

bourgeoisie and workers, in early nineteenth-century Germany: Further to the 
east, not only the bourgeoisie was lacking; states were often incompetent in 
carry-ing out a comparable re\·olution from above. This turned the democratic 
intellectuals into champions of capitalist industrialisation. First an industrial 
society had to emerge, before, on its foundations, a more just order could be 
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erected. Certainly l'v1arxism now had become an ideological force, but it was 
paradoxically adopted as a 'doctrine of modernisation' (e.g. in Lenin's attacks on 
the Narodnik populists). Indeed in Russia, as Gramsci noted in an article of 

1917, 

Marx's Capital was more the book of the bourgeoisie than of the proletariat 
It stood as the critical demonstration of how events should follow a prede
termined course: how in Russia a bourgeoisie had to develop, and a 
capitalist era had to open, with the setting-up of a Western-type of civ-iliza
tion, before the proletariat could even think in terms of its mv11 revolt, its 
mvn class demands, its own revolution. 

(Gramsci 1977: 3+) 

Marx of course developed his historical materialism as a critique of Feuerbach, 
both in the famous 'Theses' and, with Engels, in other works. Historical materi
alism is defined primarily in opposition to the naturalistic materialism of 
Hobbes, Halbach, and Feuerbach. Since, as I have indicated already, the main
stream Marxist labour movements have all tended to confuse the t\vo, let me 
briefly sum up the dillerences, in particular on the issue of epistemology, the 
theory of knowledge ('where do ideas come from?'). 

Marxist versus materialist epistemology 

In his critique of Feuerbach's theory of religion, Marx argues that the particular, 
historical society in which people live constitutes the source of religious projec
tions; not some naturalistic 'essence' of man. This goes to the heart of the 
difference bet\veen the physicalist epistemology of naturalistic materialism and 
the social-historical one of Marx and Engels. In the words of the Dutch Marxist, 
Anton Pannekoek, 'the fundamental tenet of materialism that the spiritual is 
determined by the material world, means something completely different in the 
t\vo doctrines'. 

To bourgeois materialism it means that ideas are the product of the brain, 
to be explained from the structure and the transformations of brain matter; 
and hence, ultimately, from the dynamics of the atoms in the brain. To 
historical materialism, it means that the ideas of man are determined by 
social circumstances; society is the environment which through his senses 
impresses itself on him. 

(Pannekoek n.d.: 25) 

People never face nature as happens in a physics laboratory (and since 
Heisenberg we know that even there tl1ey don't passively 'face' it). Primitive man, 
when confronted, say, w-ith lightning, at the same time experiences a supernat
ural phenomenon which is part of a social construction of reality. ·when we deal 
w-ith electricit)• today; it is like\\-ise part of a broader social and economic reality, 
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including a life-style aspect \vhich in irs magical connotations is surprisingly close 
to man's myth-enclosed past. At any rate, a \dwle set of social arrangements is 
folded into the electric power that reaches the indi\1duaL The 'economies' which 
support each of the steps by \l·hich electricity reaches energy consumers, are like
wise implicated in the socket they plug into (I intentionally use terms from Bohm 
1983 such as enfolding and implication, which in my ,·iew are part of an episte
mology akin to historical materialism but deriYed from modern physics). Society 
is nature transformed by labour, and in modern society: we have no other \l·ay of 
confronting nature than in its social forms .. Therefore, as Ilyenkm· writes ( 1982: 
127), 'socio-historical properties of things very often merge in the eyes of the 
indi,-idual \\·ith their natural properties, while transitmy properties of things and 
of man himself begin to seem eternal properties bound \l·ith the very essence of 
things' .. 

From the diflerent relationships bet\\·een the material and the spiritual, 
different concepts of science are derived as welL Along with the de,·elopment of 
tools, people train their physical and mental capacities in order to respond 
adequately to their em·ironmem. Science, the chief product of thinking, thus 
becomes a productive force in its own righc but of course always as part of an 
entire configuration of social arrangements, collective beliefs, and conventions 
ne\er in a straight, unmediated confrontation with nature. To quote Pannekoek 
a gam, 

Historical materialism considers the work of science, its concepts, contents, 
laws and forces of nature principally as creations of the spiritual labour of 
man, e\·en if they owe their emergence to nature. Bourgeois materialism, on 
the contrary, considers all this (seen from the scientific ,-jewpoint) as 
elements of nature itself; \l·hich are merely discovered and brought to light 
by science. 

(Pannekoek n.d.: 26) 

Historical materialism therefore cannot be applied in a positi\istic way, which 
assumes that the mind registers, by reflection or otherwise, what nature holds up 
to it. Both knmdedge and 'material reality' are part of a comprehensive process 
of interactiYe mm·ement; the stage of positive knowledge of a fn;.ed reality 
external to the 'obseiYer' according to historical materialism simply cannot be 
reached. 

The persistence of materialism. in the labour 
m.ovem.ent 

As indicated above, when .Marxism became a\·ailable as a doctrine for the labour 
movement, the English (including English-speaking ?\orth American etc.), 
French, and some smaller national democratic mo\ements already had largely 
de\·eloped their basic outlook But even in Germany during Marx's lifetime, the 
budding labour mm·ement almost by necessity placed its hopes on what the state 
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could offer it: notably the tendencv represented by Lassalle. Because the late
industrialising contender state hisrorically constitutes itself as the architect of 
social development, substituting for autonomous social f(xces, these forces in 
turn tend to see their own fate through the prism of state imerYention (J\Iarx in 
his Critique of the Gotha Programme made sulliciently clear \\·hat he thought of this 
strategy, but he paradoxically \l·as a lone 'oice in the mowmenr claiming to 

follm1· himi. 
After J\Iarx's death, it fell on Friedrich Engels to explain Marx's often dilli

cult and certainly incomplete intellectual legacy to a ne\1. generation of labour 
leaders. The rapidly growing workers' parties and trade unions faced the task 
of deYeloping a trained cadre \l·ho could handle the clay-to-day problems of 
the industrial workers as \l·ell as place their struggles in hisrorical perspecti\ e, 
and they turned to Engels for guidance. Against the backdrop of a writable 
'second industrial reYolution' in Germany, interacting \lith spectacular 
ad\'ances in natural science. Engels tended to emphasise the materialist side of 
J\Iarx to the point of subordinating the second element, dialectics ! to \1·hich I 
will turn presently). In his notes and editorial approach to the later yoJumes of 
Capita! he sa\1· to press, or in the Anti-Dzilmng (a popularised. didactic polemic 
intended to prm·ide an o\·enie\1. of historical materialism). Engels tended to 
consider dialectics as an aspect of objective, material reality, reflected in the 
human mind as dialectical thinking. Also, his interpretation of some of the 
new mathematics and natural science in formal-dialectical terms (penetration 
of opposites, transformation of quantity into quality, etc.), \l·hile unsuccessfi.1l 
and often tried as a thought experiment only. \vas received as codified Marxism 

(nn Erp 1982: 80-1 ). 
The labour leaders, im·oh-ed in the same social deYelopment but also keen on 

simplification and concerned to of!er the workers a doctrine close to their direct 
experiences, in their correspondence with Engels encouraged this naturalistic
materialist tendency. Mehring and Kautsky in German:: Plechanm in Russia, 
and Labriola in Ita!:: all corresponded with Engels (Anderson 1978: 16), and his 
letters in the 1890s (more particularly those to Bloch, Schmidt and Borgius see 
Engels 1972) indeed contain such famous statements as those on 'economic 
causation in the final instance' later elaborated on by Althusser: 

Thus, pressed on the one hand by leaders concerned with practical organisa
tional tasks, and in the setting of an industrial re\ olution deeply affecting a 
hitherto landed society, Engels in his concern to codif~; critical theory into 
doctrine tended to present a materialism more positive, objective, and obeying a 
compulsiw logic, than anything I\Iarx land he himself in an earlier phase) had 
ever contemplated. Hmve\ eL as A,·ineri has argued ( 1968: 14-J.): 

considering only the objective side of historical de\ elopment and not its 
subjective elements. is open to all of Marx's criticism in his Theses on 
Feuerbadz ... Such a Yie\v ultimately sees in man and in human \\·ill only an 
object of external circumstances and, mutatis mutandzs, of political manipu

lation. 
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For Labriola, this v-erdict is perhaps not justified (Gramsci contrasts him in 
this respect with PlekhanO\·, see Gramsci 1971: 386-n But Kautsh:y's influence 
on German and European :tviarxism (he v1·as the editor of ~Tarx's Theories qf 
Swplus Value and the author of a series of authoritative works, e.g. on agriculture) 
is plainly in the naturalistic-materialist tradition. Even before he shifted to a 
centrist political stand around 1910, Kautsky's thinking assumed an automatic 
process of (economic) transformation, in which the party was admonished to 
wait for events to come about (G. Fi.ilberth in Kautsh.-:· 1972: xix). Kautsky actu
ally rejects Bernstein's claim that there is a contradiction between Engels's last 
letters and the main body of Marxism. As evidence he (Kautsky) refers to the 
revised, 1894, edition of the Anti-Dtiltring. There Engels says that the root causes 
of all social changes and political transformations are to be found not in ideas or 
philosophy, but in the economy (see Kautsky 197+: 535-6). 

This line of argument was also followed by the Marxist labour movement in 
Russia. Plekhanov·'s Fundamental Problems qf J1arxism of 1908 (which incidentally 
was inspired by Labriola but also includes a critique of the latter's 'idealist distor
tions') built straight on Feuerbach. It claimed that Marx and Engels 'completed' 
Feuerbach's materialism (PlekhanO\· 1969: 31; cf Gramsci's judgement of 
Plekhanov as a \ 11lgar materialist', 1971: 387). Lenin's 1'vfaterialism and Empilio
Oitirism, written also in 1908, placed PlekhanO\·, Engels, Feuerbach and Joseph 
Dietzgen in a single tradition (Call Tlorks I+: 27). Although Lenin after the shock 
of August 1914 turned to the smdy of Hegel that led to the 'Philosophical 
Notebooks' and inspired works like his Imperialism, and all subsequent wTitings (c£: 
Lovvy 1981: 7 2), the 1908 tract became the foundation Soviet Marxist orthodoxy: 
Actually it was only the translation and propagation abroad of 1\1aterialism and 
Empirio-Criticism in 1927 that prompted Pannekoek to write his critique, Lenin as a 
Plnlosopher. 

In this booklet, Pannekoek demonstrates that Lenin, in his angr-:· polemic 
against the founders and followers of neo-positiv·ism (l\Iach and others), did not 
so much defend Marxism, but the materialism of Feuerbach (Pannekoek n.d.: 8, 
65). As a trained physicist and professor of astronomy, Pannekoek easily demon
strated that Lenin in his argument with the new natural scientists had strayed far 
beyond his competence, confi.rsing key concepts such as matter; energy, nature, 
and so on. One might indeed say that the pre-\Yorld vVar I generation of labour 
leaders which rose to prominence as Ivfarxism spread further to the East (for all 
their differences, Lenin, Hilferding, Luxemburg, Trotsky, Preobrazhensh.y, and 
Buk11arin - see Anderson 1978: 17) were equally influenced by modern indus
trial society and the new natural science that accompanied it. As a consequence 
they entrenched in a materialism (and a corollar-:· positivistic scientism) which 
turns :tviarxism into a footnote to bourgeois economics .. 

This has remained the dominant tendency in SO\iet and vVestern :tvfarxism. 
Ernest Mandel in Belgium, considered by many the paramount representative of 
contempormy Marxism during his lifetime, most obviously pursued this line of 
analysis (1962, 1972). Louis Althusser ( 196.5, 197+ incidentally the French 
translator of }euerbach) in turn developed a variety of j\farxism which, its some-
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times original language notwithstanding, is basically a rehash of the anti
utopian, positivistic, and naturalistic-materialist version of the Marxism of the 
2nd and 3rd Internationals. Dialectics is absent from this interpretation, alien
ation considered a concept belonging to a youthful Marx still under the spell of 

pre-Marxist ideology. 
My argument, which can only be formulated as a hypothesis here, would be 

that bv its influence in academic circles. Althusserianism contributed to the 
restor;tive self-definition of the student~ as a separate class of intellectual 
workers in a way demarcating them from the workers with vvhom they rubbed 
shoulders in the May movement. Howev·er, dialectics, alienation/fetishism, etc., 
while legacies of idealist philosophy, are key components of Marxism. While in 
isolation, e.g. as managerial doctrine, contemporary idealism may generate such 
theoretical perspectives as systems theory ( cf. van der Pijl 1998: chap. 5 ), in 
combination with a concept of class struggle and materialism it, on the contrary, 
can unifY the perspectives of mental and manual workers, just as the original 
Marxism synthesises and transcends idealism with materialism. 

Marxist versus idealist dialectics 

Idealism, too, can be traced to Ancient Greek philosophy: Thus Anaxagoras 
maintained that mind, spirit, is the source of all motion, and governs all forms of 
life; it is 'infinite and self~ ruled, and is mixed with nothing'. All other substances, 
however, are composites of opposites (hot/ cold, white/black, etc. - Russell 1961: 
80). Later Greek philosophers complained that Ana..xagoras did not make clear 
lzow the mind moves, or relates to the world of opposites. Socrates, one of the 
critics, became famous for his view that ideas advance through question and 
answer; as we know through the dialogues recorded by Plato - dialectics. 

In Chinese philosophy, notably in the neo-Confucianist synthesis wrought by 
Zlm Xi in the twelfth century, there is a comparable doctrine of mutually pene
trating opposites in elementary matter; qi; which is also subject to a higher 
spiritual principle, li. Significantly, this version of Confucianism, which was 
hegemonic in the prosperous era from the fourteenth to tl1e mid seventeenth 
centuries, was also the basis of the famous examination system by which Chinese 
state officials were selected (Bor et al. 1995: 145; cf. Giles 1915: 335-7). 

In the European Enlightenment the problematic surfaced again when 
Immanuel Kant sought to synthesise the rigid separation between mind and 
matter made by Descartes and other rationalists, and the scepticism of Hume, 
vvith whom the mind was reduced to a rather untrustworthy registration device 
of sense experience. In the Critique qf Pure Reason Kant argued in the rationalist 
tradition that the mind at birth is equipped with transcendent, pure reason 
(knowledge which exists \vithout having been experienced, hence 'transcendent'). 
This reason allows experiences to be categorised. But partly conceding tl1e scep
tical counterargument, Kant held that reason cannot cover all aspects of reality, 
since reality ultimately remains beyond its reach as an object - a thing-in-itself 

(1975: 84ff). 
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As Alfred Solm-Rethel has argued (!973: Kant's philosophy of knowl-
edge is the first instance of a them} q( social s_mthesis, that is, a theory in which all 
separate (mental) acti\·ities and elements of experience are understood as 
elements in an organically de\·eloping, functioning totality: Kant defined 'system' 
as an e\·ohing totality, the 'unity of manifold knmdedge under an idea' (!973: 
839-40). This is the foundation for systems theory. the preeminent form of 
contemporary idealism. But as Sohn-Rethel rightly emphasises, the synthesis 
here still ser:es as the basis for the JejJaration of mental from manual labour. 
Management theory as well as \ \'eberian sociology are grafted on Kant's notion 
of how the mind processes the facts of experience into purposeful rationality: 
But management theory adds cybernetic regulation to Kant's idea of organic 
deYelopment, in that comrol sen es to feed back experience into the process. 
'l'vianagement endeaYors to make purpose the equivalent of teleology: and 
thereby subordinate teleology to the experience regulated by purpose', 
Grundstein writes ( !98!: xi_;;:). 

The limits of the intellect in Kant's perspectiYe become apparent when it 
Yentures into the realm of abstract totalities of thought beyond \l·hat can be 
experienced - questions regarding the beginning and end of time, freedom 
\ ersus determination, etc. \\'hen reason tries to answer questions like these, it 
stumbles on contradictions it cannot solve, 'antinomies' (ibid.: 463£I} Yet Kant 
in one respect made a great stride towards historical materialism, at least if we 
folio\\- Lucio Colletti, who argues (1973: 118) that Kant 

maintains the distinction between real conditions and logical conditions; so 
that, haYing recognized that thought is a totalil)•, he considers it (precisely 
because the totality is only of thought) to be only one element or one part of 
the process of reality. 

In other words, subjectiw idealism as such allows for the independent develop
ment of a reality beyond its controL I\Ianagement theory in the same way 
acknmdedges the fact that the reality it must direct obeys a logic of its own, 
hence the need for regulation; but at the same time it proceeds on the assump
tion of 'the fundament of human regulatiwness' (Grunclstein 1981: I). It thus 
constructs an image of the relation ben\·een mental labour and manual labour 
based on the latter's surrendering its autonom): 

In the thinking of Hegel, Kant's perspectiw of (subjecti,·e) 'pure reason' 
guiding a reality ultimately beyond its grasp is transcended by placing histor
ical, creati\e humanity at the centre of an e\oh·ing totality. For Hegel, the 
limitation of the grasp of the mind to what can be experienced is unaccept
able. In his thinking, reality is entirely subsumed under the 'mind', indeed a 
f I odd Spirit acting through, and realised in, the restless pursuit of knowledge by 
historical mankind. I\larx appreciated the fact that Hegel conceived of history 
as the result qf a labour jJrocess e\en though this labour process was still one
sideclly concei\ eel as a process of mental labour. The greatness of Hegel's 
Phenommologr and its end-results the dialectics of negati\·ity as the dynamic 
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and generatiw principle - therefore comes clown to Hegel's conception of the 
self~eclucarion of man as a process, the objectification as juxtaposition, as exte
riorisation and suspension of this exteriorisation; that he, therefore, grasps the 
essence of labour and understands the objectiYe human being -.. as a result of 

its men labour. 

?viarx \I Tote in the 'Economic-Philosophical Manuscripts' of 18+-L 

Hegel adopts the \ ie\vpoint of modern national economists. He grasps 
labour as the essence, as the self~afTirming essence of the human being: he only 
sees the positive side of labom: not its negative side. Labour is the actualisa
tion [Fii!Jidncerden] of the human being within the exteriorisation, or the 
exlerion:sed human being. [But] the only labour \1·hich Hegel knows and 
recognises is abstract. sjJilitual!abouc 

(J!Efi'Elgiin:;:.Bd. I: 374) 

For Hegel, the fact that the mind runs into contradiction when it tries to answer 
the great existential questions of ultimate reality does not mean that reality is 
unknowable. on the contrarr. That which lies at the other end of what is 

Perceived bv the senses accordin" to He<Tel is also a product of thought \\"hat 
' 0 0 

else could it be? 
'These very things, \l·hich are supposed to stand on the other extreme beyond 

our thought, are themselves things of the mind ... the so-called thing-in-itself is 
only a mental figment of empty abstraction', he says in the Science q( Logic (\\"11ich 
I quote here from the excerpts in Lenin 1973: 83). Contradiction to Hegel is not 
a borderland of thought where we should not venture, but the essence of being. 
'All things are in themselves contradictmf, Hegel writes. Contradiction should be 
recognised as the essence of things, from \vhich their rationality can be grasped 
in the context of a comprehensive conceptual system. 

Compared to it, identity is merely the determination of the simply imme
diate, the dead being; [contradiction] hmvewr is the source q( allmownent and 
liveliness; only insofar as something contains a contradiction within itself: it 
moves. has d1ive and activi{v. 

(Lenin 1973: 128-9, emphases by Lenin) 

He"el's aim was to transcend the Cartesian dualism of mind and matter, and 
sho~v tl1at everything obeys an ol~jecti\·e rationality which is e\·entually realised in 
human ci\ ilisation, the \ Vorlcl Spirit concretisecL '\ Vhat is rationaL is real, and 
\l·hat is real, is rational' (Hegel 1972: II; cf. Kojeve 1968: H). Hegel rehabilitates 
the principle of dialectics as a principle of clewlopment (rather than something 
out of bounds for rational thought). Consciousness 'progresses from the first 
unmecliatecl confi·ontation ben1·een itself and the object, to absolute knowledge', 
he \\Tites (Lenin's excerpt, 197 3: 88).. However; this process is largely predeter
mined. 'History' is like a systemic, organic process of growth, its final shape 
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programmed by the DNA contained in the primordial 'World Spirit'. 'Reason 
governs the \vorld, and his wry accordingly must hm·e run its course rationally', 
he states in the P!zilosopll)' qf His tau (I 96 I: 48-9), the posthumous lectures in 
which he traces the course of rational freedom from ancient China to the 
Europe of his days. 

The historical materialist concept of dialectics has taken this Hegelian inter
pretation of a 'system' evoking historically through the sustained human effort 
to transcend contradiction. However, it has added a 'materialist' counterpoint by 
interpreting this system as an open-ended succession of types of human society 
each structured around a particular labour process. Marxist dialectics thus 
includes: first, the argument that humanity does not face nature in contempla
tion, but practically, in the social labour process, and thus creates its own 
'material' conditions of existence. This relates to the 'enfolding' of material 
nature in society referred to above The epistemological inference here is, again, 
that there can be no static, positive knowledge of a fu;:ed reality external to the 
'obserYer' because subject and object are part of an evolving totality: Therefore, 
as the 1 1 th Thesis on Feuerbach holds, unlike philosophers interpreting the world 
differently: people should set themselves the task of changing it; not as a moral 
imperative, but because that is how they relate to the world anyway. 

Second, the assumption of the materiality of contradiction, i.e. the conflicting 
social forces im·olved in the de\·elopment of society. The basic contradiction 
between humanity and nature (which mankind is part of and separate from) 
socially evolves through class struggles. \Vith increasing social control over the 
forces of nature, the need to keep exploited classes in a state close to nature is 
lessened, their horizon widened, and emancipation may advance accordingly. 
Class struggles in historical materialism mediate all causation or determination -
there is no way in which abstractions such as the 'economic' or the 'political' can 
operate but through people's active involvement (howe\·er· motivated) in these 
struggles. 

Third, while the world-Yiew of every ruling class claims universality for itself, 
in practice it covers a reality riven by social conflict. Every society tends to 
produce a particular, historically determined and hence transitory idealisation of 
itself. from which the real contradictions are argued away. This was hmv Nfarx 
approached Hegel's theory of the state (supposedly the embodiment of the 
general interest), but also the theories of political economy of Smith, Ricardo 
and their followers, who tended to analyse capitalism as a basically harmonious, 
self~equilibrating market system composed of free, equal and equally self~inter
ested individuals. But as Marx writes, under the surface, 'in the depths, entirely 
different processes go on, in which this apparent individual equality and liberty 
disappear' (1973: 247). 

Historical materialism and collective labour 

The conditions under which Marxism was originally formulated included its 
author's philosophical training and participation in the main debates m 
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Germany; as well as his political acti\-ity in the progressive Rhineland; his exile in 
France \v-ith its rich political tradition including socialism: and finally, his studies 
of political economy in the country of the industrial revolution, England. This 
has been noted often enough. Above, I have indicated why the actual labour 
movement, if it adhered to an explicit philosophical position at all, more often 
adopted naturalistic materialism than l'vlarx's historical materialism because 
manual labour in combination with experimental natural science was conducive 
to that perspective. On the other hand, classical German idealism also de\·eloped 
concepts of labour, but then, menta/labour \v-ith Kant, in what would turn out 
w be a managerial perspective, and in Hegel, a historical one, be it history 
within a rationalist construction. 

Therefore, if historical materialism is the synthesis between these two tradi
tions, we may assume that the reunification of mental and manual labour 
constitutes a crucial condition of historical materialism becoming an organic 
mode of thinking for those stri\ -ing for the emancipation of labour from the 
discipline of capitaL Sohn-Rethel's themy of 'social synthesis' is particularly 
apposite here. 

The twentieth century is the century of the spread, along with capital itself, of 
a technocratic-managerial class of paid functionaries, the 'cadres' (Dumenil and 
Lhy 1998). This class of cadres, as I haYe argued elsewhere (!998: chap. 5), 
arises in the process of capitalist socialisation, or Vergesellsdzqftzmg. By this 
concept, rvlarx means that the social labour process turns the elements of 
production (raw nature, human beings, tools, and knowledge) into collective, 
social arrangements which in turn structure and renovate the labour process 
itself: The di\-ision between mental and manual labour and their necessal)' reunifica
tion is one form of socialisation, and the parcellisation of tasks in both domains 
(ah\·ays aimed at reunify-ing them under the discipline of capital) has progressed 
dramatically in the century now being closed. \York no longer requires the inte
gral mobilisation of the capacities of design and execution; it becomes social in 
the sense of partial shared with present and past social labour (Ivlarx 1973: 
832). Tingesellscfzqftung, then, includes: 

The conscious technical utilisation of science, the planned exploitation of 
the earth, the economisation of all means of production by their use as 
means of production of combined, social labour, the devouring of all 
peoples in the net of the world market and with it, the international nature 
of the capitalist regime. 

The element of alienation, the 'exteriorisation of the human being in labour' 
(imply-ing loss of autonomy) that :Marx speaks of in the Economic-Philosophical 
l\Ianuscripts referred to earlier; is inherent in the form of free exchange and 
creates the need for a cadre acting to impose the discipline of capitaL The collec
twe zcorker of which Marx speaks, in fact is riven by class-like antagonisms 
required by disciplinary subordination under the 'alien' force of private capital. 
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In the 1920 and 1930s, the gradual rise of a cadre of qualified technicians, 
managers, and clerical personnel led to a qualitative change in the organisation 
of large-scale industry and ad\·anced capitalist societ;.; captured by the notion of 
the 'managerial re\·olmion'. In the Kcw Deal by \l·hich the United States 
responded to the deflationary crisis of the late 1920s, early 1930s, managerialism 
and the large corporation capable of making economic concessions to the 
workers on account of rising producti\·it;.· indeed seemed to triumph m·er the 
more classical pattern of owner-manager capitalism. Howe\-ei; the scientific 
management from \1hich the managers deri\·e their power is premised on the 
strict separation of mental and manual labouL Nevertheless, the fact that 
managers, roo, are employees of capitaL 'proletarianised' so to speak (e\·en if; 
usually, wry comlortabh· creates a totallv new situation. Sohn-Rethel savs of 
this transformation tha~ 'this tendential ide,ntity of form between manual' and 
intellectual labour clearly is a de\·elopmem of tremendous impact ... [it consti
tutes] the hidden source and focus of articulation of the transformation process 
in \1·hich contemporary society finds itself' ( !973: 21 ). 

Indeed we may say that fi·om this moment on, all political de\·elopment 
reYohes around the question ho\\ the mutual relation between the cadres and 
the \1·orkers \l·ill cbelop in the context of class struggles elicited by the imposi
tion of the discipline of capital on society - in prosperity and in crisis, in peace 
and waL The significance of the students' and workers' mowments culminatino-

"' in 'l\Iay 68' in my \iew is that in this episode, for the first time, the themes of 
alienation, the collecti\e worke1~ and the role of autonomy in owrturning the 
discipline of capital and the state gained widespread popular resonance. 

All idealisms represent. albeit in a distorted wa1: a real state of affairs and hence 
cannot simply be rejected and discarded, as the naturalistic materialists do. Thus 
the \ \"orlcl Spirit of Hegel is recognised by I\Iarx as something which indeed 
'transcends liYing indiYiduality and buries it under itself .... '. What Hegel 
expresses is a ·real idealism of capital. in which a deriYatiw becomes the original 
and unfolds its own la\1 of motion· rR Reichelt, preface to Hegel 1972: xliii, 
x:\x). Today·s neoliberal dogma, which keeps society on its course of planetary 
disaster. is the contemporary form of such a\ \"oriel Spirit. 'Giobalisation' accord
ingly is not just a mirage. It is an idealisation of the global discipline of capital; 
something \\hich has come about after a protracted series of defeats for those 
resisting that discipline, not because God. human nature or History prescribe it. 
Indeed in Gramsci's words. \dwt the idealists call "spirit" is not a point of 
departure but a point of arriYal, it is the ensemble of superstructures mming 
towards concrete and objectiYely uni\ ersal unification and it is not a unitarv 
presupposition' ( 1971: -H6). . 

The dialectical critique contained in historical materialism confronts all self~ 
idealisations by contrasting them \lith the real contradictions as in todav's 
globalised world, the exhausti\ e effects of the discipline of capital on societ;.' a;1d 
the biosphere. In the process, critical theory gra\itates into a field of force where 
it encounters social forces actuallY resisting this exhaustive discipline. Of course 
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in the final analysis it then depends on the qualit;.' and timeliness of the argu
ment and the political talent of all im·oh-ed \vhether theory under those 
conditions can become an integral part of the forces of resistance and social 
transformation. Hmve\-ei~ history itself, as the sum total of social struggles 
through which humanit;.·'s metabolism with nature eyoh-es, ine\itably renders 
obsolete any rigid doctrine, entrenched political posture, or fi.~ed utopia. As 

Engels wrote in this connection, 

all that is real in the sphere of human history becomes irrational in the 
process of time, and is therefore irrational by its Yery destination .... and 
everything which is rational in the minds of men is destined to become reaL 
hm1·e\·er much it may contradict existing apparent realit;.'. 

(Engels quoted in Stedmanjones 1973: 19-20) 
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Hannes Lacher 

Introduction 

l\Iarxism is dead or so we have been told many times since the fall of the 
Berlin \\'aiL The grm ediggers of l\Iarxism are man:; alone the corpse \viii not 
Jay stilL Indeed, m·er the last fe\1· years, there has been a proliferation of w~rks 
which pmport to renew the Marxist project, sometimes in purely the.oretJcal 
terms, but often with explicitly political intentions \l·hich may become mcreas
inalv attractiYe as transnational economic integration proceeds apace and 

b' 

continues to produce global social inequalities. 
One aspect of social life which has recei,·ed particular attention by those 

trvina to resuscitate Marxism is the international system. The theorization of 
in.ter~ational relations has, of course, long been regarded as a decisive lacuna of 
Marxist scholarship, and conceptual advance on this issue can rightfully be 
regarded as critical to its future appeaL So far, these efforts have not been noted 
bv the systematizers and disciplinarians of IR (international relations) and IPE 
(i;1ternational political economy). In the USA, at least, Marxism (\1·hich so far; in 
~he form of 'world-systems theory', had been present in the academic discourse 
under the label of 'globalism' 01 'structuralism') seems to ha\·e lost its status as a 
serious and influential perspecti\·e in the usual triadic representations of the 
discipline, hm 1ng been replaced by 'constructi\ -ism' 0 

The purpose of this chapter is to bring into focus the conceptual and.the~
retical innovations which ha\·e been made, owr the last decade, by l\Iarxrsts m 

their attempts to come to terms with the international system. I will concen
trate on the work of Mark Rupert, Justin Rosenberg and Peter Burnham, 
though others have contributed significantly to this emerging perspecti,·eo 1 In 
order to better understand their contribution and the distinctiveness of their 
approach (which, while far fi·om being homogeneous, is marked by important 
commonalities), I will first re\·iew the development of Marxist thinking on the 
international svstemo It will be shown that the central question asked by 
Marxists about. international relations has changed significantly owr time: the 
classical theorists of imperialism and their successors were concerned with 
explaining the effects of changes in capitalist production on the conduct of the 
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international affairs of states whose existence as separate political units was 
taken for granted: by contrast, the question that has emerged as central in 
recent years is ho\\ the existence of an interstate system in the capitalist epoch 
can be explained in the first place .. 

The second part of this chapter \\·ill look at the answers gi\ en by Rupert, 
Rosenberg and Burnham. These authors draw on the results of the Tvlarxist 
debate OYer the nature of the capitalist state \Vhich emerged in the 1970s and 
I 980s, which ha\ c giYen rise to a 'form-theoretical' reformulation of the .Marxist 
understanding of the state. I will argue that \\·hilc this more general reconstruc
tion of historical materialism docs indeed prO\idc the starting point for a 
I\Iarxist theory of the international, it suffers from the implicit assumption that 
the capitalist state exists in the singular: it cannot simply be applied to the inter
national system in the \\·ay proposed by the theorists under consideration. 
Indeed, I \\ill argue that their work docs not, in the end, prO\ ide a satisfactory 
answer to the question they pose: at best, they offer a partial determination of 
the modern international system as a social form of capitalist societ\: 

The third part will then sketch out an alternative interpretatio-n of interna
tional relations in the capitalist epoch. I will suggest that the interstate-ness of 
capitalist political space cannot be explained by reference to the nature of capi
talism or the 'laws' or 'logic' of capitaL Instead, it should be seen as a 'historical 
legacy' from pre-capitalist history which continues to structure social relations 
into the present period. To be sure, capitalist 'geopolitics' (for want of a better 
generic term) is Yery different fi·om absolutist or feudal geopolitics; but that the 
totality of capitalist social relations is structured politically by a geopolitical 
system is not inherent in capitalism itself This implies that we cannot simply 
'apply' l'vlarxism to international relations; we also have to ask some fundamental 
questions about the \\ay in \\·hich the modern interstate system shapes and 
configures the existence, reproduction and the forms of competition of capitaL 

Marxism and international relations: heritages and 
trajectories 

To the authors of the Commum:St Jfanifesto, the relations bet\\'een states were of 
little interest In particulac Marx and Engels seemed to agree \\ith their liberal 
contemporaries that tl1e importance of war in social life had declined since the 
Vienna Congress. This tendenq; ?viarx and Engels suggested, was the result of the 
deYClopment of capitalism: 'The national differences and antagonisms bet\veen 
peoples are daily more and more vanishing, 0\ving to the dewlopment of the 
bourgeoisie, to fi·eedom of commerce, to the \\·oriel-market, to uniformity in the 
mode of production' (l\Iarx and Engels 1998.: 36). This perspectiYe does not, 
howe\·er; imply the obsolescence of SO\ereignty as such; sO\·ereign states remain 
the guarantors of pri\ate property and the means of sustaining capitalist class 
relations. But the more the 'uni\ ersal interdependence of nations' de\·eloped, the 
more would the conflicts bet\\·een states be 0\ershadowcd by the struggles bet\veen 
the antagonistic classes of global capitalist socier::2 

,. 
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This perspectiYe became increasingly problematic as war re-emerged as a 
regular form of interaction bet\\·een capitalist states, and as these states \\·ere able 
to muster the support of their 'nations· in these \\·ars during the last third of the 
nineteenth centm;-: \\'hile Marx and (especially) Engels recognized the growing 
importance of interstate conflict and nationalism, and indeed made them the 
topic of a large number of their journalistic writings, they did not integrate them 
into their theory of capitalist global socier:· (Linklater 1996: 12+-3 ). Only \\·hen 
the prospect of a general war bet\veen de\·eloped capitalist states became real in 
the age of imperialism did Marxists take up the challenge of theorizing interna
tional relations. 

The classical lVIarxist theorists of imperialism suggested that e\·en while 
capitalism became global and brought about international interdependence, it 
also became increasingly marked by the di\·ision of global capital into riYal 
national blocs. As a consequence of a supposedly ine\itable tendency tO\\·ards 
the centralization and concentration of capital, competition \Vas all but elimi
nated within state boundaries, while states themseh cs became agents in the 
ad\·ancement of their national monopolies in the world market Thus, 
according to Bukharin ( 1972: 80), the internationalization of the economy and 
of capital was accompanied by the 'nationalization' of capital interests. The 
notion of a new relationship bet\veen state and capital, as a result of the emer
gence of monopoly capitalism, was also taken up by Lenin, The change in the 
character of capitalism \\·as taken to account for the difference in the dynamics 
of international relations compared to the period of 'compctitiw capitalism' in 
which Marx wrote. It forced capitalist states to di,·ide the \\·odd in the interest 
of their national capitals (Lenin 197 3: 88-92). 

Questions of war and international relations thus emerged at tl1e centre of 
l\Iarxist theories of imperialism. But the depth of the questions asked about 
international relations was limited. Crucial!); \\·hile the (changing) content and 
fl.mction of the capitalist state \\·as subjected to more sustained analysis than it 
had receiwd from l\'Iarx and Engels, the nation-state as a social form was taken 
as giYen .. Anthony Brewer ( 1990: 122) therefore correctly points out that Lenin's 
'crucial failing' is his 'failure adequately to theorise the place of the nation state 
in the world economy'. 

The traditional Marxist understanding of the state - \\·hich was decisiwly 
shaped by the debate on imperialism - has over time been recognized, not least 
by l\larxists themseh·es, as one of the main problems of historical materialism. 
But it was only \\ith the emergence of structural Marxism of Althusser and 
Poulantzas that a decisi\·c break with the Leninist orthodoxy was achieved -
though at a high price to be paid in the form of structural instead of economic 
determinism (Carnoy 198+: chap. +). Ironically, the almost simultaneous attempt 
by Immanuel \Vallerstein to theorize the modern interstate system as part of a 
larger capitalist world-system preserYecl the Leninist conceptualization of the 
state while adding a structuralist component as welL But for all its shortcomings, 
world-systems theory finally posed the question why the boundaries of the state 
and the world economy did not coincide in capitalism. 
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According to ·Wallerstein, the dissolution of the universal empire of the 
European 1\Jiddle Ages "lvas the precondition for the emergence of a capitalist 
world economy, allowing capitalists to make use of political difierences. The 
interstate system is therefore the necessary and logical form of politics under 
capitalism. Indeed, Chris Chase-Dunn argues that 'the interstate svstem of 
unequally powerful and competing states is the political body of capitalism'. 
Capitalism can only exist in this form and needs to reproduce the 'division of 
so\·ereignty in the core': capitalist competition in turn serves to reproduce the 
interstate system and geopolitical competition (Chase-Dunn 1991: 107 and 
!50). 

World-systems theory has been surpassed in influence, at least in IR and IPE. 
by Robert \ \~ Cox's historicist materialism of "lmrld orders during the 1980s: 
which reacted nor least against the structuralism and economism of ·Wallerstein. 
But it should be noted that the research problematique de\·eloped by Cox, which 
focuses on the specific 'historical structures' of capitalism rather than on the 
mode of production, remains limited as a social theory precisely by its failure to 
engage with the fundamental institutional structure of capitalist modernitv 
(rather than their historical variations). · 

Simon Bromley is therefore right to argue that 

the neo-Gramscians have singularly failed to develop a theoretical, as 
opposed to descriptive, specification of the principal structures of the inter
national system. For no amount of discussion of such themes as 'hegemony', 
'historic blocs' and 'transnational capital' adds up to a theory of the modern 
states sy·stem or of the world market. 

(Bromley 1995: 232) 

In this respect Cox has gone back behind world-systems theory, which had at 
least posed the theoretical problem of the interstate system as an historicallv 
specific social form of modernity, however much its solutions (and the way i~ 
which it arrived at them) were found wanting. 

But Cox's strong reaction against both economism and structuralism was 
shared by numerous Marxist approaches during the late 1970s and the 1980s, 
whose focus increasingly became the capitalist state, though they also entailed 
a more general rejection of the base/ superstructure modeL 3 E.Po Thompson's 
critique of AJthusser and Poulantzas "ll·as crucial for initiating the search for 
alternative foundations of a non-economistic historical materialism framework. 
The 'political Marxism' of Ellen Meiksins Wood and Robert Brenner; the 
'open Marxism' of 'Nemer Bonefeld et aL, as well as the work of Derek Saver. 
represent different (and often complementary) conceptualizations which h~v~ 
overcome the base/ superstructure model without succumbing to structuralism 
(Wood 1991 and 1995; Brenner 1986 and 1989; Bonefeld et al. 1992; Sayer 
1989). 

These approaches emphasize the specifically capitalist nature of the separa
tion of politics and economics, thus pointing to the 'paradox' that it ,,·as on[r the 
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capitalist state "ll·hich might be called autonomous. In fact, this autonomy is 
entailed in the concept of capital itself, which presupposes the insulation of an 
economic realm within which surplus appropnat1on takes place by economic 
means. by the control o\·er things rather than people. The state is thus to be 
rerrard~d· as the institutional centre of the residual sphere of public authority, 
fr~m which a crucial dimension of power, the power to appropriate surplus, had 
been abstracted and priYatized. 

The capitalist state, in this perspective, is not capitalist because it responds to 
the directives of the bourgeoisie, but because irs Yery form of existence, as the 
locus of the abstractly political relations of domination, marks it out as part and 
parcel of a society in which exploitative powers have been separated from the 
political sphere. The capitalist state is thus the political form of existence of 
capitalist class relations which reproduces the capital relation by reproducing its 
0\\11 autonomy, as well as that of 'the economy'. 

'Open Marxism.' and the international system.-' 

·while these arguments may prm·ide the basis for a non-reductionist Marxism, 
the question that needs to be asked is whether they also yield a satisfactory 
theorv of international relations. It is noticeable, for instance, that the Marxist 
state debate was led merwhelmingly in terms which seemed to suggest that 
capitalist society was organized politically in the form of a single capitalist 
state. 5 It thus failed to engage with the question \vhich has marred Marxism 
from its Yery origins, namely why it is that the capitalist state exists only as part 
of a system of states, and thus why capitalist politics assumes a 'geopolitical' 
form. 

This question has been posed most insistently to l\Iarxists by Fred Halliday. 
According to Halliday; Marxism 'begs the question of why, if tl1ere is a world 
economy in which class interests operate transnationally, there is a need for states 
at all. What, in other \VOrds, is the specificity and efiectiYity of distinct states 
within a single economic totality?' (Halliday 1994: 91 ). The state debate of the 
last twenty-five years certainly allows us to understand why capitalism needs and 
entails statehood; but does it explain ,,·hy the totality of capitalist social relations 
is fractured politically along territorial/ national lines and hence the existence 
of distinct states? 

This question becomes critical when we turn to the Marxist theories of inter
national relations which emerged owr the last decade. The work of Mark 
Rupert, Peter Burnham, and Justin Rosenberg, among others, draws hea\ily on 
the state debate (and on the more general attempts to overcome the base/ super
structure model). In particular they take the crucial argument underlying these 
debates, i.e. that the separation of politics and economics is historically specific 
to capitalism, to prmide the key to the understanding not just of the capitalist 
state, but of the modern international system of sovereign states as welL This 
international system is thus decoded as a particular form of existence of capital 
as a social relation. 
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Burnham: national state, global accznnulation and 
capitalism-in-general 

Peter Burnham explicitly situates his conceptualization of the international 
system in the context of the 'capital relation approach· developed bv Hollowm: 
Picciotto, Clarke, Bonefeld and others the chapters in Clarke 1991 ). The ke~: 
question of this approach is not how the political 'superstructure' is determined 
by the economic 'base', but what kind of social relationship gi\·es rise to the 
separation of political and economic realms which appear to be autonomous 
and to follm\· some endogenous logic (Burnham 199!: 87. 199-J.: 228: Hollowav 
and Picciotto 1991: 112). . . ' 

~h~ historical ~oundation of this separation, it is argued, is the emergence of 
cap1tahst production relations, \1·hich are marked by the privatization of the 
power to extract surplus. thus leming the state to organize the general conditions 
of accumulation and exploitation. In that sense, the autonomv of the state is 
only apparent, as it is premised upon the reproduction of the capital relation. 

At the same time, this capitalist state is quite independent fi·om the direc
tiYes or interests of capitalist pressure groups. As capital can onlv exist in the 
lorn: of numerous and competing indi\·idual capitals, it cann.ot impose a 
particular strategy of accumulation on the state; on the contrary, capital relies 
on the state to define and organize the 'general \\·ill' of capital, bv continuallv 
imposing the market as the form through which not only capitai and labou;: 
but also indi\·idual capitals among themseh es, relate to each other. The stat~ 
does so mainly through the impersonal means of the law, property rights and 
money. The state, in short, 'must seek to maintain the rule of the market' and 
to secure the general conditions for capital accumulation (Burnham 1990: 
180)b In fact, the state is the only possible social form for the oraanization of 
the 'general interest' in capitalism. Burnham thus rejects eYen ~ophisticated 
attempts to ground the state and its changing role in the economy in terms of 
the social ~orm~tior_1 of hegemonic coalitions, as the state cannot simply be the 
condensatiOn of pn\ ate interests. 

The state, for Burnham, is a crucial social form of capitalist society: it does 
not stand in a zero-sum relationship with the market, as the globalizati;n thesis 
suggests, but has an internal connection with this other fimdamental form of 
the capital relation. i\Ioreowr, capitalist society has always been a world 
soci~ty, _and in th~t sense, Burnham suggests, ,,.e should follow Marx in seeing 
·caprtahsm as a smgle social system in ,,·hich state power is allocated between 
territorial entities' (Burnham 199-J.: 229). The implication is that competition 
between indi\·idua1 capitals is complemented by competition between national 
states which aim to secure the reproduction of 'their' capitals in the world 
market. The consequent 'inter-imperialist ri\·alry' between national states is 
limited, hmre\·.er, b~ their common interest in maintaining global capitalism 
and accumulation .. C~mpetition and cooperation are complementary strategies 
of states. though reahsm and liberalism hm e absolutized one to the detriment 
of the other. 
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For Burnham, then, nation-states 'have a similar relation of conflict and collab
oration as indi\1dual capitals': this follows fi·om his argument that the 'role of the 
capitalist state is to express the "general interest" of capitaL Hm,·ever, the national 
form of the state implies tl1at the state can only constitute this "general interest" on 
a national basis' (Burnham 1990: 185). But the question 1cl9• '[n]ational states ,. 
are the political form of capitalist social relations' is not answered or e\·en posed 

by Burnham. If tl1e state is regarded as 'capital-in-general', then clearly the 
derivation of the territorial or national form of tl1e state needs an explication 
which can tell us wlz)' capital-in-general is territorially fragmented and thus only 
partiaL Capital is a global social relation and capitalist society a world society: so 
why is the general interest of capital realized and operationalized at the le\·el of 
territorial segments of this world society? Surely to answer the question 'what kind 
of society exists in the form of difierentiated political and economic realms?' can 
only lead us to conceptualize 'the state' as a capitalist relation of production; it 
does not, however; allow us to derive the territorially fragmented character of 'the 
political'. That the capitalist state does not exist in the singular but as one among 
many is thus not directly given by the capital relation. 

Rupert: capitalist international relations as second order 
alienation 

The same conceptual problem is apparent in Mark Rupert's characterization of 
international politics as 'a kind of second order alienation' (199.5: 33). In capi
talism, Rupert argues, the products of human labour take on the semblance of 
autonomy from its producers; they confront them as the objectified form of their 
productive powers, as 'alien and hostile forces' which appear to have a life of 
their mv11. The relationship between these objects seems to be regulated by their 
inherent qualities, rather than by the social relationships between their creators, 
and are thus able to present themselves as objective facts to which social life has 
to adapt Positi\1st theories of social science take these facts as their starting 
point and never penetrate to the social relations which underlie them, thereby 
dehistoricizing and fetishizing the social order of a gi\·en period. 

Rupert, by contrast, argues that the power which the objects of human labour 
hm·e achieved owr social life has its roots in the private appropriation of the 
products of indi\1duallabour. This privatization, moreover; implies a differentia
tion of political and economic forms of power; these spheres consequently seem 
to be related externally rather than internally. But the form of the abstract polit
ical state is just as much an expression of the alienated relations between 
indi\ 1duals mediated by things as the market 

The modern political state developed within and is integral to a political
economic system of class rule a state-society complex in which property is 
assigned to the private sphere as a primordial indi\1dual right, and hence is 
exempted from ongoing political dialogue in the public sphere. 

(Rupert 199.5: 2+) 
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The public sphere of political action organized within the state is thus an impO\·
erished realm premised upon the relinquishing of a substantial part of societal 
self-determination and its subordination to the market. 

The 'modern state' thus has its foundation in the capital relation. Rupert is 
adamant, howe,·er; that this cannot be taken to imply that the role of the state 
and its relationship to the market is fLxecl. Drawing on :tviarx and Gramsci, he 
suggests that the 'structured separations of state-society and politics-economics 
in capitalist social formations' can be bridged through the agency of a 'historic 
bloc' (Rupert 1995: 29). These formally separated realms periodically achieve a 
transient unity (or more precisely a temporary functional correspondence) as 
they are brought into a purposive relationship, which allows for the pursuit of 
specific strategies of accumulation for \l·hich social hegemony has been secured. 
In this way, the potentially contradictory relationship between these realms is 
articulated in a fi.mctional \\·hole, though the underlying dynamics of capitalist 
society pre,·ent these structural 'fL';:es' from becoming permanent. Rupert here 
relies hea\ily on the notion of hegemonic class coalitions imparting a particular 
social purpose onto the state, thereby shaping the way in which the state seeks to 
secure the reproduction and stability of capitalism as a whole. His theorization 
of the capitalist state is in this respect less prone to the functionalism of 
Burnham's understanding of the role of the capitalist state. But is Rupert better 
able to prO\ ide an explanation of the national form of the capitalist state than 
Burnham? 

Rupert argues that 

insofar as the formal separations of state and society, of public and private, 
of the political and economic aspects of life, are integral to the historical 
reality of capitalism, we may say that capitalism and its manifold relations of 
alienation are the necessary context within \rhich the historical construction 
of sovereign states - understood in the modern sense as functionally special
ized aclministrative-coercive, 'political', organizations- becomes possible. 

(!995: 32-3) 

But again, this only allows us to understand the abstract character of the capi
talist state, not its territorial shape, which Rupert does not problematize. He 
suggests that 'national and international should be construed as two aspects of 
an internally related whole, a whole which is in some sense capitalist and alien
ated' (1995: 32). But why capitalist politics should take this spatially 
cliflerentiatecl form is left open. At most, Rupert's approach can explain why 
the territorially bounded sovereign state took the form of an abstracted realm 
of the political and became the organizational centre of political action in 
capitalist society - itself a huge aci,·ance over the Weberian fetishization of the 
state. But this perspective cannot explain why the abstract state has to be (and 
historically rook shape as) a territorial state in the first place. To characterize 
the relations between such abstract states in terms of alienation certainly helps 
us to understand the dynamics of international relations what it is that is 
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contested in this geopolitical form - but it does not provide an explication of 
the fact that global capitalism is organized politically through the medium of a 

system of national states. 

Rosenberg: sovereignty and the 'enzpire of civil societyJ 

Implicit in Rupert's and Burnham's untheorized assumption that the capitalist 
state is a national state is a particular understanding of the emergence of the 
capitalist mode of production. Rupert notes in this vein that 'the _system of ~tates 
... emerged historically along with capitalist production' (l99:J: 33). Thrs, of 
course, is a perspective that is widely accepted, notwithstanding the many alter
nati\·e theorizations of exactly how this process took place. It points to the 'long 
si.xteenth century' with its rising long-distance trade, increasing commodity 
production, the rise of the middle classes and the emergence and consolicla.tion 
of the 'modern' state \\·hich controls the means of violence in a territonally 
circumscribed area, best exemplified in the absolutist state. Justin Rosenberg, by 
contrast, argues that neither was the early modern world economy capitalist in 
nature, nor was the absolutist state a capitalist state (Rosenberg 1994-: ·1-2, 92, 123 
and l35ff). For him, the rise of capitalism elates from the late eighteenth century, 
and it was in this period that the sovereign state emerged. 

Even more explicitly than Rupert, Rosenberg equates the abstracteclness of 
the political in capitalism with state sovereignty In fact, he suggests that we 
define sovereignty 'as the social form of the state in a society where political 
power is divided between public and private spheres' ( 1994: 129). Cutting 
through familiar debates in IR as to whether increasing economic interdepen
dence implies the demise of state, this allows us to see that the consolidation of 
sovereif!nt" and the creation of the capitalist world market were coevaL Both 

b 'J . 

were made possible by the abstraction of 'the political' from production and 
exchange. This process simultaneously allows for the creation of a homogeneous 
political space in which formally equal citizens relate directly to the state, and 
independent wielders of political authority become subsumed under state 
autl1ority; and for the 'porousness' of the boundaries of these states for the 
private activities of economic subjects ( 1994: 131 ). 'The possibilil:)' of an interna
tional economy', Rosenberg concludes, 'is thus structurally interdependent with 
the possibility of a sovereign states-system' (1994: 87-8). 

This argument, however; is apt only to establish the compatibility of the terri
torial or national state with the global existence of capitalist class relations and a 
world market; it does not establish why capitalism politically exists or, indeed, 
needs to exist in the form of an interstate system. Indeed, this fact does not seem 
worth explaining to Rosenberg. Noting that a world state has ne\·er existed he 
concedes that anarchy, as a generic attribute of the relations between indepen
dent states, is not limited to a particular historical epoch. He insists, however, 
that this attribute does not tell us much about the dynamics of specific interna
tional systems. Hence, the task facing IR is precisely to develop a themy of 

capitalist anarchy (Rosenberg 1994: 139). 
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Yet this is already conceding too much to Realism. Feudalism, for instance, 
\VOuld be ill understood if described as 'anarchic· (cf: Fischer 1992; Hall and 
K.ratoch\lil 1993: Lacher 1998). In fact, Rosenberg himself introduces a more 
concrete. and rather dillerem, historical perspective \vhen he argues that capitalism 
i.I1voh·ed the 'historical shift fi'om empire to states-system' (1994: 155). But surely 
this process took place before the eighteenth century, and thus, on the basis of 
Rosenberg's 0\\11 argument, before the rise of capitalist social relations. Rosenberg 
seems to acknmdedge as much when he else\1·here distinguishes the process of 
state-formation in the early modern period, invohing the centralization and 
bureaucratization of political authorir;; from the capitalist transformation of the 
state. the latter 'lagging some way behind' the former ( 1994: 130). Rosenberg here 
accepts that the difierentiation bem·een internal and external that was the conse
quence of state formation preceded the capitalist separation of politics and 
economics \1ithout dra\1ing the theoretical i.Inplications. 

The problem \1·hich surfaces here is a more general one with Rosenberg's 
argument: while he succinctly contrasts pre-capitalist and capitalist societies and 
their structural characteristics, he does not prmide a dynamic historical account 
of the rise of capitalism and its relationship to state formation. His argument 
thus remains often schematic photographic, in a sense - especially with respect 
to the timing of the crucial steps of the transition to capitalism, and thus to the 
social forms and structural dynamics which different social orders entail. 

It is hard, then, to completely follow Rosenberg's conclusion that '[b] ehind 
the contemporary world of independent equal states stands the expropriation of 
the direct producer' ( 199-J.: 172). Rosenberg, like Rupert and Burnham, conflates 
the abstracted character of capitalist politics, \1·hich derives from the privatiza
tion of the power to extract surplus, with tl1e so\·ereignty of the capitalist state. 
But the sowreignty of political rule in capitalism does not necessarily entail its 
national boundedness. Once we clearly recognize the distinctiwness of the 
process whereby internal and external structures became diflerentiated from the 
separation of politics and economics, it becomes necessary to pose the question 
of the capitalist character of the state and the interstate system in different 
terms. No longer can we deri\·e the national state and the interstate system from 
the capital relation and take them to be the straightforward 'geopolitical expres
sion of a wider social totality' (199-J.: 55). We have to first ask why the capitalist 
system does ha\·e a geopolitical expression at all. If state-formation and the 
supersession of universal empire haw their origins in a social logic which 
precedes the rise of capitalism, as Rosenberg himself suggests in places, then we 
have to find a way of conceptualizing the totality of capitalist social relations in 
ways which allow for the recognition that not every organizational or institu
tional form of our epoch was itself brought into existence by capitalism. 

The challenge of territoriality 

The l\Iarxist theories of international relations suneyed above ultimately fail to 
meet the challenge, set out by Halliday, to explain the 'specificity and effecti\ity 
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of distinct states within a single economic totality'. They take the territorial 
boundedness of the capitalist state as given and proceed to ground the interstate 
system in essentially the same conceptual operations in which the IVIarxist state 
debate sought to deri\·e tlze capitalist state. In this way: the theoretical problem 
why capitalist political space is territorially fragmented disappears from \iew. 

But unlike their predecessors, Rupert, Rosenberg and Burnham cannot afford 
to ignore this problem because it is thrmm up by the very changes in Marxist 
theory designed to owrcome the base/ superstructure model and the pitfalls of 
economic determinism. For the Marxist theorists of imperialism, for instance, it 
was still possible to sidestep the problem of multiple capitalist polities, assuming 
as they did that certain states were capitalist because they were directed by the 
bourgeoisie; states, in other words, were capitalist by \ irtue of the actions of 
capitalists on them. At least within their own framework, states could be taken as 
given, however unsatisfactory this remains from the perspective of a critical 
social theory of international relations. 

However, once we begin to define the capitalist character of the 'state' at the 
much higher level of abstraction, which marks the Ivfarxist state debate, this 
becomes plainly impossible. The question why the capitalist state embodies only 
a territorially circumscribed subset of the capitalist relations of domination 
becomes unavoidable. For nothing in the argument that capitalism entails the 
abstraction of political from economic power leads to the conclusion that polit
ical power needs to be organized by multiple and competing centres of 
territorially organized sovereignty 

Is the theoretical impossibility to show that the same historical process which 
leads to the separation of politics and economics (i.e. the expropriation of the 
direct producers) also entails the emergence of system of sovereign states, a real 
problem? In any case, is it not a well-established fact that the modem state and 
the capitalist economy arose in tandem, as at least Burnham and Rupert seem to 
agree? In this case, it might be argued that the problem is simply one \lith 
Marxism itself; and with its tendency to overextend the explanatory powers of 
the concept of capitaL After all, other non-1\fmxist- approaches, most notably 
John Ruggie's work on the medieval-to-modern transition, have shown how the 
separation of the political and the economic and the diflerentiation of the 
internal and the external are part of the rise of modernity By not taking both of 
them to be expressions of the transition to capitalism, but as autonomous struc
tures following independent logics of modernization, these approaches seem able 
to avoid the theoretical conundrums which face Marxist theories of the interna
tional system. 

But are they? It may be argued that Ruggie's suggestion that modernity is 
characterized by the differentiation of politics and economics, as well as of the 
domestic and international realms, becomes rather circular when he goes on to 
explain the emergence of modernity in terms which presuppose the very 
autonomy of the spheres which he sees as the product of the process of 
modernization. Ruggie's theory of the transition is based on the interaction 
between already autonomous spheres which become increasingly differentiated 



!58 Hannes Lacher 

a quantitative process of rising 'dynamic density' (Ruggie !993: 152-60, 169)" 
It does not, howeve1~ provide an account of the qualitative rupture that dissolved 
feudalism's organic unity of politics and economics" 

It is here that it becomes useful to return to Ivfarxism, or at least to the non
deterministic Marxism developed since the late 1970s. But rather than trying to 
derive a capitalist interstate system from the same theoretical foundations which 
in the earlier debates had yielded only 'the state', we have to pursue a more 
historical path to understanding the geopolitical structure of capitalist political 
space. On this path, we can follow some of the most creative attempts to expli
cate the rise of capitalism in non-economistic and non-circular terms, the 
'political Marxism' of Robert Brenner and Ellen Meiksins Wood. This approach 
explains the demise of feudalism as a result of the internal contradictions of a 
society in which political privileges, laws, monopolies not only constituted rela
tions of personal domination, but simultaneously formed the socially decisive 
relations of surplus expropriation. Pre-capitalist property was thus 'politically 
constituted' and it is in the struggles between the aristocracy and the peasantry 
but also, and equally importantly, bel:\veen the members of the nobility itself, 
over their relations of domination and dependence, that the dynamics of 
feudalism as well as the reasons for the demise of feudalism can be found 
(Brenner 1986; Wood 1991 ). 

Ruggie, of course, also argues that 'basic structure of property rights .. " char
acterizes an entire social formation', including its international system (Ruggie 
!983: 282); but whereas property appears as merely regulative of a basically 
autonomous economic structure operating in Ruggie's account, property (or 
'social property relations') should be understood as constitutive of historically a 
very different system of production, distribution and surplus appropriation, as 
well as sovereignty. Most importantly, however; Brenner recognizes that property 
in feudalism is very different from property in capitalism, in that it is not the 
control of things, but the control over people that confers access to surplus in 
feudalism. 

On the basis of this argument, Brenner suggests that the demise of feudalism 
was not generally followed by the rise of capitalism. In fact, the societies in 
which the 'modern state' is usually taken to have emerged, the absolutist societies 
of France, Spain and Prussia, were not capitalist at alL Their social structure 
continued to be marked by the centrality of political forms of surplus appropria
tion" The difference was that in absolutism the state itself became the main locus 
of 'politically constituted property', while in feudalism it had been distributed 
among individual lords (Brenner 1985; Wood 1991 ). 7 

This argument also provides the basis for Rosenberg's claim that the world 
economy of the early modern period was not a capitalist world economy, but 
remained based on the age-old exploitation of price differentials bel:\veen 
segmented markets. But even if there was, pace Ruggie and the majority of 
historical sociologists ~Jut see Skocpol 1979: 55), no separation of politics and 
economics in absolutist Europe, there certainly emerged, pace Rosenberg, a 
system of sovereign states and with it the differentiation of internal and external 
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spheres. It is thus not the late eighteenth-century structural shift from personal
ized relations of domination to a system of impersonal relations mediated by 
things, 'which explains why the units are no longer empires but bordered, 
sovereign states' (Rosenberg 199-t: 1-1-6). 

\Ve may gain a better understanding of absolutism if we difieremiate bel:\veen 
feudalism's parcellized personal domination and absolutism's generalized 
personal dominion (Gerstenberger 1990). The latter was articulated precisely as 
a claim to sovereignty over the inhabitants of a particular territory by rulers who 
regarded their state as patrimony. Clearly; absolutist sovereignty was fundamen
tally different from capitalist so\·ereignty based on 'general impersonal rule', and 
only the capitalist abstraction of political power from surplus appropriation 
allowed for the consolidation of sovereignty beyond what was possible in abso
lutism where legal privileges and corporate or regional particularism remained 
necessarily pen·asive. 

Yet the continental European capitalist transition of the late eighteenth (or, 
more likely, early nineteenth) century took place within these territorialized 
states, and within a system of sovereign states8 It reproduced the boundaries of 
particular states and the boundedness of political communities. Crucially, then, 
that capitalism came to exist politically in the form of an international system for 
reasons not directly given by the nature of capital. In this sense, capitalism's 
political space need not be organized by exclusive territoriality. The differentia
tion of internal and external spheres arose from the dynamics of political 
accumulation since the late feudal period, and thus within a social context from 
which capitalism was absent. 

This argument raises l:\vo broad sets of questions in the context of the 
attempt to develop a historical materialist theory of international relations: first, 
what were the consequences of the capitalist reconstitution of society for the 
dynamic of the international system? And, second, what are the implications for 
the capitalist 'logic of process', for the way in which capital operates and for the 
fundamental laws of motion and contradictions of capitalism? 

Just as the capitalist territorial state is difierent from the absolutist territorial 
state, so is the capitalist international system marked by a dynamic fimda
mentally distinct from absolutist geopolitics. Modernity in international 
relations cannot, as Ruggie ( 1993) suggests, be defined in terms of territori
ality, as this obscures the nineteenth-centmy transformation of the social 
relations of sovereignty, and hence of the changes in the content of what is 
contested bel:\veen territorial states.. Territoriality became exclusive with 
respect to political space only, while the privatization of appropriative power 
allowed for the organization of surplus extraction across boundaries through 
the productive employment of contractually secured labour. \Yhile the social 
realm of the sovereign authority of a state was thereby restricted it also 
became dependent on the successful reproduction of 'its' capitals in the 
world economy: As a consequence, the old problematique of sovereignty, i.e. 
the assertion and rejection of claims to universal empire and the securing of 
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the territorial integrity of a state's polity, society and economy, was 
supplanted by a new problematique \\·hich has increasingly dominated the 
discourse of sovereignty ever since: the ability of states to shape their soci
eties' destiny in the face of world economic interdependence (Diner I 993: 
38fT.). 

2 The first question could still be answered within the parameters of the 
l\1arxist theories (especially Rosenberg's) re\-iewed abow. But to point to the 
ways in which the interstate system has become part and parcel of capitalist 
modernity is only one side of the story In addition, we have to ask how the 
exclusive territoriality of political authority in turn structures the existence 
of capitaL Capital is a social relation as well as a process of self-valorization, 
and in both these dimensions, it is profoundly 'configured' by the fact that 
the spatial organization of the capitalist polity does not correspond to the 
space of the world economy and world society based on the capital relation. 

Of course, much of Marxist (and non-Marxist) reflection on the global political 
economy is focused on the tensions ben\·een global accumulation and territorial 
so\·ereignty; but only by explicitly problematizing the international character of 
capitalist politics can we gain theoretical leverage on this issue. Marx, for instance, 
constructed his tl1eory of capital precisely by abstracting from the multiplicity of 
capitalist states and suggesting that in order to understand the process of capital 
accumulation 'in its integrity ... we must treat tl1e whole world of trade as one 
nation and assume that capitalist production is established everywhere and has 
taken possession of e\·ery branch of industry' (Marx 1977: 727). Try-ing to under
stand capitalist society's concrete existence, however, we have to reintroduce the 
interstate system, w-ithout assuming that capital operates globally in tl1e same way, 
whether political space is fi·actured territorially or not. 

It is tlms necessmy to ask in what way the 'logic of process' of the capitalist 
mode of production became structured by the fact that its political space is frac
tured by sovereign territoriality; how this shapes the nature of competition 
behveen indi\-idual capitals; how the fragmentation of the capitalist polity stmc
tures the relations behveen classes domestically and internationally; how the world 
market is regulated by territorial authority and what the dynamics for the restruc
turation of the relationship between states and the world market are; and in what 
way the operation of the law of \·alue is modified in the world market context by 
the fact that the circulation of capital is mediated by national currencies. 

Instead of systematically answering these questions, I will here limit myself to 
suggesting that the starting point has to be the recognition that 'the interna
tional' is deeply problematic to the indi\ -idual state seeking to maintain the 
ability of the capitals located or rooted within its boundaries to successfully 
extract surplus \·alue and to accumulate. The fact that the state cannot control 
the conditions under which 'its' capitals have to reproduce themselves (and thus 
allow the state to reproduce itself in turn) entails a \·ery different role of the state 
in the international and domestic contexts. \\'hereas the state domestically stands 
apart fi·om the competition bet\veen indi\-idual capitals, and seeks to regulate the 
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economy through universal forms of governance like the rule of law and money, 
in the international sphere it is or can itself be a competitor seeking to promote 
rhe interests of its capitals with political and economic means. 

InternationallY. indi\-idual states can use their political power to structure inter
national competi~ion in ways \rhich benefit 'their' capitals to the detriment of the 
capitals of other states. They can use their borders and currencies to mediate the 
competition berween the multitude of indi\-idual capitals. Thus, the world mark~t 
is not simply a system of indi\-idual capitals competing \l·ith each ~t~er economi
cally. but it is a svstem in \\·hich states are parties in the competition for world 
ma;ket shares ratl1er than guarantors of the market as such. In that sense, it may 
be arQUed that the domestic separation of politics and economics, which consti
tutes cl1e modern interstate svstem and the world market society\ is 'unthinkable in 
the sphere of world society' .(Diner 1993). Political and economic forms of power 
mesh in the international politics of capitalist states in a way, which goes beyond 
the state interYentionism known from the domestic sphere, which fundamentally 
reproduces the separateness of politics and economics. 

Conclusions 

I have ar!!ued that the interstate-ness of capitalist political space cannot be 
" deri\·ed from the nature of the capital relation. Instead, it should be regarded as 

a 'historical legacy' from pre-capitalist historical development This is not to 
advocate a methodological pluralism that posits the autonomy of different social 
structures, each supposedly following endogenous logics. Such an approach 
would be fimdamentally ahistorical as it ignores the very historicity of the sepa
ration of politics and economics, which the 'radicalized ontology' of 
contempormy Marxism correctly emphasizes. \\'e have to start from historical 
totalities rather than transhistorical interacting structures that produce history as 

thev interact 
The rele\·ant historical totality to the conceptualization of the system of 

sm·erei!!!1 territorial states is carJitalism. But while theoretical analysis shows that 
" k . capitalism can no more exist without a state than it can exist without a mar ·et, It 

cannot explain the existence of multiple capitalist states. For this, we have to turn 
to a historical analvsis of the wav in which capitalism emerged; such analysis can 
draw on the innm·~tions of IYim~ist theory m·er the last t\venty·-five years, but we 
cannot apply Marxist state theory to the international system in the more direct 
way suggested by Rosenberg, Burnham and Rupert. 

Taking the international character of global capitalism to be a contingent 
aspect of capitalism raises the question of how to theorize capitalism as a 
totalitv. While Marxist theorists of IR have posited the need to start from the 
consideration of social totalities, they have spent little time on explicating their 
understanding of this concept, nor have they engaged \l-ith its troubled history in 
I\Iaixist theorY from Lukacs to Althusser and beyond (Jay 1984). I have argued 
that not all s~cial forms of really existing capitalism are necessarily or in all 
respects the emanations of the capital relation, as the Lukacsian concept of 
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'expressive totality' suggests. In this sense, rather than simply taking them to be 
internal to capitalism, certain institutions should be theorized as intemali;:.ed. This 
a\·oids both the ·weberian pluralism of ontologically irreducible structures, and 
the Marxist tendency to reduce everything, including the interstate system, to a 
necessary expression of the capital relation. 

So the argument about the pre-capitalist origins of the state-system should not 
be taken to imply that international politics in the nineteenth and twentieth 
centuries represents a logic which is still absolutist, lagging behind a more modern 
economy. The interstate system is capitalist, because it has become capitalist in the 
process of the totalization of capitalism - in other words, in the process of capi
talism becoming a totality (a totality, moreover; which inherently produces 
diflerence and contradictions). But while the international system has become 
internalized it has simultaneously structured and configured tl1e way in which 
capital operates: it has fundamentally shaped both the process of capital accumu
lation as well as the social conditions under which the capital relation was 
reproduced. 

This leads to a final critical point For the new Marxist theories of IR/IPE, 
taking national states and the world market to be necessary institutionalizations 
of the separated capitalist spheres of politics and economics, the question of 
globalization can be resolved without empirical inquiry and theoretical contor
tions: as long as there is capitalism, there will be national sovereignty. But this 
argument foreshortens a necessary debate to which historical materialism could 
contribute much. It does so on the basis of its confusion of the capitalist state 
form with its concrete territorial institutionalization. Other forms of capitalist 
statehood may be possible, like the transnational state suggested elsewhere in this 
volume by William Robinson. 

vVhether or not such a process of transnational state-formation is actually 
taking place is an open question; it is neither a foregone conclusion nor an 
impossibility \vithin the framework of capitalist modernity. Moreover, even if the 
national state has become so entrenched that no transnational state can emerge, 
this may pose a contradiction to capitalist reproduction (and of indi\idual states) 
in a world where the existence of capital has become global rather than interna
tional. From this perspective, the real issue may not be whether globalization 
undermines territorial sovereignt); but whether the continuing reproduction of 
territoriality prevents the emergence of a political framework that would allow 
for further global economic integration. 

Notes 

Other contributions include Boyle 1994; Bromley 1995, 1996 and 1999; Siegelberg 
1994. For references on Rupert, Rosenberg and Burnham, see below. 

2 As Linklater (1996) points out, l\Iarx and Engels thought of the form of class stmggle 
as national; the goal, howeve1~ was the transformation of the global society consti
tuted by capitalist production relations. 

3 l\Iany of the most important contributions to this debate were published in the 
journal Capital & Class and collected in Clarke 1991; cf. Carnoy 1984 and Holloway 
and Picciotto 1978. 

5 

6 
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The term 'open l\Iarxism' is used bY Burnham to chm;acter~ze l:is own approach, 
drawinrr on the closeh· related work of Bonefelcl et a/. <) 991); H JS here appbecl to 

Rosenb"'erg and Rupc1:t as well, who share substantial aspects of Burnham's ·open 
l\Iarxism'. 
C£ Barker 1991: 20-1: ·One might get the impression from [Holloway and Picciotto] 
as from a mass of other l\Iarxi>t writings on the state, that capitalism has but one 
state. ·where it is acknO\dedgecl that the beast is numerous, the implications of that 
\·erY concrete fact are not developed at alL· 
Cf.,Burnham 1991:89: 

The state as an aspect of the social relations of production must be seen as [sic!] 
one remow from the interests of particular capital since the form of the st_ate 
dictates that its role is to address the contradictory foundations of accumulatiOn 
in the guise of meeting the interests of capital-in-generaL 

7 This summary passes o\·er the crucial role of capitalist _dcwlopment in England 
emphasized by political l\farxists; for a more comprehensive treatment, see Lacher 

8 
1998. 
For a more detailed account of the role of absolutist international relations in the 
transition to capitalism, and on the subsequent transformation of the imernational 
system itself, see Lacher (2003). 
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9 The dialectic 
globalisation 

A critique of Social Constructivism 

Benno Tesclzke and Christian Heine 

Introduction 

Two contemporary international relations (IR) orthodoxies Social 
ConstructiYism and Neo-\Yeberian Historical Sociology ~\VHS) conwrge in 
their rejection of historical materialism and their adoption of parts of I\Ia..x 
Weber's philosophy of social science for theorising international politics. Both 
argue that l\Iarxism's natural-scientific epistemology stipulates rules for the 
construction of universally \·alid deducti,·e-nomological lmvs that go,·ern social 
phenomena in an objective fashion. It thus fails to make sense of the inter
subjectiYe and conscious construction of \ariable rules and norms that are 
constituti,·e of international forms of conflict and co-operation (Ruggie 1998: 
30). Constructi\ ism and :N\\'HS suggest furthermore that historical materialism's 
irremediable economic functionalism has little to offer for conceptualising the 
role of the state and inter-state relations in the owrall deYelopment and repro
duction of the modern system of states and, a fortiOJi, international institutional 
change (Spruyt 199-1-; Weiss and Hobson 1995; Hobson 1997, 1998). This rejec
tion of historical materialism in contemporary mainstream IR theory reflects a 
broader consensus in the social sciences that tends to disqualify Marxist contri
butions on grounds of their inherent techno-determinism, mono-causal class 
reductionism, historicist and teleological tendencies (Giddens 1987, [1981] 1995; 
Mann 1986, 1993; Habermas 198-1-: 1-1--1-). It is suggested, in contrast, that 
Constructi\ ism and :N\VHS offer viable alternatiYes to the percei,·ed strictures of 
Marxism by embracing a much \\ider array of methodologies research strate
gies designed to express a pluralist, if not eclectic, stance. 1 

This chapter re-examines the nature of Marx's thought and argues that the 
subsumption of its formal structure under the deducti\·e-nomological protocols 
of the natural sciences disfigures his dialectically informed philosophy. \Ve 
suggest in turn that Constructi\ism and :N\VHS rely on a selecti\·e reading of 
\ Veber and haYe failed to address the limits and contradictions of his philosophy 
of science .. This failure undermines the theoretical basis and substantiw empir
ical claims of both approaches. In contrast, we claim that Marx's philosophy 
prm·ides a coherent approach for conceptualising the nexus between conscious 
agency and institutions on the one hand, and the nexus between political 
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authority and economic forces on the othe[. His dialectical philosophy also 
prm·ides a good fi·ame\l·ork for theorising international change. Employing this 
dialectical approach, we trace the origins and nature of globalisation and its 
effect on state-economy relations, understanding it as the outcome of the long 
economic downturn that has governed the capitalist \\·oriel economy since the 
1970s. 

The chapter is diYided into three main sections .. The first section sets out 
Constructi\ism's central theoretical assumptions, specifies some of its recurring 
objections against Marx, and introduces one important constructi\ist approach 
to globalisation. The second section re-examines core features of dialectical 
thought with specific regard to its understanding of reality, history and conscious 
agency. These are contrasted with central \Yeberian positions. On this basis, the 
third section seeks to show how a dialectically controlled interpretation of glob
alisation can prmide a Yiable alternati\·e to both constructi\ist as well as 
orthodox international political economy (IPE) stances on globalisation. We 
argue that a dialectical reading of the current state of the world political 
economy can arbitrate bet\veen one-sided politicist and economistic versions of 
globalisation, while explaining important consciousness-mediated similarities 
and variations in state-society responses to the contemporary restructuring of 
international capitalism. 

Constructivism. against Marx 

Core elenumts of Constructivis1n 

The core constructi\ist claim is that historically var;.ing forms of conflict and co
operation are predicated upon inter-subjecti\·ely constructed institutions. These 
institutions lay down the 'rules of the game' for international politics (Ruggie 1998; 
K.ratoch\11! 1989; Wendt 1999)2 Constitutive rules prmide systems of meaning 
that act as fi·ames of reference for collectively binding anclnorm-gm·erned action. 
The very possibility of successful international institution-building rests on collec
tive acts of intentionality, that shape conwrging fundamental norms and \·alues 
among participating actors. Shared norms and \alues point to successful processes 
of communicative agreement that constitute the difTerentia speci..fica of the social 
world. It follows that social scientists - including IR scholars have to seek inter
pretiw, not observational, access to their object-domain, since their area of 
research is not objectively given, but pre-constituted by consciousness-dri\·en and 
communicati\·ely mediated processes of the collective construction of social reality: 
Interpretive access to the social \\·oriel also implies the direct li1voh-ement of the 
social sciences in the maintenance and modification of rules and norms. The term 
'epistemic communities' captures this phenomenon. 

As a result, IR seeks to understand the Hertrationalitiit (rationality of ends), 
not the ,(u·eckrationalitiit (instrumental rationality) embodied in international 
institutions. History is then concei\ eel in terms of a rational reconstruction of 
a sequence of historically diverse international institutions, \\·hich are bound 
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up with underlying value commumt1es. These value communities not only 
guide the social and political purpose of institutions, but also provide their 
necessarv lerritimacv. Hence jJolitical authoritv derives from stable and consen-, b < I 

sua! communities of value. These constitute the basic units of identity·. The 
constructivist research agenda is then defined by identifying value-based legiti
mate institutions and by theorising their transformations, predicated on 
changes of value-communities. As a rule, these changes are themselves 
regarded as norm-governed in so far as they are set in motion by cognitive 
processes of critique, argumentation, persuasion, and social learning within 
and between epistemic communities. 

Constructivis1n 's critique of historical1naterialis1n 

To date, Constructivism has failed to produce a systematic critique of historical 
materialism in general and of Marx-inspired IR literature in particular. Rather; 
it has tended to trivialise or caricature Marxist theorems in fleeting remarks, 
while simultaneously incorporating many of their best insights into its core theo
retical repertory. Through this strategy of 'denial or appropriation', 
Constructi\ism has thus largely succeeded to re-inwnt itself as the main IR rival 
paradigm to Rationalism (Realism and Liberalism) in a silent process of 
semantic repackaging. 3 Nonetheless, three recurring core criticisms can be iden
tified, revolving around historical materialism's epistemological status, its 
theoretical focus, and its philosophical legacy. 

John Ruggie claims that Marxist thought, like the positi\ism of the Austrian 
Theoretical School (marginal utility theory), 'sought to reduce problems of social 
action and social order to material interests, and [ ... ] embraced naturalistic 
monism, that is, the idea that the natural sciences embody the only valid model 
of science to which the social sciences should [ ... ] aspire' (Ruggie 1998: 30). 
Marxism is thus irredeemably tied to a positi\ist and naturalist view of social 
science, seeking to establish a single transhistorical covering law. 

Alexander v\'endt argues that Marxism has failed to understand the relational 
character of social and political phenomena, including capitalism (Wendt 1999: 
94-5).+ His distinction behveen the forces of production, understood as brute 
material forces, and the economic system-definmg relations of production, 
understood as rules premised on shared ideas, leads hun to reject Marxist 'mate
rialist' definitions of capitalism in favour of a cultural/ideational 
conceptualisation. Two possible conclusions can be drawn from \•Vendt's obser
vation. Constructivists could redefine the concept of capitalism by theorising the 
'discursive conditions that constitute capitalist relations of production' as an 
ideational and, by implication, non-coercive phenomenon (\Nendt 1999: 136). 5 

Alternatively, they could challenge the idea that Marxism defines capitalism 
materialistically as vVendt asserts, instead recovering the relational-dialectical 
character of the term 'relations of production', and coercive origins and ongoing 
contradictory history of capitalism as a hierarchical system of exploitation. This 
is what we shall try to do in the following sections. 
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Friedrich Kratochwil, final!:; remains sceptical of I'viarx's philosophical legacy, 
claiming that it is inextricably bound up \\·ith an optimistic and teleological 
philosophy of consciousness premised on the idea that Reason and historv will 
come eventually into accord with each other. The charge is that even in its .secu
larised version Marxism cannot di,·est itself from the pseudo-religious certainties 
of the 'last twitches of Enlightenment ideology' (Kratochwil 1997: HO). \\hle 
there is, of course, textual e\ -idence - ranging from Marx himself to Lukacs - for 
claiming that rv1arxism embraces such a philosophy of history by replacing 
Hegel's Spirit ''-ith the \-ictorious march of respecti,·e progressi,·e and e\·er more 
uni,·ersal classes, this interpretation does not do justice to the state of the current 
:Marxist debate. Alternative readings of Iviarx a;e mailable. 

To conclude, in the constructi\-ist uni\·erse :Lviarxism is equated with the stan
dards of a naturalist science, attacked as a reductionist-economic theorv. and 
dismissed as a teleological philosophy Before ,,.e attempt to rectify this int~rpre
tation, we want to introduce an exemplary constructivist reading of 
globalisation. Thereafter; we can ad\·ance an alternative account of globalisation 
on the basis of a different reading of I\larx's epistemology: 

Putting Constructivis:m to the historical test: Ruggie on 
globalisation 

Ruggie's core argument centres around domestic state-society relations that 
generate what he calls 'social purpose' expressing an underlying normative 
consensus on the nature of national relations between authority and the 
market He claims that this notion can shed light on the actual content of 
historically cli,·ers international regimes. 'Power and legitimate social purpose 
become fused to project political authority into the international system' 
(Ruggie 1998: 6.5 ). 

Two fundamental problems organise his research: first, to iclentif}· the 'gener
ative grammar' of international political authority; second, to explain the 
occurrence of regime change not exclusi\·ely witl1 reference to \·ariations in 
power capacities (as Neorealism and Hegemonic Stability Theory (HST)), but 
in terms of the covariance in the fusion of pm1·er and 'social purpose' (Ruggie 
1998: 64--.'i). For example, ,,·hile the decline of British power and the subse
quent collapse of international order expressed fundamental cli\·ergences in the 
state-society relations of the system's constitutive units, the decline of US 
power did not imply the breakdown of international order clue to the cross
national persistence of shared 'social purpose'. Given that 'social purpose' is 
held constant, adaptations to the new post-1973 international situation do not 
reflect fundamental power-based discontinuity (either the rise of protectionism 
or the return to classical liberalism), but rewa! norm-governed as opposed to 
norm-transformative regime changes. The transformation of 'embedded liber
alism' is henceforth dependent on the 'inter-subjective' re-e\·aluation of 
welfare/ capitalist state-society relations in the face of the resurgent 'ethos of 
liberalism'. Therewith Ruggie claims to haw made the case not only against 
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HST and ~eorealism, bur also against neoliberal institurionalism prmiding the 
rationale for adopting a \ \"eberian hermeneutical frame,,·ork. ,,·hich focuses on 
intersubjecti\ity and shared meanings. Let us nmr turn to his argument on 

globalisation. 
In spite of the decline of CS hegemon;: 'embedded liberalism' persisted after 

the collapse of Bretton \ \·oods, because 'social purpose· ''as held constant across 
the major industrialised states rRuggie 1998: I\Im ing on to the 1990s, 
Ruggie ( 1995, 1997) sketched a ne11 situation. Diwrgences in 'social purpose' 
became more pronounced among the three dominant economic blocks: the 
pluralist US market economy, the social market economy of Continental 
Europe, and the corporatist market economy of Japan, ,,·hile globalisation 
meant the (re-)clisembeclding of the world economy from political controL A 
commitment to international multilateralism remains real. though ,,·eak, because 
competing national policies struggle for stability at home and success abroad. A 
period of turmoil and disarray is forecasL Theoretical!): the assumption of 
"rowino· cliveraences of 'social j)Urj)Ose' must lead Ruggie to conclude that 
u u ;:, ' ' '-' 

norm-transformation, not norm-governance. dri,·es current regime transforma-

tion. \\'hat. then, transforms these norms? 
In Ruggie's scheme, globalisation is a result of the confluence of the success 

of GATT (and other international regimes), ,,·hich made national boundaries 
redundant as expressions of the jurisdictional reach of national economies: and 
of a series of private sector institutional transformations. These are listed as the 
liberalisation of international markets in finance, goods, and senices, as well as a 
shift in the patterns of international production from a di\ision of labour among 
national economies to an international division of labour at the le\ el of firms 
(multilateral corporations operating ,,·ithin transnational strategic alliances). 
These developments render traditional public policy goals - controlled economic 
grmvth, full employment and social stability- obsolete. 

Like Goethe's Sorcerer's Apprentice, who could not control the forces that he 
unleashed, international post-war regime-imposed liberalisation turns out to be 
no longer compatible ,,·ith domestic social compacts. But why is it that post-war 
liberalisation was compatible with domestic social compacts, while post-Bretton 
\ \"oocls liberalisation ''as not? The simple answer that Ruggie 0\ erlooks is that 
the latter failed to cleliwr the goods. Capitalism, for reasons stated latec entered 
a period of long economic downturn. Under conditions of negati,·e economic 
(Trowth and intensified domestic re-distributional conflicts, domestic social 
0 . • • 

compacts were re-structured \l"hile states struggled to enhance their competitive-
ness. In other words. the domestic and multilateral institutional mechanisms of 
the 'Golden Capitalist Age' entered into a period of contradiction ,,·ith changing 
economic fundamentals. \\"bile Ruggie \l"astes little time on these macro

economic changes, he concludes that 

The post-war trade regime \\·as intended to achie\·e and maintain a sustain
able balance between the internal and external policy objectives of 
gm ernmems, in keeping ,,·ith the embedded liberalism compromise. It ,,·as 
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not designed to re-structure domestic institutional arrangements. Yet, 
domestic re-structuring is what the trade policy agenda increasingly has 
come to be about. Highly politicised trade policy disputes and potential 
instability in trade relations appeared to be the \-irtually ine\-itable conse
quence of successfulliberalisation. 

(Ruggie I 995: 516) 

While this is a highly acute obserTation, it is not quite clear why these develop
ments have to be theorised on the basis of changing epistemic communities. As a 
rule, a huge hiatus yawns bet\\·een Ruggie's abstractly articulated basic meiliod
ological assumptions norm-governance, change through social learning, etc. -
and his thick descriptions of socio-economic developments. In Ruggie's idiom, 
what happened is this: the success of the constitutive rules of GATT had the 
unintended consequence of destroying the post-war social compact based on 
welfarism as well as GATT itself. New constitutiw rules (WTO) and domestic 
'social purposes' lneoliberalism) were de\ -ised in reaction to liberalisation/ global
isation. In other words, a change in socio-economic reality preceded changes in 
the norms and rules of \alue communities. National and international regimes 
are try-ing to catch up with forces beyond their immediate controL However; why 
present turmoil is clue to 'epistemic disarray in the community of scholars and 
policy analysts' rather than to economic crisis and the end of the era of 
sustained system-w-ide growth that generates nationally sharply diverging policy 
prescriptions, is hard to see (Ruggie 1995: 526, also I 997). 

To conclude, the invocation of \Veberian methodological precepts is unable to 
prov-ide an explanation, as opposed to a mere description, of regime changes 
because w-iiliin Ruggie's epistemic account material outcomes can only be derived 
from a prior cognitive shift in ilie rele\ant value communities. Theoretically, 
outcomes are always intentional and projected back onto an assumed prior alter
ation of value consensus. However; Ruggie's admission iliat 
neoliberalism/ globalisation is an unintended consequence of the success of GATT 
jars w-ith Constructivism's fundamental premise of collecti\·e intentionality. This 
minor logical problem aside, the central constructi\-ist problem is iliat cognitive 
shifts have no apparent external referent, but recursiwly 'invent' ilie new socio
material reality out of themseh·es. The reasons for the 'resurgent etl1os of 
liberalism' iliat drove globalisation in ilie 1980s and 1990s remain unidentified. In 
essence, Ruggie wants to explain changes in international economic regimes 
witl10ut economics and changes in international political regimes w-iiliout politics 
by smuggling in tl1e formal categories of com·ergence or divergence in 'social 
purpose'. However; an aggregate notion like 'social purpose' obscures ilie social 
processes and political mechanisms at work iliat generate conflict and compromise, 
crisis and successful institutionalisation among indi\-icluals, classes, and nations, as 
it remains silent on tl1e repressi\·e processes iliat ensure conventionality qua agree
ment In other words, there is no extra-ideational explanation of changes in value 
commumt1es changes, according to our argument, iliat react to de,·elopments 
outside the explanatory reach of interpretiw methodologies. 
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Karl Marx: elements of dialectical thinking 

This section sets out and defends I\hrx's dialectical understanding of reality, 
history and agency: Our argument is that contrary to :he constructi\-ist claim, 
shared bv ]\\\'HS and orthodox IPE, Marx's thought IS not only non-natural
istic. no;1-reductionist and non-teleological, but in principle better able to 
criti~allv understand international economic and political change. On the basis 
of the f6llm\-ina re-examination of core elements of dialectical thinking, we \\·ill 
be in a positio~ to ad,·ance an alternati,·e theoretically controlled and empiri
cally informed interpretation of globalisation. 

Reality: hum.an praxis and historical societalisation 

\\'hat constitutes social reality? According to I\larx, social reality is constituted by 
a contraclictorv ensemble of social relations that forms a historically specific 
Felgesellsclzriftun;s;:_zzsammenlzang (context of societalisation) bet\veen nature and 
societ\·. All human phenomena are related to this context. Hence, it must be 
Clear!; distin2Uished from \\'eber's \·ast chaotic stream' that can be ordered . 0 

through subjective \alue-positions (Weber [1904] 1949: 84 an? 111 ). I: is. also 
incompatible \~-ith the constructi\-ist notion of reality as an mter-subje~tiv~ly 
arrreed convention, and \\-ith the positi\-ist (naturalist) concept of one objeCtive 
r:alitv whose cow ring law can be disclosed through 'trial and error'. The 
I\lar~ian epistemological principles that capture ~he nexus l~et\v~en .soc~ety ~nd 
nature are Hegelian in origin .. Howe\·er; Marx rejects Hegel's objectiw 1deahsm 
as well as Feuerbach's objective materialism in fa\·our of a philosophy of histor
ical pra.xis (subjective materialism) (Heine and Teschke 1996, 1997; Neufeld 
1995: Krombach !997). 

Tviarx argues that through the transformati\·e power of conscious human 
praxis, both nature as 'man's inorganic body' and human. natu.re are con_stantly 
reconstituted. Through this dynamic metabolism, nature IS socmlly transformed 
into products, being into becoming, timeless essen~es into cont:acli:tory 
processes. Man is simultaneously the subject and the obJe.ct of .the socio-hist~r
ical process. HoweYer; the triangle man-nature-soCiety IS of necessity 
contraclicton: These contradictions are universal and transhistorical, yet appear 
historicallv in ever renewed, but definite, manifestations. History, as Hegel 
stressed. is the resolution of contradictions that interpret themselves (Hegel 
199! ). Dialectical thinking reflects this contradictory; dynamic, and trans~orma
tive character of social reality and interferes critically into its reproduction. It 
avoids therefore the formulation of transhistorical im·ariants understood as 
objective laws and a cle-politicised notion of conve~ti.onality based .on learning 
and the fiction of open debate, and elevates contradictions to the logical status of 
the dri\ -ing principle behind historical development. 

Yet, in spite of this transitor-y character of history as pr~cess, l'CI~esellsclzriftcte 

realit\' is for Marx itself ordered and structmecl per se, before we Impose our 
co£niti\ e categories on it. Behind the infinite immediacy of subjective experi
en~es. he assumes a temporarily institutionalised and spatially delineated core to 
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reality, \ \'e claim that this core, as we ,,·ill argue in the following section, is 
defined by historically 1ariable social property relations, constituting the nodal 
point of intersection bet11·een nature, man, and society, 

The assumption of an ordered structure of reality di1·erges not only from 
\\'eber's idea of infinite chaos, it is potentially able to re1·eal \\'eber's position as 
representatiYe of the cogniti1e condition of modernity \ \'eber [1919] 19..J.6a 
and [I 919] 19·1-6b) .. For Marx's notion of the capital relation, institutionalised in 
capitalist social property relations, contains not only an account of indi1iduation, 
it also entails an account of 11hy social reality appears as a uni1·erse of discrete 
things, First, indi1 iduation results fiom the making of abstract labour, that is, the 
transformation of property-possessing, economically independent, but politically 
dependent labour into clismmed, legally and politically free, but economically 
dependent wage labour. This transformation captures the essence of the transi
tion from feudalism to capitalism. The new capitalist property regime creates the 
real illusion of ci1il society as an aggregate of contractual relations betlveen 
isolated indi1icluals. 6 At the same time, the state appears as the Hegelian ethical 
sphere of public interest now separated fi·om the sphere of pri1·ate needs consti
tuti\ e of ci1il society and the market Human beings are at once citoyens and 
bourgeois. Second, the transformation of labour into a commodity that can be 
bought and sold on the market turns human beings and their produce into abstract 
things (reification and alienation). 11·hile money organises exchange abstractly as 
the uni1·ersal equi1·alent The primary form of modern inter-subjecti1ity is thus 
constituted by money as the penasiw medium of extra-communicative powec 
Hence, the ·fetishism of commodities', that reflects 'personal independence 
based upon dependence mediated by things', constitutes the fundamental 
cognitive experience of capitalist modernity (i\Iarx [I 86 7] 1976: 163-77; 
Marx [1857-8] 1993: 158). Third, the historical completion of the market as a 
universal based on generalised commodification leads to a form of society in 
11 hich not only indi1icluals, but also their \ alue-positions and interests, are 
atomised and competing. 

As a result, the modern incoherence of experience can be explained as 
reflecting precisely the hieroglyphic character of the capitalist object-world that 
appears to the naked eye as an inchoate and endless aggregate of discrete entities, 
indi\ idual acts, or preferences. Hegel's 'bad infinity' ('schleclzte Cnendlicfzkeit') is 
\\'eber's \ast chaotic stream'. \\'hile Enlightenment philosophy recognises the 
atomised nature of moclernir:; Marx umeils its unif)ing theme. The reified nature 
of the world of objects assumes a realit)· - a 'second nature' - independent of our 
mm 1olition and intelligibility. \ \l1ile this world is indeed a world of our own 
making, it confionts us as something alien, external, and unfathomable. Thus, 
tluough a i\Iarxist dialectical approach, vre can theorise and clemystif)' institutions 
tl1at are central to modernity: indi1iduation, tl1e fiction (Realabstraktion) of the 'self~ 
regulating' market, ci1il societ)• as the sphere of pri1ate freedom, and the modern 
state as the sphere of collectiYe reason. This re\ eals the link between competing 
pri1 ate interests, irreconcilable 1·alue-positions and i\Ia_x \ \'eber's acceptance and 
promotion of scientific pluralism (\ \'eber [ 1919] l9..J.6b). 
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In this sense. \\.eber's theorY runs nvo risks. First, his Yalue pluralism exempli
fies the fra!!Inented experier~ce of the modern abstract T and the vvider 
antinomies ~f bouro-eois thmwht and culture: the Kantian distinction betlveen 

b b • 

noumena (transcendental things-in-rhemseh-es) and phenomena, the separatron 
bet~1·een facts and 1·alues, the opposition betlveen free will and necessit); form and 
content, and subject and ol::ject (Weber [190-J.] 19-1·9: 81 ). Second, \\'eber's c~usal 
pluralism reflects the apparent differentiation of the world into multi?le petnfied 
spheres, which 'follow their own laws' and interact only externally (\\eber. [190..J.] 
19+9: 70), But does the recognition of the fragmented world, both normatJYely as 
well as causal!;.; entail necessarily the call for pluralist theories? 

History: 'laws', cont1·adictions, agency 

\\'eber's theory of historv falls into t1vo irreconciled parts: history as the chaotic 
aggregate of. subjectively intended indi\idual acts (meth~dol~gic~l inclivi~u
alism). battles with history as a universal process of rat10nahsatron, lockmg 
indi1iduals increasingly into iron institutional structures (\ \'eber [190-l-5] 1992: 
181; Weber [1922] 1968). For Marx, in contrast, history is the resolution. of 
contradictmY and competing strategies of reproduction that are bound up With 
historicallv i~stitutionalised social property relations and may or may not alter 
the institu~ional set-up. Action and structure are dynamically mediated. 

From this angle, history has no pre-defined telos, y·et it is inherently teleolog
ical in so far as each human act is willed and conscious, that is, it strives towards 
the realisation of a purpose. Yet, purposefi!l acts are embedded in \\icier forms of 
collectiw action, whose nature is goYerned for Marx primarily by the proprietary 
relation of indi\iduals to the means of production. Men enter nolens l'olens deter
minate relations of pmduction and operate within them. Hmvever, the stress on 
class relations on the basis of unequal access to and property of the means of 
production is not an a_xiom, but merely a research hypothesis whose vali~ity m~Ist 
be corroborated in concrete research. vVriting history is thus not a mampulatiYe 
exercise of fitting facts into the Procrustean bed of a transcendental philosophy 

of history (Marx [18+5] 199..J.a: 112). 
Let us now spell out why social property relations define the core structure of 

societv. Historicallv, access to property and the means of reproduction is politi
callv 'established. , Politically constituted regin1es institutiona1ise time-bound 
ba1~nces of class forces by fixing social property settlements that set the para
meters for purposefuL bounded, but antagonistic forms of social action on both 
sides of the labour process. 7 For example, under capitalism, as a rule, property
less direct producers are compelled to sell their labour power on a labour market 
to make a living. Equally, capitalists are compelled to maintain themselves in 
business throtwh competitive re-im·estment in the means of production or other 
measures of c~st-cutting (shedding of labour) according to the 'imisible' working 
of the price-mechanism, The logic of collecti1·e action works differently under 
feudal proper!:)· relations, Here, direct producers are in possession of the ~eans 
of production. Hence, lords are forced to inwst in the means of coercion to 
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guarantee the extra-economic exploitation of a dependent peasantry while 
simultaneously maintaining themseh·es militarily over and against rival lords. 
Equally, peasants are compelled to produce the totality of their produce on their 
plots and to resist lordly exactions (Brenner 1986; Teschke 1998). In a word, 
property-mediated relations of exploitation impose limits on the spectrum of 
action and thought. \ Vhile the contradictory strategies of reproduction on both 
sides of the labour-process do not exhaust the complex of consciousness-forma
tion, a theory of the latter cannot dispense with recognising the former. 
Dominant forms of bounded action (consciousness) know an external referent. 

Yet \\·hile politically constituted regimes (property regimes, authority-relations) 
institutionalise social conflicts in time and space, setting the time-bound and 
norm-mediated absolute limits for contradictmy strategies of reproduction, these 
institutions may turn themseh-es into the object of contestation during periods of 
general crisis. Rule-maintenance and rule-negotiation violent or not - are 
actively played out processes. The resolution of social conflicts in times of crisis. 
mediated by a given balance of class forces, is howe\·er logically indeterminate: 
though not wholly contingent, and thus guarantees the non-unilinear; non
ine\itabilistic, and open-ended character of history as a process \\ith no fixed 
terminus (Brenner 1985).8 Still, the resolution of contradictions is retrospectively 
intelligible through historical research. Historical development is thus neither the 
circular; contentless, and recursi\·e re-enaction of structures through agency and 
\ice versa (Giddens 1984), nor the result of a 'messy' process of complex interac
tion, nor a necessitous succession of stages, driven by the mechanic contradictions 
between the development of the forces of production and relations of production. 
It is the result of agency-driven qualitativ·e transformations of social relations.9 
These give rise to new forms of bounded agency Consequently, the course of 
history cannot be deduced or ewn predicted from de-subjectified economic 'iron 
laws', which govern human beings in a determinist and automatic fashion behind 
their backs. \ \11ile any specific property regime sets indeed definite parameters for 
human activity, this determination is never absolute. 

Why does this matter? Simply put, while there are 'laws' in history - defined 
by prevailing property relations - there can be no laws of histo~ Law-like 
generalisations only apply to spatia-temporal contexts. Therefore, \V~ber's natu
ralistic characterisation of Marx's notion of law - and Ruggie's uncritical 
adoption of Weber's position - as expressing objectiv·e and universal validity is 
misguided (Weber [1904] 194-9: 68-76 and86-7; clearly demonstrated in Kocka 
[1966] 1985: 136-40). 

Thus a hermeneutical or psychological understanding of the meaning or 
motivation (mentalite) on the side of individuals, groups, or classes does not 
prmide an exhaustive explanation (Adorno [1969] 1976: 14). The capitalist 
profit motive cannot be tautologically derived from an ascetic ethics of work, 
'market rationality', or a naturalised homo oeconomicus. Rather, an entire struc
ture of meanings and moti\·ations (interests or preferences) is 'objectively' 
imposed upon human beings by extra-subjecti\·e socio-material relations. Social 
relations of production and exploitation define entire strategies of action and 
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modes of consciousness, prmided the actor wants to surYi\·e and be recognised 
by society. In this sense, ideational phenomena are amenable to theorisation in so 
far as they express and try to come to terms with a social 'essence' hidden from 
view. From this perspecti\·e, \\"eber's \iews of history can be qualified, both with 
respect to his claim of necessarily plural and indeterminate ultimate value-posi
tions adopted by researchers, as well as v\·ith respect to the chaotic appearance of 
reality itself 

The div-ersity of phenomena does not simply 're\·eal' a core structure (the 
logic of capital), but is mediated by it and lends it a definite form. Phenomena 
cannot be reduced to capitaL nor can capital be dissolved in appearances. Yet 
capital does not exist in the singular, but is politically mediated in a system of 
states V\ith their own distinct, but not fi.J!ly independent, historical trajectories. 
Thus the concrete analysis of capitalist societies must understand how the pres
sures exerted by capital are broken and deflected through the conscious actions 
of classes within and between capitalist societies. 10 Hence, politics and geopoli
tics, among other 'moments', enter immediately the determination of the course 
and nature of capitalist societies. Yet this does not imply the plea for a series of 
incommensurable national Sondenage (special paths), since capitalism - in a 
historically sequenced form which is itself co-constitutive of their relative 
uniqueness brought about in a pattern of geographically combined yet socially 
uneven development - is common to all of them. The logic of process has to 
replace the logic of structure. Historical \ariations among capitalist societies can 
be controlled by, but not reduced to, their identical core structure. In this sense, 
historical research has to establish this unity-in-diversity. Howev-er, there is no 
unmediated access to the facts without and ideas \\ithin (Krombach 1997). The 
crucial question is how we can best control this process of interpretation that is, 
of necessity; always a process of abstraction, even for archival workers. This is 
the task of metatheory. This is the task of dialectic. 

Theorising globalisation 

This outline of dialectical elements will now help us to set out an alternative 
explanation of globalisation that transcends the insufficiencies of constructivist 
accounts. To recapitulate, Ruggie theorised the end of 'embedded liberalism' in 
terms of epistemic disarray subsequent to di\·ergences in national 'social 
purposes' as a result of successful liberalisation. \Ve criticised this account 
because it treated 'social purpose' as a domestic black box, failed to relate global
isation to capitalist crisis, and underspecified the fundamental relation between 
states and markets under capitalism. However, the vvider debate on globalisation 
is precisely defined by an attempt to understand the changing configuration of 
this relation. A widely held 'strong' v-ersion on globalisation suggests that greater 
openness in matters of trade, finance, sen ices, and investment as well as the flex
ible transnational operations of footloose corporations drastically reduce the 
macro-economic steering capacity of the state in unprecedented ways (Ohmae 
[1990] 1999; Reich 1991: Horsman and Marshall 1994; compare Hirst and 
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Thompson I 996). The assumption is that a globally integrated world economy 
exens identical pressure on policy choices in diflerent national contexts, 
imposing a similarit): if not uniformit;.: in public policy outcomes. In extremis, 
these de\·elopments amount to a self~cancellation of the state as a meaningful 
economic entity itself and the rise of a borderless world. 

Furthermore, the standard liberal explanation tends to start with a description 
of a series of pri\·ate sector economic and technological innm ations and/ or the 
obsenation of a quamitati\e increase in global transaction flows (sometimes 
described as the independent variable), followed by an assessment of their eflects 
on state capacities (the dependent \ariable). 11 Problems of causalit;.· are here 
compounded by problems of e\·aluation. First, causality is inherently functional, 
going fiom the economic to the politicaL Second, globalisation is conceiwd as a 
zero-sum relation between states and markets: Keynesianism is equated 11ith a 
strong state, while neoliberalism stands for a weak state. Third, uniformity in 
outcomes is proposed. 

In contrast to the constructi\·ist and liberal accounts sketched above, our core 
argument is that globalisation refers to a conscious re-structuration of state
society and inter-state relations in response to the onset of the long economic 
dmmturn during the I 970s. Globalisation is neither a techno-economically 
induced, nor a purely politically ch·iven, phenomenon, but the result of a dialec
tical, that is class-contested and consciously mediated, re-formulation of private 
and public strategies of reproduction under conditions of long-term negative 
growth. 1 ~ \ \·e argue that capitalist state power has not undergone a quantifiable 
reduction, but a qualitati\·e shift in purpose, which may be broadly defined as a 
shift from the welfare state to the competition state ( Tl rttbacerbsstaat), This thesis 
is premised on the assumption that success and failure in the market are never 
exclusi\ely determined by the market, but depend always on the political condi
tions of capital-accumulation, Howe\·ei~ \l·hile it is suggestive to argue that the 
world market constitutes today a Saclzzzrang (objectiw compulsion) (Altvater and 
I\Iahnkopf 1997), this compulsion was politically assisted, remains politically 
regulated, and is potentially politically re\ersible. Furthermore, while the state's 
main function today is to directly support the competiti\·eness of its firms on a 
\Vorld-wide scale, important national di\ergences in public policy responses to 
globalisation are discernible (Streeck I 998). Thus, states are not the \ictims or 
losers of globalisation, but have both nolens z:olens facilitated and eventually bene
fited from the internationalisation of capitaL If anything is withering away today, 
it is not the state as such, but rather its democratic legitimacr 

In order to support our argument, \1·e will first haye to restate the basic rela
tion between the economic and the political under capitalism. In a second step, 
we will prmide an account of the origins of globalisation as an outcome of the 
international profitability crisis, In a third step, we \rill set out di\·ergences in 
state responses to the long downturn of the world-economy; that validate our 
dialectical claim that while globalisation entails a historically unprecedented 
shrinkage of policy choices, states constitute still the main relays for the repro
duction of capitalism. 

-
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The fundam.ental relation between the econom.ic mzd the 
political under capitalism 

The core premise of a historical materialist approach to globalisation is that "the 
diflerentiation bet\1·een the economic and the political is unique to capitalism, l.J In 
pre-capitalist societies, the economic remains al:1·ays embedded in. so:ial,. cultural, 
or political processes that regulate producuon, exchange, distnbuti~n, ai:cl 
consumption. I+ The process of the disemb.edding of th~ market from so~:o-~~ht
ical norms all mrs in principle for economic self-regulation through :he m\ 1s1ble 
hand' of the price-setting market. This is correctly obserYed, but ma~::quately 
theorised, in Polan)i's work on Tlze Great Timz.iformation (Polanyi [I 9H] I 9J iJ: 

I'viarx characterises this transformation as a shift hom forms of. ·extra-.. 
economic compulsion' under pre-capitalist social p~opert;.· rel~tions to forms of 
economic exploitation instituted in the capital rel~t1on, theor~sed by tl:e law of 
value (l\Iarx [I 867] 1976). Capitalism refers to a form of society pred~cated on 
the separation of the direct producers from their means of reproduction . the 
making of 'hee' labour so that generalised market-de.penclency translates .mto 
the clisembedding of economic processes of production and exc~1ange f.rom 
direct political power. Henceforth, dispossess:~ and com~10d:fiecl ~Irect 

producers are economically forced to m.a~e a .hnng by entenng I~ to. pmate 
economic contracts without direct polltlcal mterference, as capitalists ar.e 
compelled to compete in the market to maxin:i~e profits. Intei:-capitalist .competi
tion necessitates specialisation and the out-pncmg of competitors, pre~Jcated on 
procluct-innm·ation and the reduction of .~rod.uctim: costs. Cost cuttmg results 
either in the lowerina of waaes, the intensification of labom; or the replacement 

b 1:::) • • • 

of labour bv clint of technolocical rationalisation, based on competitive re-mvest-
ment A th~orv of tedmolo~cal innm·ation, leading to proclucti\ity gains and 
aeneral growtl~, is thus built into capitalism itself At the same time,. pr~fit
~aximisation and inter-capitalist competition generate also a terntonally 
expansiw tendency towards the opening up of ~ark~ts. \·ia trad~. . : .. 

Furthermore a theorv of the modern state IS bmlt mto capitalist socml p!Op
ertv relations. Generalis~d market dependency, displacing pre-capitalist fon~s of 
dir~ct political exploitation, allows for the pooling ~f ~olitical power m .. a 
sovereign state abstracted fi·om ci\il society: The conf11ct-ndden and geopoliti
callY mediated aeneralisation of the capital-relation allows for the conceptual 
and historical differentiation bet\veen an un-coercive 'economic economy' and ~ 
'political state', monopolising the means of v-iol.ence i1~ a specific territory. IJ 

Henceforth. the state's minimal aims are to enforce pn\·ate contracts and to 
defend priv~te property internally and externally so as to keep the private pro~t
accumulation cycle intact Capitalism thus understood allows us to conceptua~1s: 
the structural and institutional differentiation between state and economy I CI\:l 
societv as an internal relation. In other words, this separation of the ecm:omic 
and tl;e political is unique to capitalism as a totality. On t~is .basis, :h~nges I~ t!1e 
c:onfi2l.Iration bet\veen the economic and the political wJthm capitalist sooet1es 
neve!~ transcend this structural differentiation, but are ah1·ays changes internal to 
capitalism. 
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These changes generate crisis. Crisis is built into the capitalist accumulation 
cycle in so far as capital-labour relations contain. as a rule. a structural conflict 
of interests and as inter-capitalist ri\alr:s both nationally and international!:; 
tends to driYe profit margins down. The state is thus permanently im·olved in 
the mediation and resolution of domestic and international social and 
economic crises through political regulation, economic inten·ention, diplo
matic accommodation and war (I\Iayer I 971 ). Howe\·er, the conflict-resolving 
power of the state depends primarily on those institutions that express and 
reproduce the capital-labour compromise, while being structurally limited by 
its fiscal dependency on the capital circuit. Therefore, the crisis-ridden histor
ical cle\elopment of capitalism remains central for an explanation of variations 
of state--economy relations and inter-state relations. In a very real sense, there
fore, capitalist markets remain at a certain level of abstraction always 
de-politicisecl as long as the self-regulation of the market through the price 
mechanism is not fundamentally challenged. In other words, there can be no 
re-embedding of the economic into the politicaL only greater or lesser degrees 
of political management. Historically di\·erse capitalist state-society relations
the classical liberal, the corporatist, the inten:emionist-welfare, and the neolib
eral state simply represent variations in the degree of re-politicisation and 
cle-politicisation (but no re-embeclding) of the economy in what are essentially 
capitalist totalities. 

It follows that we cannot adopt a \ \'eber-inspirecl multi-causal approach 
towards the external and contingent interaction between institutionally sepa
rated spheres that display their endogenous logics (configuration analysis/types 
of state-society relations), as orthodox IPE and 1\T\VHS tend to do. 16 The 
orthodox \ Veber-informecl \ie\r of a zero-sum relation between states and 
markets rests on an erroneous dichotom:: 17 It imparts a false sense of institu
tional identity and operati\e autonomy to \\"hat are preconceived as two discrete 
entities displaying competing collective wills. A reifiecl power-based logic of 
bureaucratic rationality is here opposed to an independent profit-based logic of 
economic rationality. \ \'e suggest therefore that a dialectical philosophy of 
internal relations prm-ides the necessary epistemological rationale for under
standing the changing domestic and international relations between states and 
markets. 

The origins of globalisation as a result of capitalist crisis 

The post-war historical compromise in the advanced capitalist world between 
labour and capital was designed and internationally successfully institutionalised 
during a period of US hegemon:; unprecedented and sustained economic 
growth, and system-competition bet\1·een East and \Vest 'Embedded liberalism' 
and \velfare programmes were predicated on the post-war boom. 

Howe\·er; between 1965 and 1973, that is before the onset of the oil shocks, a 
series of world-economic crisis symptoms interlocked (Brenner 1998: 93-234). 
At the core of the onset of crisis \vas an une\en but system-wide aggregate fall in 

,.... 
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the rate of profit predicated on falling rates of producti\·iry in the G-7 countries. 
.-\ccording to Robert Brenner, this profit-squeeze cannot be attributed to vertical 
class conflicts and excessive \\·age-growth but resulrs from intensified interna
tional inter-capitalist competition, exerting downward pressure on prices clue to 
over-capacity and owr-procluction and a failure of re-adjustment at the level of 
the firm (Brenner 1998). Falling profits translated into decreasing le\·els of invest
ments and rising unemplo;ment Intense pressure on the welfare state, clue to a 
falling rate of tax returns, accelerating inflation, s!..·yrocketing interest rates, an_d 
drastic rises in public debts, led to a clowm1arcls spiral in overall economrc 
performance that challenged the \-iability of the post-war compromise. 

Gowrnments first responded by tr:-ing to sustain the welfare compromise by 
re-mobilising formerly successful Key11esian policies of clemand-lecl counter
cvclical macro-economic manao·ement clurina the 1970s to stimulate growth. Yet 

' "' "' the expansion of credit, while prewnting the slide of a series of recessions 
(1970-7!. 197+--75. 1979-82) into a full-blmm depression, also impeded and 
delayed market exit by under-performing firms so as to prolong the profitability 
crisis that remained fundamentally determined by o\·er-procluction and over
capacity. The net effect was a massive surge of public debts that failed to jump 
start economies and to reimigorate growth. For example, the US military public 
spending programme of the early 1980s and general ta.x cuts, through a combina
tion of high interest rates and a massiw dollar re\·aluation (Reaganomics), proved 
a massive disaster for the US economy: Ivlitterrancl's return to public planning 
was severely punished by internation~1 capital markets. Under conditions of 
svstem-\1-icle negati\·e economic growth and the failure of export-led recovery 
tl1rough a series of competitiw currency devaluations, Ke111esianism failed .. 

\Vithin this context of economic downturn and political crisis, major shifts in 
private economic strategies for restoring the conditions of successful capitalist 
accumulation eroded the post-war modeL Falling rates of profit made re-invest
ment into production less attractive. Capital, in its liquid money form, was 
increasinaiv diverted into financial markets that promised higher short-term 

"'' rates of return. Thus, the first step associated with globalisation implied the cle-
reQUlation of international monev markets (O'Brien !992). Simultaneously, "' . 
capital interests pushed for the Iiberalisation and widening of markets for goods 
and senices, pressed for a re-definition of industrial relations, the flexibilisation 
of labour markets. ta.x cuts and the reduction of indirect labour costs, while 
intensifVina the re~structuration of intra-firm organisation of production in a 

. "' transnational direction. Rationalisation involved the shedding and/ or intensifica-
tion of labour. as well as the introduction of new technologies. Business policies 
aimed for the. general reduction of production costs and the loosening of the 
structural dependence by firms on 'business-unfi·iendly' national policy-contexts. 
In extremis, big firms used threats of investment strikes, capital flight and the 

dislocation of their sites of production. 
This catalogue of business strategies set the parameters for public policy 

options and gradually de-legitimised the corporatist triangle between govern
ment, employers, and unions (Streeck 1998). It followed a massi\·e system-wide 
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shift in the balance of class forces in favour of capitaL assisted by growing levels 
of unemployn1ent that undermined labour's structural bargaining power, 
Howew1; in spite of the success of the employers' offensive, the global prof~ 
itability crisis persisted, 18 The accumulation of crisis sy1nptoms inaugurated a 
critical historical conjuncture, composed of a period of transition (196.5-79/82) 
and a period of neoliberal consolidation ( 1979/82-2000), Yet, \\·hile states faced 
the same economic crisis sy1nptoms across the board, \·ariations in state 
responses are discernible that vitiate the fashionable thesis of the end of the 
so\·ereign state, 

General crisis: the dialectic of convergi1zg business strategies 
and diverging state responses 

The logic of the market set absolute limits to priYate strategies for re-establishing 
the conditions of successful capital accumulation. A falling average rate of profit 
prompted similar pri\·ate sector strategies in the advanced capitalist world, 
Variations within these limits do not refute the general objective of regaining 
profitability. The new situation came to be characterised by the persistence of 
economic crisis and a general diversification, intensification, and internationali
sation of private strategies of capital accumulation: globalisation unbound, Yet 
the uneven spread of crisis, non-synchronous national and sectoral business 
cycles, nationally diverging balances of class forces, and historically different 
institutional contexts of industrial relations, translated into palpable divergences 
in political management strategies that do not follow an exclusive economic 
rationality (Weiss 1999), These state \'ariations reflect consciously adopted public 
policies that call for a dialectical theorisation, 

While in the 1980s monetarism (tight money, fiscal austerity; balanced 
budgets) became the watchword of the davin states that were most severelv chal
lenged by negative growth and public d~bts, it neither meant the end ~f the 
state, nor the system-wide and chronologically simultaneous adoption of iden
tical public policies. \Yith the parameters for public policy choices set by the 
general economic downturn, governments cle\ised diverse counter-strategies of 
state-supported macro-economic management This diversity is e\idenced in the 
respective configuration of the components of national-economic policy 
matrices that determine macro-economic regulation, including fiscal and mone
tary policy, industrial relations, social security and education systems, as well as 
industrial and sectoral policy, The new situation is characterised by diversity-in
identity, 

In the early 1980s, the 'German model' that was traditionallv based on 
export-led growth, currency undervaluation, consensual corpora-tism, high
skilled labour, anti-inflationary and tight monetary policies, high ta..xes and a 
relatively strong commitment to \relfarism did not immediately follow the path 
of radicalliberalisation, Rathe1; the CDU/FDP coalition, while profiting from 
the record US budget deficit and a strong dolla1; pursued a policy of modest 
macro-economic deficit spending and gradual state-supervised privatisation to 
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counter economic recession combined with an actiw policy of \rage modera
tion \\·bile continuing to subsidise exports .. In the mid-1980s, after the Plaza 
:\.ccorcl bem·een the uSA, Germany and Japan, Germany managed to m·oicl 
recession in spite of Divi re\·aluation clue to producti\·ity increases, \\·age conces
sions, and the rationalisation of industries as a result of an active 
'national-economic' industrial policy. Howe,·er, unemployment rose to unprece
clentecllevek \\"ith the onset of unification, the full turn tmrards neoliberalism 
\\·as postponed once again. Deficit spending, easy mone;,; extra le\·ies on taxes 
and state-controlled pri\·atisation in the East led to a short-liYecl boom, the 
massi\·e long-term accumulation of public debts, and inflationary pressure that 
has become the policy-restraining legacy left to the incoming SPD/Gri.ine 
government. The current policy follows a peculiarly contradictory path. On the 
one hand, Germany is committed to the implementation of austerity 
programmes, combined \\ith tax reform, tight money and flexibilisation of 
labour markets, broadly in line with neoliberal prescriptions .. 19 On the other 
hand, continuing financial transfe.rs to the i\e\\' Lander and a strategy for 
European regionalisation and enlargement run directly counter to the strong 
globalisation thesis that equates neoliberalism with the loss of state capacity. 20 

Contrary to the globalisation thesis of a retreating state, the German state acts 
as the main circuit of transmission between domestic capital interests and 
regional and international institutions. 

After the failure of the greatest Kep1esian experiment in American history 
under Reagan and the accumulation of the highest US deficit ever; successive 
uS governments made it their political objecti,·e to cle,·alue the dollar and to re
establish the competiti\·eness of American commodities. The state adopted a 
neoliberal strategy of !em ing the economy to market forces to re-establish 
competiti\·eness the hard wa:; since it \\·as structurally unable to do anything else. 
From the micl-1980s omvarcls, the USA \\·itnessed massive industrial shakeouts, 
rising unemplo)111ent, the intensified flexibilisation of labour markets, a clown
ward spiral in wages, and the creation of a massive low-wage sector:. Austerity 
programmes translated into tight mone:; corporate ta..\: cuts, balanced budgets, 
and the declining grmrth of welfare spending. The creation of a regional free 
trade area (NAFTA) oficred additional opportunities for relocating labour-inten
si\ e low-cost production sites abroad, \\·hile clri\ ing the American workforce into 
submission. In spite of an attempt by the incoming Clinton administration to 
reYi\·e public spending, Congress rebuffed even this modest trial of Keynesian 
demand-management (Brenner 1998: 19+). 

\\'bile the current US boom seems to \·itiate any notion of capitalist crisis, 
huge economic imbalances have accumulated that carry all the signs of a 
bubble economy.21 From the micl-I990s consumer debts ha,·e reached unprece
dented levels since consumers buy on the back of spiralling stock market 
values.22 Howeve1; stock markets hm·e over-valued real increases in company 
profits by about three times. Consequently, the cunent account deficit approaches 
.5 per cent of US GDP while net foreign debts stand at over S2,000 billion 
(Atkinson 2000). Sooner or later the dollar will hme to cle-Yalue punctuated by a 
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series of interest rate rises that will throttle gro\1th and may lead to a massive 
depreciation in stocks. Even if the US trajectory approximates the neoliberal 
model, we still have to note that neoliberalism is a conscious state policy that is 
not to be confused with the self-cancellation of the state. The more active side 
of the US neoliberal state is clearly displayed in its fiscal and monetary policies 
and its unilateral attempts to dominate the agenda of multilateral institutions 
(WTO, IMF. \\.orld Bank Group), while holding the UN hostage to its unpaid 
debts. 

Turning to Asia, Japanese state-economy relations present another struc
tural ,·ariant m·er and against the Anglo-American and European models, 
constituting perhaps the strongest case against the 'strong' globalisation thesis 
(I\.Iurphy 2000). The Japanese political economy is characterised by distinctive 
corporate structures and strategic alliances between state, banks, and sectoral 
business interests. Howe,·ei~ as in the German case, the Japanese state 
promotes export-led growth through currency under-valuations and contin
uous re-im·estment into the domestic innovation cycle. High lewls of savings 
and restrictions on foreign investment assist this process. During the 1980s, in 
an effort to make Japanese production cost-effective, the state actively encour
aged Japanese firms to mm e labour-intensive production sites abroad, while 
pro\ iding incenti,·es to concentrate high-tech production facilities at home 
(Weiss I 997: 2 I -2). The strategy was recently updated in that MITI embarked 
upon a programme of relocating the entire production of older generations of 
produce in order to ensure domestic 'high engineering' (Ehrke 1997). However, 
after the Plaza Accord in 1985, the Japanese state tried to stem declining 
exports after the yen revaluation by prm·iding ultra-easy money. Yet the 
expected investment boom failed to materialise, throwing the economy into a 
long and deep recession in I 991-5. In spite of this economic under-perfor
mance, the state failed to embrace neoliberal standard measures 
(de-regulation, pri,·atisation), while trying to re,·ive the economy through a 
mixed strategy of major public spending programmes and decreases in interest 
rates. After the Reverse Plaza Accord in I 995 and the ensuing devaluation of 
the currency, massi\·e rounds of public spending had to be counterbalanced by 
major tax increases. 

23 
\\'hile unemployment rose within limits, wage growth 

was drastically reduced.:!+ Q,·erall, the Japanese state did not succumb to 
neoliberal prescriptions, but is constantly required to re-structure its capacities 
to ensure international economic competitiveness. 

In sum, the state has not seen its competencies and steering-power reduced. 
Rather; what has occurred during the course of the last twenty years is a struc
tural incapacity by democratically legitimated collective actors to harness the 
power of the state to any other purposes than those in the interest of capitaL 
The reason for this is that capitalism entered a prolonged period of crisis and 
states are structurally tied to the power of capitaL This does not imply the 
mutual cancelling out of state capacities, but their re-structuration and mobilisa
tion for the establishment of competitiw advantages in fa\·our of domestic and 
international capitaL 
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Conclusion 

This chapter has challenged Constructivism's objections to historica.l material~s.m 
on three counts. It reject.; tl1e notion that 1\Iarx embr.aces a naturalist .deduct!\ e
nomolo0cal form of science, an economic reductiomst tl1eory of soCiet), an~ a 

I I ':'. I philo'ophv of historv. \ Ve have furthermore argued t 1at 
te eo OgiC a " , , . . . · · 1 ill · d to 
Constructi\ism's theoretical programme is m Itself defiCient anc . e~mppef. tl 

. . .. a] d . · ·! ano-e A re-exammation o 1e theorise mternatiOnal pohtic an economic c 1 "' · . . . . " _ 
. h · 1 d It I.I1ative staruno- pomt 101 d. 1 · a] t re of 1\ ·fai·'·Ian tl10u a t prone e an a e "' Ja ectic na u 1v ·' "' • • • • 1 d 

thinkino- about the state/ economy nexus, international rel~tions I:1 gen~I.~ a~ 

about ~lobalisation in particulai~ \\'e made. t.hrce substan~I\e. clarmsd Fnst~ ~1~~ 
ori0ns of o-lobalisation arc rooted in the cnsis of the capitalist \\Oil ecm ~ , 
1 "'. . '? tl e 19-/0s Second the power of capitalist states has not een Jeo11mmg 1!1 1 · ' . · h . J 

d"' d Rather it has been transformed in favour of reconstructmg t e na~on~ 
re uce . ' ' 

1 
· d . ssive if 

and international conditions of growth and capit~I a.ccumu ation u.n ei ma . ' _ 
unevenh· successful, pressure from respective capitalist classes. \\ l1ile the c m-um~c 
tural re~configuration of the relation between states and. m~rkets canno; ~: 
dissociated from the long economic dmlnturn, we do not \IItne,s :he en~! o . 
state and t!1e rise of a borderless \mrld, but a temporally and .r:gionally L~re~1 
redefinition of state functions in the direction of the competition stat.e. . 1~r. ' 
althmwh tJ1e capitalist crisis imposed identical pressures on sta.tes,. 'a nations 11~ 

:tate I~sponses can be explained \lith regard to .di.fl~rei:ce: m the st~·uctura 
bargaining power of social forces in nationally diverging mstitutiOnal contexts. 

Notes 

· · 1 · h t aeneous array of literatures. \\nile Constructhism draws on an mcreasmg ) e ero" , d L 1.. 1966· 
fi 1 . ·k of Berger an ucwnann , 

~~d~~~:\~~~:s::~~eii~~9~~~n~a:; r:~~1~~~e~~~~as.l984 and 198~, its class~ca.I roots 
; d . I :\I . W ber Emile Durkhenn, and e\·en Karl :\farx himself are now assoCiate wit 1 • ax e ' . R . 1998 

'cr Kratocl1,,c1 1996· ? 1 7 · Onuf 1989: \Yendt 1992, 1999; uggie : . d . , 
. li . - ' . . . . r . t 'mo ermst 2 Following Adler's classification our outlme of Construcnnsm re e1s to 1 s · 

camp (Adler 1997). . d. · ·<I t d onlv 
K ·I c1 199-;· 4'<-; K·atzenstein Keohane and h.rasner IStm.gtlL 1 o ay . 3 ratoc 1\\ u · v • ' ' • • 5· 
between Rationalism and Constructi\.ism (Katzenstem eta/. 1999. ! I I . h t 

' · · 1 k f" R I t Brenner Rug21e a so c mms t a 4 Similarh• b\ misappropnatmg t 1C \\Of. 0 0 :er n ' " 

capitalis'~ i~ essentially a constitutive rule (Ruggie 199~: 2.JJ.. . lifv the nature 
; H . \\.endt can repeatedl\· im·oke the master-slaw dialecnc to exe:np , 

1
. 

v 0\\ ' . 1.. I d · · t- entralitv for Heae Ian of 'constituti\·e relationships' without acK.~l0\1 ; ging 1 ' c ' , " 
l\Iarxism is quite an achievement (Wendt 1999: 2J). . . . , e 

6 i<ia;oclmil concedes as much, but argties that Ia:,· and formal orga;Isa:I~ns f':' 
· ·allv inde endent of the issue of ownerslup of the means ~ pw :Ic 1? ~~~~~~~h\\:il l99f 78). Ho\,·ever is law also independent from the in~t:;unonal1sanon 

of class conflicts between capital and labour; pre-structu~ed by prop~! t}: ki lshi In 
7 The nature of the political can be based on class, r:ehgion, ge?dei, rac_e, .I . P· _ 

principle, hm,·ewi; the political is constituti\·e of soc1al producuon, appwpnanon, re 

distribution. and consumption. I · · 1 'a re\·olu-
8 Let us not~ that :\Iarx forcsa\\ the resolution of class strugg e. m feltller d. 

. I . · the common rum o t 1e conten mg tionarv re-constitution of soc1et\ at arge, OI m 
classe;' (::-.Iarx [1848] 1994b: 1 j9). 
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9 On 2\larx's ill-fated I 859 Preface cf Printz 1969. 
I 0 For the relation between the classical tradition of Geopolitik and :\1 . · 

Teschke 200 I.. ' • arxism compare 

I I Cf the contributions in Keohane and 2\lilner 1996 and Stranae I 996 0 , 
dent and mdependem ,·ariable' syndrome cf Keohane an {' :\1il . I 9n9t~e d_epen
Fneden and Rogowski 1996: 26-8. c · ner 6. 3-:J and 

12 For a techo-economic account cf Castells 1996 
1997: 23 and 1999. - 8, for a politicist account c[ ·weiss 

I 3 The idea of a differentiation bet\\cen the political and th . . . 
has been argued. lw \ \"ood I 98 I. Brenner I 986· R e e~onomic under capitalism 
Burnham I 99+; BrOI;lley I 995 and I 999. , oscrnerg I 99+; Boyle I 994; 

i 1 The rmp_licarions of this insi~ht ~or IR are drawn out in Teschke 1998 .. 
Ho'' e\ ~r, ~1trlt!pl_e state tern tones are not a function of ca italisn . 
pre-capitalrst tcrntory-formation (compare Teschke <JOO<J· 30~n8' 1, but a legacy of 

16 :\1ann 1986, 1993; Hobson 1997, 1998. All entire-dis~·i li .) / . 
assumptron that the modern internat· al . . P. ne JPE) IS based on the 

. . . ' IOn, S\ stem rs constrtuted b\· a 1 I 
cake of ·omologrcally' separate but interT~lated structu . . comp e~ ayer-
mdependent logic. See Stranae I 996· 'J6 'St t d k res that follow their own 

.· · J .. · '? · - · · a e an mar ·ct. whate\·er th · . . · . 
or rgrns. la\ e mdependent existences. hm·e locics of I . . . . eu I espectl\ e 
another· (Gilpin 1987: !OJ. · ,., t letr O\\n, and Interact With one 

I 7 Stran?e I 996 argr:es for ~he retreat of the state, while Mann 
and nse of the nation-state. 1997 argues for the rise 

18 Brenner suggests that manufacturina accepted lower . f 
capital sunk in plant and machinen·"'posed a structuralrda~e.s o ~eturn bc_causc fn;:ed 
line. · ' · ' ' Ismcentive to s\vifdv chan 

s, pre,·ermng a rapid re-acljustment tluotrah n1ass
1
·,·e r"nd · 1 ge 

In- ffi · · · I · "' ' ustnal shakeout 'u ICient exit anc mcreased entrv throuah int "fi d · · ' s. 
blocked the creative destruction 

0
( cap"t t ens: re mte~natJonal competition 

I . r a . generatma a senes of reces · d 
pro ~ngrng the economic dmmturn (Brenner. I 998). "' . srons an 

19 OECD Observer, :\o .. 21 +, Oct./]\;o\:. 1998 S I . . . . . . 
obsel'\ erl2 I +I e-roc htm. · ee mp./ hnn, oecd.orglpubhcatronsl 

20 OE~D Economic SurYeys, Germany, Nov. 1999. 
21 OECD Obsel'\er~ No. 217118, Summer 1999 .. See ht ·I . . . 

obserYerl2 I 7 I e-toc hun.. tp. IWW\\.OeccLorglpublicaJOnsl 

22 OECD Economic Surwys. C:nited States. MaY 1999. 
23 OECD ObserYer, No. 219. Dec 1999 S~e I . . . 

observer/2 I 91 e-toc hun. · · 1ttp.l 1\nn,.oecd.orglpubhcationsl 

2+ OECD Economic Sul'\eys,Japan, :'-Jo\·. 1 999_ 
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Part III 

istorical materialism 
and the politics of 
globalization 



1 The class politics 
globalisation1 

Alf!Jandro Colas 

The objective of Marxist theory is to explain the past and present of human 
societies in order to illuminate fiJture possibilities for human emancipation. This 
basic principle - most eloquently captured in Marx's eleventh thesis on 
Feuerbach, 'The philosophers have only interpreted the world in various ways; 
the point is to change it' - is arguably the distinguishing feature of Marxism as a 
social theory. ·with the possible exception of feminism, no other modern social 
theory has explicitly aimed to bridge the gap between tl1eory and practice, 
between social-scientific analysis and political action, in the way that Marxism 
has over the past century and a hal[ One category privileged by Marxism in this 
endeavour is that of 'class'. Although Marx and Engels dedicated a compara
tively small amount of their work to the elucidation of this concept, it is 
indisputably one of the pi\·otal notions in the Marxist understanding of society, 
history and socio-historical change. More importantly, it is the one category 
upon which the Marxist project of socialist transformation hinges (Wood 1986). 

Taking these two basic assumptions as a given (that Marxist theory is about 
socialist transformation and that this aim is premised on class politics), the rest of 
the chapter proposes, first, to evaluate the place of an historical materialist 
understanding of 'class' in the debates on globalisation and second, to identifY 
the potential social and political sources of a reimigorated socialist internation
alism in the new centul): In essence, my argument is that the current phase of 
international capitalist accumulation ('globalisation') continues to produce social 
and political cleavages both among and within specific states and societies. These 
cleavages take on a class form, in the Marxist sense, and can therefore be seen 
simultaneously as cause and consequence of the processes associated with global
isation. In other words, 'globalisation' is treated here as expressive of the class 
antagonisms inherent in capitalism, and as such, representative of yet another 
site of struggle between those who seek to reproduce the existing international 
capitalist order and those who aim to transform it in the direction of a genuinely 
democratic, i.e. socialist, international society. 

I start fi:·om the premise that the idea of globalisation has no independent 
explanatory power, and that it describes a process of intensified socio
economic and political integration across the world which is derivative of other 
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concepts (capitalism, the system of states, technolog;.: international organisa
tion). From an historical materialist perspecti\ e, the processes associated with 
globalisation should be seen as stemming from transformations in the global 
reproduction of capitalism. In other \VOrds, a l\Iar·xist account of globalisation 
should aim to explain this process with reference to capitalist dewlopment: as 
a consequence, rather than a cause, of changes in the world-wide articulation 
of capitalism. 

Bearing this initial assumption in mind, I suggest that historical materialist 
a:1alyses of the interaction bet\1-een class and globalisation throw up two 
dr!Terent though by no means incompatible, results.. On the one hand, the 
perspectiYes that pri\·ilege class as an agent (or subject) of globalisation te~d to 
emphasise the hegemonic role of international or transnational ru!ina c!asses in 

b 

the unfolding of this process .. Thus, authors associated with the so-called 'neo-
Gramscian· school of International Relations (IR), and those concerned \lith the 
theorisation of 'postimperialism', understand globalisation as a product of 
strategies de\·ised by transnational 'historic blocs' or the 'corporate international 
bourgeoisie' in their collecti\-e management of the global capitalist economy2 
On the other hand, those interpretations that focus upon class as an ol:ject of 
globalisation are inclined towards an analysis of the impact of this process upon 
explozted classes, be these industrial workers, peasants or agricultural day-labourers. 
From the classic accounts of the 'ne\v international di\ision of labour' to the 
more recent considerations on globalisation and 'flexible accumulation'. these 
\iews highlight the di\ersification of capitalist relations of production a~d the 
concomitant fragmentation of working-class politics arising out of capitalist 
globalisation (fro bel eta!. 1980). 

The argument presented here is critical of both these perspecti\·es. It seeks to 
emphasise the necessary interaction between the objecti\ e and subjective dimen
sions of class in the process of globalisation. In so doing, it suggests that the 
phenomena associated with globalisation should be explained with reference to 
the protracted national and international struggles between capital and labour. 
These antagonisms, which haw arguably always been fought out at the intersec
tion of the domestic and the international, in turn feed back into the ongoing 
dynamic of class-formation and class-mobilisation on a global scale. Thus, the 
class politics of globalisation is presented here as a process where the domestic 
opposition between capital and labour is simultaneously resoh-ed and repro
duced at an inter-state level; as a process whereby the very policies and strategies 
de\·eloped by capitalists and workers in response to globalisation, themselves 
thrm1· up new expressions of international class antagonisms. 3 

This understanding of the class politics of alobalisation will be elucidated 
• b 

frrst through a critique of the neo-Gramscian and postimperialist accounts of 
capitalist globalisation by claiming that their tendency to reify ruling-class 
agency obscures the centrality of class struggle both domestic and interna
tional in the configuration of hegemonic 'historic blocs'. Next. I consider 
those theorists of globalisation that identify in this process a fragmentation 
and, ultimately, the conceptual extinction of the t\1-o antagonistic classes which 
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I\Jarx and Engels claimed defined capitalist society: bourgeois and proletar
ians. In criticising these perspectiYes. it will be argued that they conflate these 
abstract class categories \lith their concrete expression in actual social rela
tions: or put differently: that they confuse \1-hat are contingent expressions of 
capitalist social relations \vith the defining structural relation of capitalism - the 
capital/labour relation. Once such a disti~1cti~n (~)e:\\een abs~ract/ c~ncrete or 
structural/ comingent) is respected, I mamtam, It rs all but rmpossrble to do 
awav with the two-class model when analysing global capitalism. Finally, the 
latt;r point \viii be qualified by suggesting that far ll:·om representing the 
triumph of the 'pristine culture of capitalism', actually existing global capi
talism is still a domain where the overarching logic of capitalist exploitation is 
imbued, and in some cases forcibly articulated with non-capitalist social hierar
chies as~ociated with production, ethnicity, sex, and indeed political authority.+ 
Contrarv to the predominant \iew of globalisation as a lzomogenising process, I 
shall argue - with reference primarily to relations of exploitation that it is 
actually reinforcing many of the dirisiz:e structures and institutions of the inter
nation~! svstem such as state sm ereignty, une\ en deYelopment, military power 
and ethnic and religious chaminisms. 

The consequences of all this for socialist strateg;.· are briefly considered at 
the end of the chapter. To anticipate, my main contention is that the class 
antagonisms produced by capitalist globalisation can only be successfully· 
harnessed to the project of socialist transformation by making explicit the 
connection between the abstract, uni\ ersal nature of capitalist exploitation and 
its concrete manifestation in particular socio-historical settings. Analyses of 
globalisation which, by seeing classes as either the hapless victims of this 
process or the commanding agent of its unfolding, pri\·ilege one or the other 
\·iew of global capitalism, run the risk of obYiating the dynamic nature of the 
svstem and missing the crucial link between its abstract and concrete expres
sions. It follmvs fi·om this that socialist transformation is unlikely to be spurred 
on bv alobalisation until an imernationalist socialist movement is capable of 

' b 

translating our e\·eryday experiences of alienation and exploitation both 
within and without the workplace - into collective action against capitalism at 
the global leveL 

Before proceeding into a fuller exposition of these arguments, a qualification 
and a definition are in ordeL The qualification is that little of \1·hat follows is 
premised on an empirical account of the global constellation of classes under 
capitalism. Such an empirical analysis would undoubtedly be necessary in order 
to strengthen the claims made in this chapter: but I proceed unashamedly from 
the abstract to the concrete; assuming that l\Iarxists must abstract out a prob
lematic before we determine hm1 this is or is not concretised in actual social 
relations .. Second, and following on from this, the next section will offer a brief -
and necessarilY schematic - excursus into l\Iarxist conceptions of class. Here, I 
shall define th.e \I ay in which 'class' is employed in the rest of the chapter a 
usage closest to that expounded by E.P. Thompson in his \ arious writings on the 
subject (Thompson 1963. 1978a, 1978b). 
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The Marxist category of class 

Although the term 'class' had been commonplace in social and political thought 
long. before Marx and Engels first employed it, there is little doubt that it 
acqmred a distinctive meaning in their writings (see Bottomore 1991: Labica and 
Bensussan 1982) .. The t\vo central innm·ations which IVIarx and En~els brouaht 
to ~ea: upon the concept were its historicisation and its association t~ conflicti'na 
socJa~ I~terests. Class di\isions had, according to Iviarx and Engels, been a char~ 
acte,nsti~ of human societies . throughout history. The advent of capitalism, 
hm\e\er, brought about a specific form of social differentiation: that of modern 
classes define~ through their proprietary relation to the means of production. 
Furthen~ore,_ mherent to these ne\\" set _of productive relations was the necessary 
cla~h of Intel ests b~t\veen the t\vo maJor classes bourgeois and proletarians. 
Tl11S double reworkmg o~ the idea of classes within modem civil society was 
fm n:ulated mo~t clearly m the Communist Jfanifesto. Here Marx and Enaels 
remmd ~s that The history of all hitherto existing society is the history of class 
strugg:es and that "In the earlier epochs of history, we find almost eve~'\vhere a 
co~phcate~ .arra~1ge~ent of society into \arious orders, a manifold gradation of 
soc I~! rank :I 96;: 80). l\Iodern capitalist society, however; marked a break with 
prenous forms of social gradation: 

Th: modern bourgeois society that has sprouted from the ruins of n~udal 
society has not done away with class antagonisms. It has but established new 
classes, new conditions of oppression, new forms of struggle in place of the 
old ones. 

. Our epoc~l, the epoch of the bourgeoisie, possesses, howC\er; this distinc
tiYe feature: It has simplified class antagonisms. Society as a whole is more 
a~ld mm:e ~plitting up into t\vo great hostile camps, into t\m great classes 
directly facmg each other: Bourgeoisie and Proletariat. 

(l'viarx and Engels 196 7: 80) 

The _distinct!on b_et\veen these two classes and their respecti\·e interests has 
remam:d axiOmatic to t~1e ~Iarxist understanding of capitalism. Yet this elegant 
expr~ssiOn of cla:ss cor:f!Ict m modern society begs at least two kinds of question 
rele\ ant to our discussion of globalisation: first, where do the other classes which 
have shaped th~ modern world (peasants, slaves, share-croppers, petty bourgeois, 
lumpenpro_Ietanans, landowners and so forth) fit in?; second, how important is 
class consciousness to the definition of class? Both these questions have from the 
outset been at the heart of Marxist debates on class. 

_An in_iti~l appraisal_ of Marx and Engels's definition of classes under capi
tahsr_n r~mfor~es the new espoused in the Communist Jlarzifesto: the dynamics of 
bomgeois sooety: l~ad to the absorption of all existing classes into either one of 
t:le t\\·o ant~go~IStic ~amps, bourgeois or proletarians. l'viarx's major investiga
tiOns of capitalist SOCiety ~the_ three \'Olumes of c·apital, Tlzeones qf Surplus- Value 
a~ld the Grundn.ne) bear :his ne\\. m:t, as does Engels's \\Ork on the subject, Tlze 
Condztzon rf the Englzslz Horkmg-Class.:; At an abstract le\·el, therefore, there is no 
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sustained theorisation by iv1arx or Engels of the way in which pre-capitalist 
classes are integrated into and survive under the capitalist mode of production. 

It is only when we turn to Marx's historical and political writings that social 
classes other than the bourgeoisie and the proletariat find a role in the unfolding 
of capitalist modernity. Terms like 'lumpenproletariat', 'finance aristocracy' and 
'petty-bourgeoisie' are used in Marx's journalism on France and England to 
decipher the political developments in these t\ro countries (see Elster 1986: esp. 
chap. 6). Perhaps more notorious is I\Iarx's discussion of the peasantry in Tlze 
Eiglzteerztlz Brumaire qf Louis Bonaparte. Here, I\larx identifies a 'vast mass' of small
holding peasants as '[t]he most numerous class of French society'. They share 
similar conditions of life and a common mode of production, '[b]ut without 
entering into manifold relations with one another' (Marx 1977: 105). The upshot 
of this situation was clear for Marx: 

In so far as millions of families live under economic conditions of existence 
that separate their mode of life, their interests and their culture from those 
of other classes, and put them into hostile opposition to the latter: they form 
a class. In so far as there is merely a local interconnection among these 
smallholding peasants, and the identity of their interests begets no commu
nity, no national bond and no political organization among them, they do 
not form a class. 

(Marx 1977: 106) 

This celebrated passage opens up the second key problem of the Marxist 
approach to class, namely that of class consciousness. For while Marx and Engels 
clearly identified class under capitalism with a collective position vis-a-vis the 
means of production, they also implied that the existence of a class was condi
tional upon its capacity to forge cultural and political means of 
self-representation. The classic formulation of this duality in the Marxist under
standing of class was presented in The Pover[v qf Plzilosopl~v where Marx 
distinguishes bet\veen class-in-itself and class-Jor-itse!f Referring to the early history 
of English working-class combinations, Marx asserts that 

Economic conditions had transformed the mass of the people of the 
country into workers. The combination of capital has created for this mass a 
common situation, common interests. This mass is thus already a class as 
against capital, but not yet for itself: In the struggle, for which we haw noted 
only a few phases, this mass becomes united, and constitutes itself as a class 
for itself. The interests it defends become class interests. But the struggle of 
class against class is a political struggle. 

(?vfarx n.d.: 166) 

These, therefore, are the ambiguities which Marxist commentators on class have 
had to deal with. On the one hand, Marx and Engels forcefully argued that class 
was objectively determined under capitalism through the exploitative relationship 
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between the proprietors of the means of production and those who owned 
nothing but their labour-power. Morem·er; these two classes would araduallv 
draw into their ranks the class remnants of previous modes of pr~ductio~: 
landowners, peasants, artisans and petty traders. On the other hand. some of 
Marx:s \\Titings suggest that class becomes subjectiwly defined. through 
co~sc~ousness, and that furthermore, the 'residual' classes like the peasant1y had 
a s1gm~c~nt. role to ?lay in an understanding of modern capitalist society, partic
ularly m 1ts mternat10nal articulation. 6 

The way out of this f~t!se impasse is simply to reject this artificial dualitv: Like 
the associated dichoromies of Marxist thought (base and superstructure, ~gency 
and structure, theory and practice) the objective and subjecti\·e \·iews of class 
should not be seen as mutually exclusive, nor put in opposition to each other: 
Rathel~. they shoul~ be understood in relational terms as constituting different 
expressiOns of a smgle phenomenon which arises out of concrete historical 
processes. In other words, classes emerge within the context of objective social 
stn:ctu~·es s~ch as the capitalist mode of production; but in order to explain the 
socio-histoncal dynamics of any society we must also account for the collecti\·e 
agency of indi\-iduals that reproduce these verv structures. 

. O~e of the str~ngest formulations of this Y1~w of class lies in E.P Thompson's 
l11Stoncal e.labor:ations of class formation, most notably in his seminal The i\1aking 
rif the English florkmg-C!ass. It is in his polemical The Poz·cr{)' qf Theon•, however. 
that Thompson defines class most succinctly: - . 

Classes arise because men and women, in determinative productive rela
tions, id~ntifY their antagonistic interests, and come to struggle, to think and 
to v~lue m class ways: thus the process of class formation is a process of self~ 
makmg, although under conditions which are 'gi\·en'. 

(Thompson 1978a: 9) 

Clearly, Thompson's interpretation of class represents one among several other 
approaches to the subject \\·ithin the l\Iarxist tradition both classical and 
conte~pora~Y: Mor:m·er, his conception of class has been subjected to 
searchmg cnt1ques from some of the foremost l\Iarxist theorists of our time 
(compare Anderson 1983; Katznelson and Zolberg 1986; Kaye and 
McClelland 1990). Yet neither of these considerations fimdamentallv under
mines the validity of adopting Thompson's understanding of clas; for the 
purposes of this chapteL Although a full analysis of the writings on class 
produced by Lenin, Lukacs, Kautsky, Gramsci or Luxemburg, and the more 
recent reformulations of the concept by 'analyticall\'iarxists', would undoubt
edly prm·ide a mo:·e c~mprehensive picture of Marxist debates on the subject, 
such an undertakmg IS beyond the scope and expertise of this chapteL As 
regar~s the contemporary critiques, their broad acceptance of Thompson's key 
premises would suggest a greater consensus than might at first appeaL Even 
Perry ~nderson's fa~ous and characteristically pointed attack of Thompson's 
excessn·ely 'voluntanst and subjecti\·ist definition of class' can be said to rest 
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more on a difference in emphasis over what exactly it means to '[t]hink, to 
struggle and to act in class \\·ays' than on a substantive disagreement about th.e 
objecti\·e determination of classes within specific social structures such as capi
talism. 7 In short, the basic tenet of the Thompsonian understanding of class -
that class emerges out of historically determined relations of production \\·hich 
aenerate an antagonism of interests and values between diflerent social groups 
"' appears as the most suitable starting-point for a Marxist interpretation of 
class and globalisation. 

Class as an agent of globalisation 

Allowing for the imprecision and analytical superficiality of the term,8 globalisa
tion can be said to refer to at least four contemporary phenomena: 

The alleged exponential increase over the past thirty years in cross-border 
financial, trade and capital flows in relation to total output (\\ithin OECD 
economies, at least). 

2 The accompany-ing retreat of state intervention into and/ or regulation of 
these flows. 

3 The increasing transfer of responsibilities pre\iously allocated to national 
states onto multilateral agencies or international organisations in the 
management of the world's (socio-economic and political) affairs - what is 
often defined as 'global governance'. 

4 The growing homogenisation of political, economic and cultural norms and 
practices across significant sectors of the world population. 

To their credit, from the 1970s onwards many Marxist and ilfan·isant scholars 
pioneered the recognition and analysis of all or part of these new dewlopments 
in international relations. Furthermore, they did so by deliberately employ-ing 
notions of class in an intellectual climate that was actively hostile to the deploy
ment of this category. This section critically eYaluates two such approaches 
'postimperialism' and neo-Gramscian 'transnational historical materialism' -
with a \-lew to delineating my own perspectiYe on class and globalisation in 
contrast to theirs. 

In essence, the two approaches under re\iew sought to explain developments 
in the global political economy since the 1970s w-ith reference to the interna
tional self~organisation of the capitalist ruling class. Though separated in time by 
almost twenty vears and in method bv their different conceptions of Marxism, 
the themy of: postimperialism and ne;-Gramscian transnational historical mate
rialism shared a common analytical concern \\·ith the new institutions of global 
capitalism such as multinational corporations, multilateral agencies and transna
tional pressure groups. Moreover; in explaining the rise and development of 
these new phenomena, the theorists attached to both these 'schools' emphasised 
the central role of transnational ruling-class coalitions in sustaining the global 
material and ideological domination of capitaL 
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I shall shonly raise two interconnected shortcomings of both these analyses of 
class and globalisation. Before doing so, howe\·er; it is important to highlight 
some of the differences between the two approaches, thereby further elucidatina 
their contributions. Moreover; it should be borne in mind that some of the \vri~ 
ings considered do not explicitly couch their analyses in terms of globalisation as 
such - I have assumed that their problematic could reasonablv be framed \Vithin 
tl1e contemporary debates on the subject 9 ' 

In the first place, \\·hile theorists of postimperialism were more narrowlv 
concerned with the role of multinational corporations in capitalist developmer;t 
and the attendant transformation in class relations. the neo-Gramscians 
expressly underline the threefold interaction between pr~duction, political insti
tutions and ideology in the construction of historical 'world orders'. Thus, for 
Becker and Sklar, '[Postimperialism] begins with the observation that global 
corporations function to promote the integration of diverse national interests on 
a new transnational basis' (1987: 6). Out of iliis process there emerged a novel 
configuration of international class forces, where imperialist domination from 
the metropole was superseded by a new coalition of interests between. on the 
one hand, a national 'managerial bourgeoisie' comprising private mana~ers and 
public functionaries in the less clewlopecl countries, and, on the othe/'hand, a 
tra~snational 'corporate bourgeoisie' attached to the major multinational corpo
ratrons from tl1e advanced capitalist states. This partnership was sustained 
primarily through the harmony of interests arising out of the local managerial 
b~u.rgeoisie's need for foreign direct investment and the corporate bourgeoisie's 
\villmgness to accept conditions imposed by tl1e host administration - what Sklar 
clubbed the 'corporate doctrine of domicile' (1987: 29). 10 All tl1is resulted in the 
emergence of a 'worldwide corporate and managerial bourgeoisie as a class in 
formation that now comprises three overlapping entities ["corporate bour
gemsre , "managerial bourgeoisie" and the "corporate international 
bourgeoisie" - a composite of the latter two]' ( 198 7: 31 ). 

Though the neo-Gramscian approach was also concerned with ilie process of 
transnational class formation, its major theorists sought to escape a reductionist 
explanation of this phenomenon. For the neo-Gramscians transnational class 
formation was the outcome of processes far more complex ilian the simple 
convergence of interests between multinational corporations and specific frac
tions of the third world bourgeoisie. In fact, transnational historical materialism 
has to date paid little attention to the articulation of class relations outside 
OECD countries and has focused instead on the class alliances forged in ilie 
heartlands of capitalism. Thus, Kees van der Pijl's path-breaking work The 
)vfakmg qf an Atlantic Ruling Class (1984), his more recent TrallSllational Classes and 
International Relations (1998a), and Stephen Gill's (1990) study on the Trilateral 
Commission aimed to demonstrate the existence of an institutionalised interna
tional ruling class within the advanced capitalist states: what one could 
inelegantly call an 'international bourgeoisie-for-itself'. 

The strategy deployed by tl1e neo-Gramscians in this endeavour has varied 
considerably. At one extreme, \·an der Pijl's early work made little reference to 
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me Gramscian categories later developed by his 'Italian School" colleagues, and 
focused instead on the more orthodox f..Iarxist analysis of class fractions in the 
history of trans-Atlantic ruling-class coalitions from 1917 to 1971. T~.king his 
cue from the second and third \·olumes of Marx's Capztal, Yan der PIJl (1984) 
arQUed that, at different periods during this century, distinctive fractions of an 
Atlantic ruling class could be identified with two different conceptions of capital: 
money-capital and productiye-capital. \Vhile the fraction emanat.ing from ilie 
former tended towards a liberal internationalist \iew of the Atlantic economy 
one geared towards the generation of profits through the .circulation ~f monq 
capital and therefore pre-disposed towards US hegemony m ~n open. mtern.a
tional economy the latter fraction was associated \\·ith contmental mclustnal 
capitalism and therefore more inclined towards nationally b.ase~, clemand-si~e 
policies aimed at extracting surplus-Yalue through the valonsat1on of pr~duclzve 
capitaL At the other end of the neo-Gramscian spectrum R~bert :\. ~ox 
expanded both tl1e geographical and conceptual reach of transnatiOna~ h1stoncal 
materialism by embracing notions of 'world order' and 'state power·. Though 
insisting on its emergence out of concrete 'social relations of production', Cox 
argued that class was articulated internationally through the medium of a hege
monic world order (e.g. Pax Britamuca or Pax Americana): 

In such an order, production in particular countries becomes connected 
throuah the mechanisms of a world economy and linked imo world systems 
of pr~duction. The social classes of a dominant country find allies within 
other countries. The historic bloc underpinning particular states become 
connected through the mutual interests and ideological perspectives of 
social classes in different countries, and global classes begin to form. 

(Cox 1987: 7) 

At one leveL this formulation of the role of classes in the international system 
appears to be very similar to that presented by Becker and Sklar: T~1e ~rucial 
difference (underplayed by Cox in the pre\ious passage), howe\·er, hes m the 
emphasis placed by Cox and the neo-Gramscians on th.e concept _of lze~en~OTI)' 
represented by specific historic blocs. For although the theonsts of postm1penal1sm 
make passing references to cultural and educational forms of transnational 
socialisation, the neo-Gramscians adopt this label precisely through ilieir extra
polation onto the international arena of the Italian communist's reflections on 
the role of culture (understood in the broadest sense) in sustaining an anti
socialist hegemony in his own country. Thus, for transnational historical 
materialism. world orders are maintained not only through ilie dull compulsion 
of ilie market and the coercive powers of ilie state, but also by way of the 
consent elicited through ideological and institutional forms such as transnational 
foundations, think-tanks, pressure-groups and multilateral agencies. It is in this 
sense that institutions emanating from civil society such as the Trilateral 
Commission or the Dm·os \Vorld Forum become organic representations of a 
transnational ruling class (Gill 1990; van der Pijl l998a: chap. +). 
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This necessarily sketchy suryey of the postimperialist and neo-Gramscian 
analyses of class in international relations will ha\·e hopefully demonstrated their 
almost exdusi\·e focus on the agency of ruling classes in twentieth-centurv inter
national relations. Despite their differing methods and conclusions, my cl~im has 
been that these two theories ofler one a\enue for exploring the interface between 
class and globalisation. It is a perspecti\·e that interprets globalisation as a 
process consciously engineered by international ruling classes. either through the 
conYergence of interests mediated through multinational corporations (postim
perialism) or through the more complex ideological and institutional 
mechanisms that characterise hegemonic \\·oriel orders (transnational historical 
materialism). In this respect, they both pri\ilege the subjectiz:e role of class in the 
process of globalisation, and are thus o1Jen to the charae of underestimatina the 

b b 

centrality of objecriw relations of production in the global reproduction of class 
antagonisms. Such a ·charge· can be substantiated \\ith reference to two assump
tions inherent in the postimperalist and neo-Gramscian analvses. 

First and foremost, both these perspectiYes treat class: and especially the 
ruling class, as a Yirtuallv autonomous entitv that is free to determine the histor
ical conditions of its ow;1 dewlopment. Cm~sequentl~; they both owrlook one of 
the central tenets of the I\Iarxist conception of class, namely the mutual consti
tution of classes in the process of exploitation. Postimperialists assume that the 
interests of the corporate international class will eYentually be satisfied simply by 
\irtue of this group being at the summit of the hierarchy of the multinational 
corporation. Similarly; transnational historical materialists deri\·e their notion of 
hegemonic world orders through reading back into history moments of apparent 
stability in the international system. In both cases, there is little or no space for 
class struggle in the construction of either corporate international class nor hege
monic historic blocs, nor indeed for the possibility of counter-hegemonic blocs 
seizing the 'historical day' ie.g. through re\·olutions). Yet such ruling-class coali
tions emerge in the process of confrontation \\·ith exploited classes \\·hich may; or 
may not, be resohed through the 'doctrine of domicile' or the establishment of a 
hegemonic world order; but which are certainly the product of crises generated 
by such a clash of class interests. In other words, in as fi:u· as we can speak of the 
rise of an international ruling class and its attendant hegemonic institutions, 
these phenomena must be explained as a dynamic response to the resistance and 
contestation displayed by the exploited classes: a resistance that often produces 
fi:l\·ourable results for the exploited classes. 

The insistence upon the centrality of relations of production in the formation 
and reproduction of classes is important because it underlines a second and 
related shortcoming in the postimperialist and neo-Gramscian analvses, namely 
their assumption that the international self~organisation of classes, expresses ~ 
higher, and therefore determinate, stage of capitalist globalisation. Again, this is 
an unqualified generalisation \vhich is aimed at iclentifvina commonalities • b 

among the texts in question, and not at im1Josina some jJurported homoaeneitv 
b b • 

in their formulations and conclusions. Nonetheless, it can be said that both 
postimperialism and transnational historical materialism tend to meremphasise 
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the institutional and ideological seH~representation of the ruling class on a global 
scale at the expense of the constitution of these classes \\ithin local comexts. On 
this account. national class fractions become subordinated to the more pmverfi.tl 
and globally organised transnational class fractions. In his comrib:ttion :o this 
\·olume, for example, \ \"illiam Robinson insists that '[t]he captunng of local 
states by agents of global capitalism resolYes the institutional contradiction ..... 
between transnational capital and national states. that is. local state practices are 
increasingly harmonized with global capitalism' !Robinson, this Yolume: 221 ). 
The approach adopted here, on the contrar;.: suggests that if we start from the 
premise that classes are constituted internationally through the process. of 
exploitation and not exclusi\ely through their capacity of global self-expressw.n, 
the relationship bet\\·een the local and the global becomes much more dynarmc, 
thus allowina for instances where the bourgeoisie mediates its interests on a 

b 

global scale through inter-state institutions. and in defence of \·ery particular.local 
pri\ ileges. From this perspecti,·e, many of the policies adopted by what Robrnson 
calls 'The ne\\. managers of the nco-liberal national states, fi·om Clinton and 
Blair. to Cardoso and Mbeki' could actually be seen as defending locaL national 
class imerests through the multilateral institutions of global class rule such as the 
IMF and the \\·odd Bank. The emphasis here, therefore. is upon the need for the 
capitalist class to guarantee its 0\\11 reproduction through the exploitation of the 
\vorking class an objectiYe it pursues both at the national and the international 
le,·el, but which it need not necessarily resohe through its organisation as a 
global transnational class:for-itselfas Robinson suggests. 

Class as an object of globalisation 

I haYe thus far concentrated on class analyses of globalisation that focus on the 
ruling class as the key agent in this process. The critical O\ ei'\ie\\. offered abm·e 
argued that postimperialist and neo-Gramscian accounts of class and globalisa
tion are flawed, first, because they obscure the primacy of social relations of 
production in the constitution of antagonistic classes, and, second, because they 
consequently reify the power of a putatiw international ruling class in designing 

a \mrld after its own image. 
I nm\· turn to a set of writings on the post-\\·ar international organisation of 

production \\ hich again, \\·ithout ah\·ays invoking the concept, are essentially 
about globalisation. These analyses claim that the crisis of the long post-war 
boom durina the 1970s ushered in a radical shift in the methods and sites of b . . • 

alobal capitalist exploitation and accumulation. In contrast to the perspectrves 
~nalysed in the pre\ious section. the class-based theories of globalisation 
pres~nted on the one hand by FrobeL Heinrichs and Kreye (on the new interna
tional di,ision of labour), and, on the other, by authors inspired by the so-called 
'Regulation School' such as Hoo~·elt (on 'flexible accumulation'), are explicitly 
concerned with the international dimensions of class-formation within the 
sphere of jJroduction. Moreowr: thev emphasise the efTects of global restructuring 
upon r.\jJloited dasseL It is in these t\\·o senses that I take these theories to represent 
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an approach to globalisation that sees class as the object (albeit not always the 
passive one) of this process. 

Perhaps the most influential analysis of the eflecrs on labour of the post-1973 
crisis is that of Frobel et a!. on the 'new international chision of labour' ( 1980). 
Through a rich empirical investigation into the international relocation of 
German industrial capital to the so-called newlv industrialisincr countries durincr 

/ b b 

the 1970s, Frobel and his colleagues argued that the world economy was experi-
encing a qualitati,·e shift in the mechanisms of capital ,·alorisation and 
accumulation. Productive capital was being relocated from the core of the capi
talist world economy to its periphery, thereby generating export-oriented capitalist 
development in several peripheral economies and fostering structural unemploy
ment in the heartlands of the system. This global shift was predicated upon three 
interconnected preconditions: the availability of a world-wide 'reserve army of 
labour' - chiefly though not exclusively originating fi·om Latin America, Asia and 
Africa; the development of technological innovations which introduced greater 
flexibility at all stages of the production process; and tl1e consequent horizontal 
(geographical) and vertical (social) fi·agmentation of capital and labom: 

The relevant conclusions of this study with regard to class and globalisation 
were somewhat contradictory On the one hand, Frobel et al. recognised that this 
relocation of capital was reproducing an industrial working class in the 
periphery which might eventually ally itself politically with the proletariat of the 
advanced capitalist states. On the other hand, the authors of the study insisted 
that the new international di,ision of labour was intensif)ing the relations of 
dependent development between core and periphery in the world-capitalist 
economy, In the absence of a clear response \\ithin Frobel et al.'s mv11 book, it 
may be justified to turn to one of their contemporary followers who has in recent 
years reformulated the new international di\ision of labour thesis in the context 
of globalisation. For A. Si,·anandan 'Capital is still dependent on exploiting 
workers for profit, only now the brunt of that exploitation has shifted to t!1e 
underdeveloped countries of the Third vVorld, and the increasing intensity of 
exploitation there more than compensates for its comparative loss at the centre' 
(1990: 181). 

Although Sivanandan's statement is conceptually and empirically 
contestable, t t it does raise a central question as to the relationship between class 
and globalisation, namely: have the processes associated with globalisation frag
mented classes vertically and horizontally in such a way as to render the 
categories of capital and labour redundant in the analysis of global capitalism? 
My own answer to this question is negati\·e, although I shall endeavour to qualifY 
it in the closing section of this chapter. But for our purposes it might be inter
esting to pause briefly on two perspectives that answer affirmatively: 

The first of these is defended from the ambit of developm~nt studies by 
Ankie Hoo~·elt. In her study on Globalisation and the Postcolonial H0r!d (1997), 
Hoo~·elt argues that under post-Fordist conditions of 'flexible accumulation' 
capital-labour relations have altered beyond the recognition of any Marxist 
theory: 
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Under conditions of flexible production two things happen: capital frag
ments into a thousand splinters of production capacity blurring the 
distinction between mmership of working capital and labour, and the 
output of labour is paid at the point of deli,·ery: ... Thus the casualisation qf 
labour, through part-tin1e employ1nent, if~and-when contracts, through self~ 
employment and piecemeal work and so on, are all social changes that are 
being brought into place almost everywhere in the world. [ ... ] The point is 
that there is an historical trend towards forms of production organisation in 
which capital no longer needs to PC!.J'.for the reproduction qf labour power. 

(Hoo~·elt 1997: 112) 

In a similar vein, though from a dillerent angle, Robert W Cox argues that 
'Recent developments in the late rwentieth century suggest . . . a movement 
toward the unification of capital on a world scale, while industrial workers and 
other subordinate classes have become fragmented and di,ided' (1987: 358). 
Despite initially grounding his analysis of class on the sound basis of relations of 
production, Cox inexplicably shifts to a definition of class based on arbitrary 
technocratic and occupational categories. Thus, on his account, the ruling class 
becomes fragmented into '(l) Those who control big corporations operating on a 
world scale, (2) Those who control big nation-based enterprises and industrial 
groups, and (3) Locally based petty capitalists' (1987: 358). The exploited classes 
are fi.uther divided into 'a middle stratum of scientific, technical, and supervi
sorv personnel' 'established workers', 'nonestablished workers', 'new industrial 
lab~r forces in' the industrializing Third World countries' and 'peasants and 
marginals' (1987: 368). 

For all their differences, what these arguments amount to is the idea that glob
alisation as it was defined earlier in this chapter has fragmented capital and 
labour in such a way as to make them irrelevant in the analysis of contemporary 
society: The di\ision of labour both within specific production chains and beftoeen 
different sites of production, so the argument runs, has made capital unaccount
able to any law of expanded reproduction and labour far too splintered to 
combat its mv11 exploitation in any significant form. 

There are two counter-arguments to be made here which will hopefully feed 
into the claims made in the next and concluding section of this chapter. First, 
assuming for the moment that the empirical basis of Hoo~·elt's analysis of a 
'flexible regime of accumulation' reflects the experience of the majon!J' workers in 
the world economy, the fact remains that no amount of casualisation will do away 
with the fimdamental antagonism between capital and labour. On the contrary, 
the kind of flexible and deregulated relations of exploitation that Hoo~'elt holds 
to represent the end of the capital-labour relation, in fact reveal the clash of 
interests between direct producers and appropriators in the starkest light: the 
capitalist is here simply being allowed to revert to the extraction of absolute as 
opposed to relati\·e surplus-value; but it is good surplus-value all the same! 

Second, Cox's descriptive taxonomy of social classes operating under global 
capitalism raises the issue once again as to the explanatory value of the Marxist 
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understanding of class. In the Communist Jlaniftsto, IVIarx and Engels remind us 
that 'Capital is ... not a personaL it is a social power' ( 196 7: 91 ). Though class 
certainly arises in the context of inter-personal relations inside and outside the 
workplace, these eYeryday experiences are in significant \vays expressions of a 
wider set of social structures predicated upon a mode of production that di,icles 
society imo one collecti,·ity made up of indi,·iduals that can only offer to sell 
their labour-pm1·er as a means of subsistence, and another collecti,·ity which, 
through its ownership or control of the means of production, liYes off the 
surplus labour of others. In essence, these two groups are \\·hat .Marx and Engels 
called the working class and the bourgeoisie, respecti,-el): Social theorists haye 
di,·ided society in an infinite number of other ways, as do Cox and Hoo~·elt; the 
point is \l·hether such alternatiYe gradations explain anything about the dynamics 
of contemporary capitalist society. ;\Iy claim thus far has been that they don't, 
primarily because they take contingent cli\isions among capitalists and workers 
as expressions of structural, and therefore necessar}; relations of exploitation. 
Presented as descriptions of the complex forms taken by social relations of 
production across the \\·oriel, such exercises in the subdi,ision and fiacturation of 
capital and labour are empirically useful and rele,·ant Once such taxonomies 
are abstracted out and granted theoretical purchase, howe\·er, they explain \·cry 
little about the nature of contemporar:- capitalism and the class antagonisms it 
engenders. A .Marxist understanding of class, on the other hand, does explain 
the dynamics of contemporary capitalist society because it is able to identifY the 
source of an irremm·able condition for the existence of this mode of produ~tion: 
the generation of the wry surplus-\·alue that nourishes its own reproduction. 
The international expansion of capitalism and the current process of globalisa
tion \vhich it has spurred hm·e certainly transformed the mechanisms of 
surplus-Yalue extraction and capitalist accumulation, thereby conditioning the 
social structures and processes in most societies across the world. But such a 
global reproduction has not altered the fi.mdamental exploitati,·e relations of 
production that characterise capitalism. Indeed, in many parts of the world, pre
capitalist forms of exploitation coexist and are often articulated with global 
capitalism. In the last section of this chapter I shall offer some general reflections 
on class and globalisation which I hope address fi.trther this productive tension 
between capital's abstract 'la\1·s of motion' and its concrete historical manifesta
tion in different social formations across the world. 

Conclusions: class, globalisation and the persistence of 
non-capitalist relations 

There can be little doubt that the forms of global capitalist reproduction ha,·e 
undergone significant changes since the end of the long post-war boom. Clearly, 
technological innmations in the accumulation and circulation of capital, the 
extended reach of institutions of 'global gmernance', the development of 
export-based economies in the once peripheral regions of world capitalism, and 
not least the absence of Yiable alternatiws to capitalism since the collapse of 
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communism have, among other factors, afkcted the global organisation of capi

talism. As Dmicl Han·ey has lucidly argued: 

\Ve need some war therefore, to represent all the shifting and churning that 
has crone on since the first major post-\l·ar recession of 1973, which does not 
lose ~icrht of the fact that the basic rules of the capitalist mode of production 

"' continue to operate as im ariant shaping forces of historical-geographical 

development 
(Han·ey 1990: 121) 

This chapter has defended tl1e Yiew that it is through an analysis of class strug
crles within capitalism that \\"C can explain the ongoing processes of globalisation. 
Thus, I haw argued that it is the abstract (though, of course, no less real) 
confrontation between capital and labour that holds the key to an analysis of 
capitalism on a world scale. The difficulties for .Marxists, however, emer~ge. in the 
process of providing a concrete account of such class. struggles. And 1t IS her.e 
that I ,muld revert to the claim flagged in the introductiOn to the effect that capi
talism has historically reproduced itself in articulation \vith other non-capitalist 
modes of production. Far from 'creating a \mrld after its own image' as ;\Iarx 
and Engels once predicted, the global expansion of capitalism has tested the 
adaptive mechanisms of capital so as to produce what Eric Wolf (1982: chap. 10) 
called a 'differentiated' mode of production. The implications of all this for the 
interface between class and globalisation are n1·ofold. 

First, analy1ically, it presents Marxists with the challenge of considering how 
capital grafts its own logic of exploitation upon pre-existing institutio~s an~ 
social structures such as sowreign political communities, households, ethmc, reh
gious or caste hierarchies and, most notably, sexual differentiation. For an 
im·esticration into the actual historical formation of classes on a world scale 

"' reveals how class is expenenced in the Thompson ian sense (i.e. both objectively and 
subjectiwly) in conjunction with other social hierarchies. At one important le\·el, 
these hierarchies are all subsumed under the single logic of capitalist surplus 
value extraction: that defined bv the social relation benveen direct producers and 
appropriators. Yet the \l·ay thi~ determinant social relation is experienced on a 
quotidian basis is filtered through manifold historical and cultural legacies, many 
of which are international in nature. It is this complex interface benveen the 
uniYersality of capitalist social relations and their specific manifestation in 
different socio-historical contexts \l·hich arguably defines international class

formation and reproduction. 
Such an intricate social crystallisation of class is by no means static. The 

dvnamic nature of capitalism allows for a transformation of these hierarchies 
through the collective organisation of classes in ways which often reinforce the 
capitalist ideal of a free exchange between capital and labour. Thus, for 
example, it is only through the collectiYe struggle of black and female workers 
acrainst racial and sexual discrimination in the workplace that something closer 
t~ a pristine and unencumbered capitalist exploitation obtains today in most 
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advanced capitalist countries. But in many other regions of the world, global 
capitalism is either unable to destroy the 'natural economy' or only too capable 
of accommodating non-capitalist forms of oppression and exploitation in ways 
that complicate the identification of classes along the capital-labour axis. Again, 
it is precisely these heterogeneous variations in class formation and reproduction 
that call for the distinction between the abstract definition of classes within the 
structure of a giwn mode of production and their concrete expression in contin
gent socio-historical settings. 

The basic point emerging out of all these consideration is as follows: capi
talism has historically articulated itself internationally in myriad ways, producing 
\·ariegated expressions of the m·erarching antagonism between capital and 
labour. This antagonism has been mediated through the institutions of the 
sovereign state and through pre-capitalist hierarchies of sex, ethnicity, caste, 
colour and so forth. In as much as the processes of globalisation are a reflection 
of the class antagonisms arising out of such complex social hierarchies, they 
often reinforce, rather than undermine, these divisions. Contrarv to most views 
of class and globalisation that highlight the radical break in modes of capitalist 
exploitation, I posit a continuil)•, indeed a persistence of the old, pre-capitalist 
modes of exploitation within global capitalism. 

The second and final implication of \-iewing capitalism as a 'differentiated' or 
'articulated' mode of production, even under conditions of globalisation, 
concerns the formulation of v-iable socialist alternatives. I start from the premise 
that socialist politics im·olves the self-organisation of exploited classes for the 
purposes of transcending capitalism and constructing v-iable, genuinely demo
cratic socio-economic and political structures. I also assume that such a project 
must necessarily be international in scope and organisation, and therefore draw 
on the rich tradition of socialist internationalism. The foregoing discussion on 
class and globalisation has suggested that the Marxist notion of class, both in
itself and for-itself today pervades most social relations across the world. Yet it 
plainly does so in complex and contradictory ways that only a socialist move
ment conscious of the interaction between the universal and the particular 
expressions of class antagonism would be capable of translating into a real alter
native to capitalism. \Vhat this means is that neither the v-iews on class and 
globalisation that objectifY exploited classes in such a way as to render them 
simple \ -ictims of history, nor those \-iews that take as given the subjective power 
of transnational ruling classes, can offer comprehensive and feasible socialist 
alternatives to capitalism. Moreover, we would do well to avoid seizing on any 
and every single mowment that contests the existing world order as representing 
a socialist alternative. Exploited classes do resist and organise against their 
percei\·ed oppressors, but neither do they necessarily offer alternatives attractive 
to socialists (e.g. the various religious fundamentalist attacks on 'globalisation'), 
nor do they necessarily represent a systematic confrontation with capitalism (e.g. 
the EZL?\'s (Zapatista National Liberation Army's) confused programme against 
'global neo-liberalism'). Such perspectiws 'from below' often fail to theorise the 
intricate nature of capitalist power structures 'from above'. On the other hand, 
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socialist analyses of world politics that place all their emphasis on allegedly hege
monic institutions like the \ \·orld Bank or the International Ivionetary Fund 
(IMFJ also miss the crucial, and often conflictive, link benveen these organisa
tions and other seemingly subordinate entities such as states and classes. 

A \-iable world-\v-ide socialist alternatiw must therefore striw to bridge this 
gap between an exclusiw focus on localised forms of resistance and \·iews that 
reify global hegemonic orders. It must develop a class analysis of world politics 
premised on the complex and Yariegated reproduction of capitalism through the 
mediation of states and the attendant oppressive ideologies such as racism and 
sexism. Such an analysis would speak to the concerns of socialist organisations 
trade unions, political parties, and other groups - that are daily combating the 
global articulation of capitalism. It would also hopefully seek to reformulate the 
basic tenets of socialist internationalism which as a theoretical principle and a 
political practice, for the better part of this century, grappled with the very 
concerns that globalisation theorists now seem to be so enchanted by. 

Notes 

I am indebted to Hannes Lacher, Shirin Rai, C\fark Rupert, Hazel Smith and Benno 
Teschke for their extensive comments and penetrating criticisms of an earlier \·ersion 
of this chapter. I have ignored some of their insights at my own peril. 

2 See the essays collected in Gill ( 1993). Individual works associated \dth this approach 
include Cox (1987); Gill (1990); Holman (1996); Overbeek (1996); Robinson (1996); 
Rupert ( 1995 ); van der Pijl ( 1998a, 1998b ),. For critical 0\·en-iews of the neo
Gramscian approach see Burnham ( 1992) and Scherrer ( 1998), For the programmatic 
statements of 'postimperialism' see Becker el a/ .. ( 1987) .. 

3 This understanding of class and globalisation bears a strong resemblance to that 
expounded by Burnham (1994: 221-31). 

4 In this chapter, the term 'articulation' is used in the sense developed by the so-called 
'articulation of modes of production' approach. Representative texts include: 
Althusser and Balibar (1970); Rey (1973); and the essays in Wolpe (1980). For a 
comprehensive sun·ey of this approach see Foster-Carter ( 1978). 

5 Like most generalisations about C\farx and Engels's \l·ork, this statement requires 
some nuancing. For reasons of space, I cannot go into the vexed issue of the status of 
land-owners and ground-rent under capitalism. 

6 In his correspondence with the Russian socialist Vera Zasulich, for example, Marx 
emphasises that the investigation of the capitalist system carried out in Capital was 
premised on the historical experience of \\"estern Europe, thereby suggesting that a 
'late l\Iarx' may have come to re-e\·aluate the place of the peasantry in the project of 
socialist transformation Shanin 1983). 

7 There is no space here to justify fully this contentious reading of the 
Thompson-Anderson dispute. In essence, however, my claim is that Anderson 
mistakenly ascribes to Thompson's definition of class the need of a fully fledged, for
itself consciousness, \l·hereas for Thompson, to 'act, think and struggle in class ways' 
can mean, as his study of eighteenth-century English 'class struggle \1-ithout class' 
suggests, that collecth-ities often formulate their objective class position in a language 
and form different to the for-themselves \\·orking-class movements of the nineteenth 
and twentieth centuries. The real difference between Anderson and Thompson's defi
nition of class has been neatly summarised by Ellen \Vood: '\Vhere Thompson's 
critics see structures as against processes, or structures that undergo processes, 
Thompson sees structured processes' ( 1995: 79). 
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8 See the contributions by Halliday and Sutcliffe in this \'Olume for the argument that. 
!n describing wry similar phenomena. the term 'imperialism' displays greater theoret~ 
ICal purchase than 'globalisation' 

9 Some of the more recent neo-Grarnscian \\Ork. for example by Gill (1993'!, Owrbeek 
' l and others, does explicitly address globalisation .. 

10 

[).I]eani~Jg that indi\·idual subsidiaries of an international business group mav 
operate m accordance with the requirements of di\Crgent and conflicting poli
Cies pu:·sued l_Jy the governments of their respecti\ e host states [ ... ] Positing a 
mutual.m· of mteresr, the doctrine of domicile justifies transnational corporate 
expansiOn while it also legitimizes large-scale foreign im·estments in the eves of 
the host countr;: · 

(Sklar 1987: 29) 

II The rate of exploitation is arguably higher in ach-ancecl capitalist economies than in 
the. less ~ewloped ones, while it is at the \'Cry least a matter of debate \\·hether most 
TJ;u·d \ \orld countries ha\·e historicallv suffered from 'unclerde\'elopment' as opposed 
to malclewlopment , or e\'Cn the absence of a sustained capitalist dewlopment. 
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11 apitalist globalization 
transnationalization of 
state 

vVilliam l Robinson 

·world capitalism has been undergoing a profound restructuring since the 1970s. 
Many have come to refer to this process as globalization, although what this 
concept exactly means, the nature, extent and importance of the changes bound 
up with the process, is hotly debated. 1 In my view, globalization is a concept 
useful intellectually and enabling politically. It helps us to organize empirical 
information on the restructuring of capitalism in such a way as to prO\ ide expla
nation on the nature and direction of \\·oriel social change at the dawn of a new 
millennium, and therefore to gain a better grasp on the prospects for emancipa
tory social action. In this chapter I will analyse capitalist globalization and 
cle,·elop an historical materialist analvsis of the transnationalization of the state. 
Some of what l\farx had to sav abou.t the world in his dav no Ionaer applies but 

' • b 

the method of historical materialism as knowledge grounded in praxis is not 
restricted to particular historical circumstances. Indeed, historical materialism is 
emancipator;.· precisely because it allows us to cut through the reification that 
results from naturalizing historical arrangements and re\·eals the historical speci
ficity of existing social forms. 

I will argue here that the nation-state is an historically specific form of world 
social organization that is in the process of becoming transcended by capitalist 
globalization. The debate on g-lobalization has increasinalv centred on the rela-

~ b' 

tion of the nation-state to economic globalization. But the issue of globalization 
and the state has been misframecl. Either the nation-state (and the inter-state 
system) is seen as retaining its primacy as the a.xis of international relations and 
world cle,·elopment in a dualist construct that posits separate logics for a global
izing economic and a nation-state based political system, or the state is seen, as 
in diverse 'end of the nation-state' theses, as no longer important. Rejecting 
these frames by critiquing and mo\ing beyond this global-national dualism, I 
call for a return to an historical materialist conception of the state, and on this 
basis explore three interrelated propositions: (I) economic globalization has its 
counterpart in transnational class formation and in the emergence of a transna
tional state (henceforth, TNS) which has been brought into existence to function 
as the collective authority for a global ruling class: (2) the nation-state is neither 
retaining its primacy nor disappearing but becoming transformed and absorbed 
into this larger structure of a T.\J"S: this emergent TNS institutionalizes a new 

The transnationali::.ation if t!ze state 211 

class relation between labour and capital \vorlcl-wide. Exploring these issues is of 
major import for popular struggles and socialist politics in the new century: 
Globalization is anything but a peaceful process. It has involwcl protracted and 
blooclv social conflict As an open-ended process, it is highly contested from 
bc!0\1: and subject to alterations in its course. But strategies for an alternatiw 
'alobalization from below' must part from a critique that identifies how this 
;rocess has unfolded, the contradictions it confronts, and ne\v sites of political 
contestation, such as a TNS. 

This chapter is cli,iclecl into five parts. The first discusses globalization as a 
new staae in the development of world capitalism. The second calls for a break 
with th; \Yeberian conception of the state that underlies much discussion of 
a!obalization and develops the concept of a TNS. The third situates the rise of a 
TNS in the context of a new class relation between global capital and global 
labour. The fourth re\ iews empirical evidence for the rise of a TNS between the 
I 960s and the 1990s. Finally, the flfth refers by way of conclusion to the 
prospects for emancipatory social action in light of t~e pr~ceding. I should n~te, 
as a caveat that space constraints preclude a full discussion of the theoretical 
and analvtical issues at hand. The propositions advanced here are of course 
tentati\·e in nature and require fi.1rther exploration elsewhere. 

Globalization: the latest stage of capitalis:m2 

Periodization of capitalism is an analytical tool that allows us to grasp chan~~s 
in the svstem over time. In my vie\1·, globalization represents an epochal shift, 
the fom:th in the historv of world capitalism. The first, mercantilism and prim
itive accumulation, wa; ushered in with the birth of capitalism out of its feudal 
cocoon in Europe and outward expansion. The second, competiti\·e, or c.l~s
sical capitalism, marked the industrial revolution, the rise of the bourgeo!Sle, 
and the forging of the nation-state. The third was the rise of corporate 
(monopoly) capitalism, the consolidation of a single world m_arket and ~he 
nation-state svstem into which world capitalism became orgamzecl. The first 
epoch ran fro~ the symbolic dates of 1492 through to I 789, the ~ec~nd to the 
late nineteenth centurv. and the third into the early I 970s. GlobahzatJon as the 
fourth (the wrrent) ep~~h began with the world economic crisis of the 1970s 
and the profound restructuring of the system that has been ~aking place si~1ce. 
It features the rise of transnational capital and the supersessiOn of the natiOn
state system as the organizing principle of capitalist development. As a~1 

epochal period globalization constitutes not a new proc~ss bt:t tl:e near cul~1I
nation of the centuries-long process of the spread of capitalist productiOn 
relations around the world and its displacement of all pre-capitalist relations. 
The system is undergoing a dramatic intensi,·e expansion. The era of the 
primitiw accumulation of capital is coming to an end. In this process, th_ose 
cultural and political institutions that fettered capitalism are swept aside, 
paving the way for the total commodification or 'marketization' of social life 
world-wide. 
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Economic globalizarion has been well researched. 3 Capital has achieved a 
newfound global mobility and is reorganizing production world-\1ide in accor
dance \lith the whole gamut of political and factor cost considerations .. This 
imoh-es the world\1icle decentralization of production toaether \lith the centraliza
ti~n of command and comrol of the global economy ii~ transnational capitaL In 
tl1IS process, national productive apparatuses become fi-ar:rrnemed and integrated 
externally into new globalized circuits of accumulation. Here we can distimmish 
between a zcorld econuii!J' and a global eronon~v. In the earlier epochs each co~ntry 
deYelopecl national circuits of accumulation that \1·ere linked to each other throuah 
commodity exdmnge and ca1~ital flows in an integrated international market (a 
\~·oriel econm:1y). ~n the emerg~ng global economy; the globalization of the produc
non process Itself breaks down and functionally integ~·ates these national circuits 
~nto glo~al circuits of accumulation. Globalization, therefore, is unif)ing the world 
u:to a smgle m?de of production and bringing about the organic integration of 
d:fferen.t countnes and re.gions into a global economy and society: The increasing 
chssolu:10n of S]~ace barners and the subordination of the logic of geography to 
tl:at ~~ productiOn, what some ha\e called 'time-space compression', is without 
histone. precedence. It compels us to reconsider the geography and the politics of 
the nation-state !Robinson 1998). As we shall see, the TNS embodies new social 
pranices and class relations bound up \lith this global economy. 

The ~oli.tical reorganization of world capitalism has lagged behind its economic 
:em.gamzatJOn, \lith the result tl1at iliere is a disjuncture between economic global
IzatJOr: an.d the political institutionalization of new social relations unfolding under 
globalization. ~e\ertheless, as the material basis of human society chanaes so too 
does its institutional organization. From the seventeenth-cen~urv :eaties of 
\ restphalia into the 1960s, capitalism unfolded through a system or' nation-states 
that generated concomitant national structures, institutions. and aaents. 
Globalization has increasingly eroded these national boundaries, and m:cle it 
structurally impossible for individual nations to sustain independent, or even 
autonomous, economies, polities, and social structures. A kev feature of the current 
ep?ch is the s~1per:session of the nation-state as the organizing principle of capi
talism, and \\lth It, of the inter-state system as tl1e institutional framework of 
ca~italist de\ elopment In the emerging global capitalist configuration, trans
national or global space is coming to supplant national spaces. There is no lonaer 
any1hing external to the system, not in the sense that this is a 'closed' svstem bu~in 
that there are no longer any countries or regions that remain outside of world 
capitalism, any pre-capitalist zones for colonization, or autonomous accumulation 
outside of the sphere of global capitaL The internal social nexus therefore is now a 
global one. Such organic social relations are always institutionalized. which makes 
t!1em 'fL...:ecl' and makes their reproduction possible. As the organi~ and internal 
lmkage between peoples become truly global, the whole set of nation-state institu
tions is becoming superseded bv transnational institutions. 

Globalization has posed ~erious diHiculties for theories of all sorts. The 
embedded natio.n-state centrism of many extant paradigms, in my \ie\\; impedes 
our unclerstandmg of the dynamics of change under globalization (Robinson 
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1998). l\fy propositions regarding the integration of the. e:1tire superstructure of 

ld ··et'· I·s a conception of the current e]JOch that c!Ifiers from that of \mrlcl war soo .' ~ .. 
·-t analvsis. \l·hich ]JOsits a world svstem of separate pohtrcal and cultural sv" em , . · 

" t ucttir·es linked bv a rreoaraphic di\ision of labom: and from many supers r . . " " . . . . . 
1\,f .· t analvses. \1·hich see the natiOn-state as Immanent to caprtahst de\elop-arxis , . d tl 
• t The notion d1at the continued internationalization of capital an 1e 
men. . · 1· 
arowth of an international ci\il society· has im·olved as well the mternatJOna Iza-
tion of the state has been recognized by a number of traditions in t1_1e so~·ial 
, · ~d the interdisci1Jlinarv literature on alobalization is fl.!ll of chscussron ,ciences. . , " 
on the increasing sig~1ificance of supra- or transnational institutions. Howe\~r, 
what these diverse accounts share is a nation-state centrism that en~raps the:n m 
a global-national dualism. They assume phenomena associated m:h a. T.:\ S to 
be international extensions of the nation-state system. The conceptron I~ one of 
irzlemational institutions created by nation-states indiYidually or collecti\ ely as 
mechanisms to regulate the flow of goods and capital across their borders and to 
mediate inter-state relations. Here I distinguish between intonational and transna
tional (or global). The former is a conception of world dynamics founcle~ on an 
existing system of nation-states while the later identifies processes and sacral rela
tions that tend towards superseding that system. 

Conceptualizing a transnational state apparatus: from 
Weber to Marx 

The question of the state is at the heart of the globalization debate. But this 
debate has been misinformed by the persistent conf1ation of the nation-state and 
the state. The two are not coterminous. Here we need to distinguish analytically 
between a number of related terms: nation, countr;.; nation-state, state, national 
state. and transnational state. Nation-states are geographical and juridical units 
and ~ometimes cultural units, and the term is interchangeable as used here \\ith 
countrv or nation. States are power relations embodied in particular sets of polit
ical in~titutions. The conf1ation of these nm related but analytically distinct 
concepts is grounded in a \ Veberian conception of ~he s:ate tl1at informs m~ch 
analvsis of this subject, even analyses by many Marxists. l'or \\ eber, the state rs a 
set ~f cadre and i;1stitutions that exercise authorit); a 'legitimate monopoly of 
coercion', over a given territory In the \ \'eberian construct, the economic and 
the political (in \\'eberian terms, 'markets and states') are externally relate.d, 
separate and even oppositional, spheres, each \\ith its own independent log~c. 
Nation-states interact externally with markets (\ \"eber 1978: 353--t),. 
Consequently, globalization is seen to invoke the economic sphere \\·hile the 
political sphere may remain constant, an immutable nation-state system. State 
managers confront tl1e implications of economic globalization and footloose 
transnational capital as an external logic (see, inter alia, Vernon 1971; Strange 1996; 
Sassen 1996: Bover and Drache 1996). This state-market dualism has become the 
dominant fi~m;work for analysis of globalization and the state, and is closely 
related to the global-national dualism. Globalization is said to be overstated or 
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e\·en imaginary since nation-states 'have more power' than is claimed. or because 
there are 'national' explanations that explain phenomena better tha;1 alobaliza
tion explanations inter a!ia, Weiss 1998: Hirst and Thompson 1996~ Gordon 
1988). In this construct, what takes place 'within' a nation-state beco~es coun
terposed to what takes place in the global system. In these recurrent dualisms. 
economic globalization is increasingly recognized but is analysed as if it is inde~ 
pendent of the institutions that structure these social relations, in particular, 
states anc~ the nation-state. Separate logics are posited for a globalizing economy 
and a natwn-state based political system. 

The way out of these antinomies is to move bevond \Yeber and return to a 
hist~ric~l1~1ater~alis_t conception of the state. In the l'vlarxist conception, the state is 
the mstnutronahzatron of class relations around a particular confiruration of social 
production. The separation of the economic from the political for the first time 
under capitalism accor~s each an autonomy and implies a complex relationship 
that must be problematrzed but also generates the illusion of independent exter
nally related spheres. In the historical materialist conception, the economic and the 
political are distinct moments of the same totality. The relation between the 
economy; or social production relations under capitalism, and states as sets of insti
tutionalized class relations that acil1ere to those production relations. is an internal 
one. It is not possible here to re\isit the theoretical debates that hm:e raaed since 
the re\ival of interest in the state in the 1960s which have remained ir1c~nclusive 
and open-ended r)ut see, inter a!za, Jessop 1982; Held 1989; Clarke 1991 ). Note, 
howeYer; that (I) Marxist theories on the relative autonomy of the state whether 
emphasizir1g a 'structuralist' or 'instrumental' subordir1ation of the' state to 
e~on~mically dominant classes, do not posit an indejJendent state as a separate sphere 
m~ rts o:~n logic (in .Marx's words, there is no state 'suspended in mid-air' (i'viarx 
19; ~: 60 I)). The task of analysis is to uncover the complex of social processes and 
relatiOns that embed states in the configuration of ci\ il society and political 
economy; (2) there is nothing in the historical materialist conception of the state 
that necessanb' ties it to territory or to nation-states (see also Hannes Lacher's 
chapte~ in. this \·olu_me). That capitalism has historically assumed a geographic 
expressron rs somethmg that must be problematized. 

States as coerci\·e systems of authority are class relations and social practices 
congealed and operationalized through institutions. In l'viarx's \·iew the state 
gives a political form to economic institutions and production relations'.+ Iviarkets 
~re the site of material life while states spring from economic (production) rela
tions and represent the institutionalization of social relations of domination. 
~onsequently; the economic globalization of capital cannot be a phenomenon 
Isolated from the transformation of class relations and of states. In the \Veberian 
conception, states are by definition territoriallv bound institutions and therefore 
a TNS cannot be concei\·ed as long as the nation-state system persists. \Veberian 
state theory reduces the state to the state's apparatus and its cadre and therebv 
~·eifies the state. States are not actors as such. Social classes and groups are histo;
rcal actors: States do not 'do' anything per sc. Social classes and groups acting in 
and out of states (and other institutions) 'do' things as collective historical agents. 
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State apparatuses are those instr:unents th::'t ~nfo_rce_ and reproduce the c:Iass 
relations and practices embedded m states. 1 he mstrtutwnal ~tru_ctures o~ nation
states may persist in the epoch of globalization, but globahzatwn r~qmres t~1at 

, odif\r our conception of these structures. A TNS apparatus rs emergmg ''e m , .al . 
d a!ol)alization jiwn within the s\·stem of nation-states. The maten crrcum-un er"' ' . , . b 

that aa\·e rise to the nation-state are presenth· bemg superseded v stances ' "'' · · . . . · 
alobalization. \\ l1at is required is a return to an historical mat_enahst _theoren_cal 
~onceptualization of the state, not as a 'thing' but as _a _spenfic socra_l rel~tro~ 
inserted into larger social structures that may take drfferent, and hrstoncally 
determined, institutional forms, only one of which is the nation-state. . 

To summarize and recapitulate: a state is the congealment of a partrcular and 
historically determined constellation of class forces and relations, and states are 
alwavs e~bodied in sets of political institutions .. Hence states are: (a) a moment 
of class power relations; ~) a set of political in_stitutions (an '~pparatus'). The 
state is not one or the other; it is both in their umty. The separatron of these two 
dimensions is purely methodological (\\"eber's mistake is to reduce the ~tate to 
'b'). National states arose as particular embodiments of the c_onstellatr~ns of 
social groups and classes that developed \l·ithin the sys~em of _nation-states m ~he 
earlier epochs of capitalism and became grounded m particular geogra~hies. 
\·Vhat then is a transnational state? Concretely, what is the 'a' and the 'b· of_ a 
TNS? It is a particular constellation of class forces and relations bound up w:th 
capitalist globalization and the rise of a transnatio~al :ap~talist class, embodied 
in a diverse set of political institutions. These mstrtutions ar~ tr:ans_form_ed 
national states plus diverse international institutions that ser~·e to mstitut_ronahze 
the domination of this class as the hegemonic fi·action of caprtal world-wrde. 

Hence, the state as a class relation is becoming transnationalized. The class 
practices of a new global ruling class are becoming 'condensed'_, t~ use 
Poulantzas' irnaaerv. in an emeraent TNS. In the process of the globalization of 

i::l ,, 0 • 

capital, class fractions from difierent countries have fi.rsed to~ether into ne\: :api-
talist groups within transnational space. This new tra_n~natronal bourgeOisie or 
capitalist class is that segment of the world bourgeOisie _that repres~nts trans
national capitaL It is comprised of the mmers of the lea~mg world-m~e means 
of production as embodied prir1cipally in the transnatron~l corpor~tw_ns and 
private financial ir1stitutions. \\'hat distinguishes the _tr~ns:1atwnal c_apnahst ~lass 
from national or local capitalist fi·actions is that It IS mvolwd m globalized 
production and manages global circuits of accumulation that give it an objective 
class existence and identity spatially and politically in the global system above 
any local territories and polities. . . . 

The TNS comprises those institutions and practrces m global soCiety t~~t 
maintain, defend, and advance the emergent hegemony of a global bom.·geOis!e 
and its project of constructing a ne\v global capitalist historical bloc. Tlus ~NS 
apparatus is an emerging network that comprises tr~nsformed an~ externally .1folte-
2Tated national states. tooether zcitlz the supranational economrc and pohtical 
b J b . 

forums and that has not vet acquired any centralized institutional form. The nse 
of a TNS entails the reorganization of the state in each nation I \1ill henceforth 
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' ' o eac 1 countrY as natwnal states d · · . refer to these "tate" r· 1 . 
ously the rise of trulv suprariatr'o . 1 . an rt rm·oh·es snnultane-. na economic and p r t' 1 · . . 
h\·o processes the transformation of . o I ICa mstrtutwns. These · . . nanon-states and the .· f . 
msmutrons - are not se!Jarate or t ll . . I . . use o supranatiOnal · . mu ua \ exc usn·e In fact tl . · . 
srons of the process of the trari r t" l'. . . . ' 1ey are hnn dim en-- . s Ia wna Izatwn of the state 
. The T;\;S apparatus is multi-lavered and multi-c . . . 

nonally institutions that exhibit clis:tl'r t . d . entree!, Imking together func-

d
.fi' . 1C gr a a nons of 'stat , d . 
r erent histories and traJ'ect . Tl . e-ness an whrch hm·e ' ones. 1e supranatr 1 · · 

economic and political cor:n1 I d . c . , ona orgamzatrons are b<Olth 
' ' u a an ll110rmal The · £1 · 

International .1\Ionetan Fund (IMP l \\: . econom_rc orums mclucle the 
Organization (\\'TO;' .the r·e . I ;1, t Ike orld Bank (\\B), the \\'oriel Trade 

. ' grona nn ·s. and s S . . . 
forums mclude the Group of - . d l . . o on. upranatronal political 

1 an t 1e recentlv forn c[ G.. 1. 
more formal forums such as the l' . I ,; : .1e roup o 22, as well as 
·Er ,, ' mtec c ~at1ons 1 UNl tl E . 
I. u;, and so on. Thev also include . . 1 .. - ·' 1e uropean Umon 

S l 
· Iegwna "Toupmgs st ·I h " . . 

, out 1 East Asian Nations 1 A.SE _, ,;. d "'. . . IC 
1 

as t e i-.ssocmtwn of 
• 1' ' '"'"·' ), an the ]Unclrcal cl · · . · 

torv structures establ' I d I . . a mmistrati\·e and rerula-. IS 1e t 1rotwh reQ1 J cr. b 
American Free Tracie ·' . "' .. "'ona a"'reements such as the North 

' . ngr eement (;\;AITA) and l A . . 
CooperatiOn (.\PEG; forum Tl . . tIe sra-PaCJfic Economic 

l 
· · lese supranatronal pla · · · 

a ly supplantincr national . . . . . . nnmg rnstrtutes are graclu-
"' msntutrons 111 polr , d 1 

management and administration of ti 1 b c-y eve opment and global 
nation-state is shiftina fir·orn tl c 11e. go al economy. The function of the 

o 1e 10rrnu atron of t' 1 1 .. 
tration of policies formulat d l l ' ~a wna po IC!es to the aclminis-' e t 1rotw 1 supranatro ] · · · 
essential to a\·oicl the national-crlobal clu r .. .na mstrtutrons. However, it is 
the TNS but are becomincr in co"' . d~ ll) .. natrona! states are not external to 

. "' rpor ate mto rt as com 
nanonal organizations flmc·tr' . . . ponent parts. The supra-. on m consonance \nth t.. f cl . 
They are staffed bv transnat· I c . . r ans orme natrona! states. 

. . ' rona tunctronanes th t fi cl h . 
transnatronal functionaries wlio t fr· f' a m t elr counterparts in .. · s a trans ormed 11 t' 1 
natwnal s. tate cadres act as mid .· . f. . [' a rona states. These trans-

' . ' \\ n es 0 capita rst globalization 
The TNS rs attempting to fulfil the functions f . . .. . . . 

periods were fulfrllecl bv \vhat . ··ld .. or.\\ or lei caprtahsm tliat in earlier 

f
. · '' 01 -sv:;tem and mtern t' 1 1 · re er ro as a 'herremon· or a cl . . . . a rona re atrons scholars 

"' ' ommant caprtahst IJO\ . . tl 1 tl 
the structural position that ll . . . ver 1at 1as Ie resources and 
. a 0\\S rt to orcranrze , · lcl · a]' 
mlpose the rules. reQl.tlator~· e 1 . .. "' IOI caprL rsm as a whole and 

\ 

• • •• "' ' Y 1 \Ironment. etc.. tl1at all , th . . 
\e are \\1tnessmcr the decline of T 'S . . 0\\S e system to functiOn. 

· . "' u. supremacv and tJ ·!. . 
creatron of a transnatiorlal I . . l . 1e ear y stages of the 1ecremom t 1rough s · al 
not vet capable of prm-icl' !"' . . upranatron structures that are 

· mg t 1e economrc regulati cl 1. · .. 
the reproduction of global .t I' J on an po rtrcal conclrtrons for 

. capr a rsm. ust as the na · 1 . 
the earlrer period. the Tl\"S se ks . . nona state played tlus role in 

. . · - ' .. e to create and mamta' th . . . . 
valonzatron and accumulation f. . . I . m e pr econclitJons for the 
. l o caprta m tl1e cr!obal h' . 

srmp v the sum of national eco . cl . "' economy; w Ich IS not 
· nomres an natrona! ·! 

centralized author-itv to repres nt tl ·h l . c ass s~ructures and requires a 
. 

1 
. . .. · e Ie \\ o e of compet . · a1 . 

com Jrnatrons of \vhich are 110 1 , . . mg caprt s, the maJOr . . ' onger natrona]· cap· t 1 Tl . 
trees rn tlle emercrent glol al . . . . ' r as. le nature of state prac-

"' J, S\ stem resrdes m tl . · . 
economic and political authori~· throual tl TNS 1e exercrse of transnational 
class relations embedcled in the al l I ·ll·· 1e. .:. , apparatus to reproduce the 

"' o Ja \a orrzatron and accumulation of capital. 
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The power of national states and the power of 

transnational capital 
As class formation proceeded through the nation-state in earlier epochs, class 
struggle world-\\·ide unfolded through the institutional and organizational logic 
of the nation-state system. During the nation-state phase of capitalism, national 
states enjoyed a varying but sigpificant degree of autonomy to intenene in the 
phase of distribution and surpluses could be eli\ erted through nation-state insti
tutions. Dominant and subordinate classes struggled against each other over the 
social surplus through such institutions and fought to utilize national states to 
capture shares of the surplus. As a result, to e\oke Karl Polanyi's classical anal
ysis, a 'double moYement' took place late last century (Polanyi 19·1-~), made 
possible because capital, facing territoriaL institutional and other limits bound up 
with the nation-state system, faced a series of constraints that forced it to reach 
an historic compromise ,,·ith \\Orking and popular classes. These classes could 
place redistributi\ e demands on national states and set some constraints on the 
power of capital (these possibilities also contributed to the split in the world 
socialist mm·ement and the rise of social democracy). Popular classes could 
achiew this because national states had the ability to capture and redirect 
surpluses through intenentionist mechanisms. The outcome of \lorlcl class sn·ug
gles in this period ,,·ere Ke)nesian or ':\'e\V Deal' states and Forclist production in 
the cores of the world economy and eli\ erse multi class dewlopmentalist states 
and populist projects in the periphery ('peripheral Fordism'), \lhat Lipietz and 

others haYe called the 'Fordist class compromise' (Lipietz 1992). 
In each of these cases, subordinate classes mediated their relation to capital 

through the nation-state. Capitalist classes cleYeloped within the protectiYe 
cocoon of nation-states and de\eloped interests in opposition to ri1al national 
capitals. These states expressed the coalitions of classes and groups that were 
incorporated into the historic blocs of nation-states. There \las nothing transhis
toric, or predetermined, about this process of class formation \vorlcl-\\·icle. It is 
now being superseded by globalization. \\'hat is occurring is a process of 
transnational class formation, in ,,·hich the mediating element of national states 
has been modified (on transnational classes, see, inter alia, \an der Pijl 1998; 
Sklair 1993; Gill 1990; Robinson 1996a; Robinson and Harris, 2002). As 
national producti\e structures become transnationally integrated, \\·orld classes 
whose organic de\dopment took place through the nation-state are experiencing 
supranational integration with 'national' classes of other countries. Global class 
formation has im oh-ed the accelerated cli\ision of the world into a global bour
geoisie and a global proletariat and has brought changes in the relationship 
behveen dominant and subordinate classes. Specificall); by redefining the phase 
of distribution in the accumulation of capital in relation to nation-states the 
global economy fragments national cohesion around processes of social repro
duction and shifts the site of reproduction from the nation-state to transnational 
space. The consequent liberation of transnational capital from the constraints 
and commitments placed on it by the social forces in the nation-state phase of 
capitalism has dramatically altered the balance of forces among classes and 
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social "TOU · 1 · "". ps m eac 1. natron of the world and at a global lew! t , ·d h 
transnat 1 · 1· 1 0\\ ar s t e wna caprta rsr c ass and its aaents. (Indeed th t · · ti . 1 "" \ , e res ramts on accumula-
OI~ rr.nposec by popular c~asses world-wide in the nation-state hase f 

cap;~hs: '(.a~ wh_at -~ro\·e caprta! t~ transnationalization in the first inst~nce.) o 
e 1 e: mmg abilrty of the natron-state to intervene in the process of capital 

a. ccumu atron and to determine economic 1' . fl ' 
h po rcres re ects the newfound 

: at transnation~l c:apiwl acquired m·er popular classes. Different class:ower 
"'roups contest (natrona!) state pm\·er but real p . . . 1 l b s and 
sl "[( · ower m t 1e " o al svstem · 

11 mg to a transnational space that is not sub'ect ' . "", . :s 

:1:~~~Jt:;~l ~~~~:~ ~~ ~;:s~~n~J~~:l~~ capital m·er .the~ ~ire~~ ~~~~~~
1

~~~ n~~:~~~- s~:: 
fiom these states when thev ar~ me or to m~dermme pohcres that may emanate 
tions of lo. I d . . ' captmed by popular classes or by national frac-

ca ommant aroups as popul . f. . . I . 
~-. _ S . _. '=' ' m mces t 1at won state power in Ha'f 
- rear agua, , outh Afnca, and elsewhere in the I 970s-l990s disc . I:' 
appears. as an institutional contradiction betwe . . .. overed. Thrs 
transnatronal capital and the direct p . .. f e( n the str~ctm al power of 

. . 0\\ er o states see e a Gill d L . I 98 
Blut thrs rs a stmctural contradiction internal to an .ev;h-i~·g, capi;~~ist sa~~t· 9). 
\v 1ose core are class r 1 t' 1 . vs em, at 

. . ' . e a rons, as t le mner essence of a condition wh . 
mamfest~tion is an institutional contradiction. One set of social rei t~se our;ard 
a mor~ fundamental_ set of social relations. On the surface the str:c~:~~re ects 
~f t~aprtail ~\·er the drrect power of states is enhanced man; times over bv ~~~velr 
rza ron. n rts essence the rei f f · ' "" a -
:lasses has been enh~nced m:r~~:e tfn~:~e~\~er e:f~oiti~l? cltha~ses m·er the ex~loite_d 
JUncture. ' eas 111 rs momentary hrstonc 

The ne\\found relati\·e power of aJobal . . I 
b . fi . "" caprta over aJobal labour · 

ecommg Lxed r_n a new global capital-labour relation, what "" ' . rs 
the global casuahzation or informalization of lab .. d' ... some _ha\e called 
gories im·oh-ina It - .. . om, or I\ er se contmgent cate-

' "" a ernatn e svstems of 1 b . 1 . 
post-Ford~st 'flexible accumulatio;l' (on the cri;~s ~~rFo~~:~o/K assoc~ate_cl with 
restructunng, see, inter alia, Kolko 1988: Harvey 1990· C . 198e2~1Le:r~msm an_cl 
Lash and Urn· 1987) C 1 . · · ' ox 1, rpretz 1981· 
of .a .. . . . '-· ·· .. er:tra to .t~rs new capital-labour relation is the concep; 

I estruc tmmg cnsrs. fhe cnsrs of the lona - . . -
~sherecl in a radical shift in the methods and sit:S ~~~l~~a~ boo_m rm the 19 I Os 
twn, resulting. in Hoo!!\·elt' 1 . . . . "". capita rst accumula-

. "" s ana ysrs, 111 a transformation in the l . f 
surplus value extraction (Hoo!!\·elt I 997) Tl . mec lamsms o 
include subcontracting a~d co"'ntract lab;ur ~e~~s~ew_systems o~ labour control 
ra • . k · [' . ' urc111g, part-trme and tempo-

!) \\Or ' 111 ormal work, home-work the revival of p t ... ·I l ' 
and otl · ' a narc 1a sweatshop' 

ler oppressr\·e production relations \Vell-kn . d ' . . ' 
the restructurina of the !abo . . . 

1 1 
·. . 0\\n tren s assoCiated wrth 

. "" m-caprta re anon tak111g place unci l b l' . 
mclucle 'downward levelling' cl . . . . er g o a rzatwn 

, eumomzatron, ·ad hoc' and ''ust-i _ · , 1 b 
supply, the superexploitation of i . ". . J n tll11e a our 
capital export the l h . mmr"'r ant _commumties as a counterpart to 

'unclerclass' o/ super~:%e~-::.7:s ~! ,:~~ w~·km~ daby: the rise of a new global 
control and ev . · un ants su ~ect to new forms of social 

en to genocide, and new gendered and racialized hierar·cllr.es 
among labour~ 
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These new relations have been broadly discussed in the globalization literature. 
\Vbat interests us here is the larger social and political context in which they are 
embedded, and the extent to which states and nation-states continue to mediate 
these contexts. State practices and the very structure of states are negotiated and 
renegotiated in specific historic periods through changes in the balance of social 
forces as capitalism develops and classes struggle. Capital began to abandon 
earlier reciprocities with labour from the 1970s onwards, precisely because the 
process of globalization has allowed it to break free of nation-state constraints. 
These new labour patterns are facilitated by globalization in a dual sense: frrst, 
capital has exercised its power over labour through new patterns of flexible accu
mulation made possible by enabling 'third wave' technologies, the elimination of 
spatial barriers to accumulation, and the control over space these changes bring; 
second, globalization itself involves the culmination of the primitive accumulation 
of capital world-wide, a process in which millions have been wrenched from the 
means of production, proletarianized, and thrown into a global labour market 
that transnational capital has been able to shape. In this new capital-labour rela
tion, labour is increasingly only a naked commodity, no longer embedded in 
relations of reciprocity rooted in social and political communities that have histor
ically been instihrtionalized in nation-states. 

The dissolution of the 'welfarist' or Keynesian 'class compromise' rests on the 
power acquired by transnational capital over labour; which is objectively trans
national but whose power is constrained and whose subjective consciousness is 
distorted by the continued existence of the system of nation-states. Here we see 
how the continued existence of the nation-state serves numerous interests of the 
transnational capitalist class. For instance, central to capitalism is securing a 
politically and economically suitable labour supply, and at the core of all class 
societies is the control over labour and disposal of the products of labour. Under 
capitalist globalization, the linkage between securing labour and territoriality is 
changing, and national labour pools are merging into a single global labour pool 
that services global capitalism. The global labour supply is, in the main, no 
longer coerced (subject to extra-economic compulsion) due to the ability of the 
universalized market to exercise strictly economic discipline, but its movement is 
juridically controlled. Here, national borders play a vital function. Nation-states 
are about the configuration of space, what sociologist Philip .McMichael ( 1996) 
has called 'population containment zones'. But their containment function 
applies to labour and not to capitaL Globally mobile capital is not regulated by 
centralized national political authorities but labour is. The inter-state system thus 
acts as a condition for the structural power of globally mobile transnational 
capital over labour which is transnational in its actual content and character; but 
is subjected to different instih1tional arrangements and to the direct control of 
national states. 

How tl1en is the newfound relative power of global capital over global labour 
related to our analysis of the transnationalization of the state? Out of the 
emerging transnational institutionality the new class relations of global capi
talism and the social practices specific to it are becoming congealed and 
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institutionalized. For instance, when the IlVIF or the \VB condition financing on 
enacm1em of new labour codes to make \\·orkers more 'flexible'. or on the roll
back o~ a sta:e-sponsored 'social wage' through austerity progr;mmes, they are 
producmg this new class relation. Similarly; the types of practices of national 
states that became generalized in the late twentieth century deregulation, fiscal 
conservatism, monetarism, tax regressivity; austerity, etc. produce this relation, 
resulting i.n an increase in state senices to, and subsidization of; capital, and 
under_scorm~ the _increased role of the state in facilitating pri\·ate capital accu
mulatiOn. \\Ith this comes a shift in income and in power from labour to capital. 
These outcomes generate the broader social and political conditions under 
which the new capital-labour relation is forged. 

But now we need to specify further the relationship of national states to the 
TNS. Capital acquires its newfound power vis-a-vis (as expressed within) national 
stat_es, which are transformed into transmission belts and filtering devices. But 
nanonal states are also transformed into proactive instruments for ad\·ancincr the 
agenda of global capitalism. This assertion that transnational social f~rces 
impose their structural power over nations and the simultaneous assertion that 
s:ates, captured by transnational fractions, are proacti,·e agents of the globaliza
tiOn process, only appear as contradictory if one abandons dialectics for the 
\Veberian dualist construct of states and markets and the national-alobal 
d l. G . "' ua Ism. overnments are undertaking restructuring and serve the needs of 
tr~ns~ational capital not simply because they are 'powerless' in the face of glob
alizatiOn, but because a particular historical constellation of social forces now 
ex~sts that pre~er:ts an organic social base for this global restructuring of capi
talism. Hence It rs not that nation-states become irrelevant or powerless vis-a-vis 
~ransnational capital and its global institutions .. Rather, power as the ability to 
Iss~e commands an~. have them_ obeyed, or more precisely, the ability to shape 
sonal structures, shifts fi·om social groups and classes with interests in national 
accumulation to those whose interests lie in new global circuits of accumulation. 

The contradictory logics of national and global accumulation are at work in 
this process. Class fi·actionation is occurring along a new national/ transnational 
axis with the rise of transnational corporate and political elites (for discussion 
see Robinson 1996a, 1996b; Robinson and Harris, 2000). The interests of on~ 
group lie in national accumulation, including the whole set of traditional 
national regulatory and protectionist mechanisms, and the other in an expanding 
global economy based on world-wide market liberalization. The struggle 
between descendant national fractions of dominant groups and ascendant 
:ransna_tional fractions was often the backdrop to surface political dynamics and 
Ideologrcal processes in the late twentieth century: These two fractions have been 
vying for control of local state apparatuses since the 1970s. Transnational frac
tions of local elites have ascended politically in countries around the world. 
clashing in their bid for hegemony \\ith nationally based class fractions. In th~ 
19~0s and t~e I :80s incipient transnationalized fractions set out to eclipse 
natiOnal fractiOns m the core capitalist countries of the North and to capture the 
'commanding heights' of state policy-making. From the 1980s into the 1990s, 
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these fractions became ascendant in the South and began to vie for~ and in many 
countries to capture, national state apparatuses. National states, captured by 
transnational social forces, internalize the authority structures of global capi
talism. The global is incarnated in local social structures and processes. The 
disciplinary power of the global capitalism shifts actual policy-making power 
within national states to the global capitalist bloc, which is represented by local 
social forces tied to the global economy: Gradually; transnational blocs became 
hegemonic in the 1980s and 1990s \\ithin the vast majority of countries in the 
world and began to transform their countries. They utilized national state appa
ratuses to ad\·ance globalization and established formal and informal liaison 
mechanisms between the national state structures and TNS apparatuses. 

Bv the 1990s the transnational capitalist class had become the hegemonic 
class' fraction aloballv. This denationalized bourgeoisie is class conscious, and 

b ' • l 
conscious of its transnationality: Its interests are administered by a managena 
elite that controls the levers of global policy-making and exercises transnational 
state power through the multilayered configuration of the TNS. But this trans
national bourgeoisie is not a unified group. 'The same conditions, the same 
contradiction. the same interests necessarily called forth on the whole similar 
customs evervwhere'. noted Marx and Engels in discussing the formation of new 
class groups., 'But separate individuals form a class only insofar as they have to 
carrv on a common battle against another class; otherwise they are on hostile 
ter~s with each otl1er as competitors' (Marx and Engels 1970: 82). Fierce 
competition among oligopolist clusters, conflicting pressures, and differences 
over the tactics and strategy of maintaining class domination and addressing the 
crises and contradictions of global capitalism make any real internal unity in 
global ruling class impossible. In sum, the capturing of local states by agents of 
alobal capitalism resolves the institutional contradiction discussed above between 
b . . 

transnational capital and national states, that is, local state practices are mcreas-
inalv harmonized with global capitalism. But this only intensifies the underlying 
cl=s~ and social contradictions. Before discussing these contradictions, let us 
reconstruct in brief the emergence of a TNS in the latter decades of tl1e twen
tieth century, tracincr how the transnational capitalist class sought to 

•' b 

institutionalize its interests within a TNS. 

Some empirical reference points: the emergence of a 
transnational state: 1960s-1990s 

Under the political-military canopy of US supremacy, national capitals began a 
new period of internationalization and external integration in the post-Second 
World War period. Escalating international economic activity unfolded witl1in ~he 
institutional framework of the nation-state system and the cross-border regulation 
of 'international regimes', in particular, the Bretton \Voods system. As multi
national corporations extended their reach around the world they sought to e:~de 
the central bank controls associated with the Bretton \\'oods system by depositmg 
their capital in foreigr1 currency markets. Economic internationalization thus 
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brought the massive spread of dollars and other core countrv currencies around 
the world. Eurodollar deposits ballooned from just S3 billion in 1960 to S75 
billion in 1970 prompting the Ni.xon administration to abandon the gold stan
dard in 1971 and then climbed to over S 1 trillion in 1984. The collapse of the 
Bretton \Voods system of fLxed currency exchange and national economic reQU
lation via capital controls was the first step in the liberation of embrvo~1ic 
transnational capital from the institutional constraints of the nation-state sv;tem. 

Liquid capital became accumulated in offshore capital markets establisi1ed bv 
nascent transnational banks seeking to evade the regulatory powers of nation~! 
states. In the 19 7Os the transnational banks began to recycle this liquid capital 
~hrough massive loans to Third World governments. International bank lending 
Jumped from $2 billion in 1972 to l£90 billion in 1981, before falling to $50 
billion in 1985 (Strange 1994: 112). These newly liberated global financial 
markets began to determine currency values, to destabilize national finances, 
and to undermine the national macro-economic management of the earlier 
Keynesian regime of capitalism. By the early 1990s some S I trillion in various 
currencies was being traded daily; all beyond the control of national govern
ments (ibid.: 107). The dramatic loss of currency control by governments meant 
that state managers could no longer regulate the value of their national currency~ 
The power to influence state economic policy-making passed from these state 
managers to currency traders, portfolio investors, and transnational bankers -
precisely; the representatives of transnational finance capital - by virtue of their 
ability to move funds around the world. Offshore capital markets grew from 
S315 billion in 1973 to over $2 trillion in 1982, and bv the end of the 1970s 
trade in currencies was more than eleven times greater .than the value of world 
c~mmodity trade. And because this global movement of liquidity created unpre
dictable conditions of profitability; transnational corporations reduced their risks 
by diversif)ring their operations around the world, thus accelerating the entire 
globalization process and the political pressures for a TNS apparatus. 

As transnational corporate and political elites emerged on the world scene 
m the 1980s they made explicit claims to building and managing a global 
economy through restructured multilateral and national institutions. They 
pressured for the dismantling of Keynesian welfare and developmentalist states 
and_ the lifting of national controls over the free movement of globally mobile 
capital. They pushed for public sectors and non-market community spheres to 
be opened up to profit making and privatized (what Marx termed the 'alien
ation of the state' (i\Tarx 1959: 7 54-5)), and set about to impose new 
production relations of flexible accumulation. The transnational bourgeoisie 
also became politically organized. The formation in the mid-1970s of the 
Trilateral Commission, which brought together transnationalized fi·actions of 
the business, political, and intellectual elite in North America, Europe, and 
Japan, was one marker in its politicization. Others were: the creation of the 
Group of 7 forum at the governmental level, which began institutionalizing 
collective management of the global economy by corporate and political elites 
fi·om core nation-states; the transformation of the OECD, formed in the 1950s 
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as a supranational institution by the twenty-four largest industrialized countries 
to obserw their national economies, into a forum for economic policy coordi
nation and restructuring: and the creation of the \\'oriel Economic Forum, 
which brought together the top representati\·es of transnational corporations 
and global political elites. 

The diverse acti\·ities, strategies, and power positions of global elites as they 
sought practical solutions to the problems of accumulation around the world 
gradually converged around a programme of global economic and political 
restructuring centred on market liberalization - the so-called '\\'ashington 
consensus' (Williamson 1993). This programme became cohesive in the 1980s. 
The global elite set out to com·ert the world into a single unified field for 
global capitalism, amidst sharp social struggles and multiple forms of resis
tance from subordinate groups and also from dominant groups not brought 
into this emerging global capitalist bloc. It pushed for greater uniformity and 
standardization in the codes and rules of the global market - a process similar 
to the construction of national markets in the nineteenth century but now 
replicated in the new global space. The G-7 in 1982 designated the IMF and 
the \Vorld Bank as the central authorities for exercising the collective power of 
the capitalist national states over international financial negotiations (Harvey 
1990: 170). At the Cancun Summit in Mexico in 1982, the core capitalist 
states, led by the United States, launched the era of global neoliberalism as 
part of this process and began imposing structural adjustment programmes on 
the Third \'\rorld and the then Second World. Transnational elites promoted 
international economic integration processes, including the NAFTA, the EU, 
and the APEC, among others .. They created new sets of institutions and 
forums, such as the WTO, the Multilateral Agreement on Investment (rvV\I), 
and so on. 

In this process, the existing supranational institutions, such as the Bretton 
\\'oods and the UN institutions, were not bypassed but instrumentalized and 
transformed. The reformed Bretton \Voods institutions took the reins in orga
nizing global economic restructuring, especially through neoliberal programmes. 
Similarly, the UN conference system helped achieve consensus on reshaping the 
world political and economic order, while UN agencies such as the United 
Nations Development Programme and the UN Conference on Trade and 
Development began to promote the transnational elite agenda of economic 
liberalization. Speaking before the World Economic Forum in 1998, UN 
Secretary General Kofi Annan explained how the UN seeks to establish the 
international security and regulatory environment, and the social, political and 
ideological conditions, for global markets to flourish: 

[The UN agencies] help countries to join the international trading system 
and enact business-friendly legislation. Markets do not function in a 
vacuum. Rather; they arise from a framework of rules and laws, and they 
respond to signals set by Governments and other institutions. \Vithout rules 
governing property, rights and contracts; without confidence based on the 
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rule of lm1: without an oYerall sense of direction and a fair degree of equity 
and transparency, there could be no \Veil-functioning markets, domestic or 
globaL The UN system prO\·ides such a global frame\1·ork - an agreed set of 
standards and objecti\·es that enjoy world\1·ide acceptance. A strong United 
Nations is good for business. 

(Annan 1998: 2+) 

The Uruguay Round of world trade negotiations that began in 1986 estab
lished a sweeping ne\1· set of \mrld trade rules to regulate the new global 
economy based on: ( 1) fi·eedom of im·estment and capital mo\"ements: (2) the 
liberalization of sen·ices, including banks: (3) intellectual property rights; (+) a 
free movement of goods. On the conclusion of the Uruguay Round the GATT 
created the \\'TO, in 1995, to supenise this new 'fi·ee trade' regime. Although 
its powers are far fi·om absolu~e, the \VTO is perhaps the archetypical trans
national institution of the new era. The \ VTO assumes unprecedented powers 
to enforce the GATT 'free trade' prO\·isions .. It has independent jurisdiction, its 
rules and rulings are binding on all members, and has the power to sanction, 
to owrrule state and local powers, and to oyerride national regulatory powers. 
The theoretical import here is that the \\'TO is the first supranational institu
tion \l·ith a coerci\·e capacity not embedded in any particular nation-state but 
rather directly in transnational fimctionaries and the transnational corporate 
elite. 

By the late 1990s the TNS as an institution attempting to impose its authority 
on a fluid and spatially open process of capital accumulation was assuming some 
powers and historic functions that the nation-states had lost in organizing collec
ti\"e action to facilitate and reproduce this process in the global economy The 
creation of a capitalist superstructure which carries out at the transnational level 
functions indispensable for the reproduction of capital, especially those that 
national states are unable to perform, is not to say that a TNS has fi.tlly become 
consolidated as a fully functioning political, administrative, and regulatory struc
ture. There is no clear chain of command and di\;sion of labour \\;thin the 
TNS apparatus, or anything resembling, at this time, the ty]Je of internal coher
ence of national states, given the embryonic stage of this process. Instead of a 
coherent TNS there seem to be multiple centres and partial regulatory mecha
nisms. MoreO\·er; diYerse institutions that comprise a TNS have distinct histories 
and trajectories, are internally differentiated, and present numerous entry points 
as sites of contestation. 

Nonetheless, the TNS has dewloped mechanisms to assume a grmving 
number of functions traditionally associated with the national state, such as 
compensation for market failure (e.g. IMF bailouts), money creation (e.g. EU 
currency), legal guarantees of property rights and market contracts (the powers 
of the \\'TO), and the prO\·ision of public goods (social and physical infrastruc
ture), and so on. Despite this expanded TNS acti\;ty; there are numerous 
fi.mctions that the TNS has not been able to assume, such as reining in on specu
lation and excesses that so characterize the frenzied 'casino capitalism' of the 
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global economy (Strange 1986). Identifying these functions of the TNS does not 
imply functional analysis so long as the conditions under \vhich these functions 
are unfulfilled are specified and problematizccL as I do later on. and prO\ 1decl as 
well that analysis of historic change demonstrates the mechanism of agency or 
how a determined outcome could haYe been otherwise .. 

It is out of the process summarized here that a TNS apparatus began to 
emerge, not as something planned as such, but as the political consequences of 
the social practice and class action of the transnational capitalist class in this 
historic juncture, and as an apparatus that is not replacing but emerging out of 
the pre-globalization infrastructure of \1·orlcl capitalism. But the transnational 
elite has also operated through an array of primle transnational business associa
tions and political planning groups that ha\'e proliferated since the 1970s and 
point to the expansion of a transnational cit•z1 socie{r as part of the globalization 
process and parallel to the rise of a TNS .. They include such well-known bodies 
as the Trilateral Commission, the Imernational Chamber of Commerce, and the 
World Economic Forum. A more complete study on the TJ\'S than is possible 
here may explore the relationship bet\vt'en the TNS and transnational ci\·il 
society, employing Antonio Gramsci's notion of an extended (or enlmged) stale incor
porating both political society (the state proper) and ci\ 11 society. The matter of 
transnational ci\·il society is of great significance since the TJ\'S exists as part of 
a larger totality and because the practices of an emerging global ruling class take 
place at both levels. This ruling class is attempting to establish the hegemony of 
a new global capitalist historic bloc at the broader level of an extended state 
(Robinson 1996a). 

Far from the 'end of the nation-state', as a slew of recent studies has 
proclaimed (see, inter alia, Guehenno 1995; Ohmae 1996), we are witness to its 
transformation into 'nco-liberal national states'. As component elements of a 
TNS, they perform three essential services: (I) adopt fiscal and monetary poli
cies which assure macro-economic stability; (2) pro\·icle the basic infrastructure 
necessary for global economic acti\·ity (air and sea ports, communications 
networks, educational systems, etc.); and (3) prO\·ide social order, that is, 
stability, \l·hich requires sustaining instruments of direct coercion and ideolog
ical apparatuses. 5 \\'hen the transnational elite speaks of 'gO\·ernance' it is 
referring to these functions and the capacity to fulfil them. This is made 
explicit in the \\"oriel Bank's Tl orld Dn·elopmmt Report for 1997, The State in a 
Changing florid, \vhich points out that the aegis of the national state is central to 
globalization. In the \\'oriel Bank's \1·ords, 'globalization begins at home' (1997: 
12). But the functions of the nco-liberal state are contradictory. As globaliza
tion proceeds, internal social cohesion declines along with national economic 
integration. The nco-liberal state retains essential po\1·ers to facilitate global
ization but it loses the ability to harmonize conflicting social interests within a 
country, to realize the historic function of sustaining the internal unity of 
nationally conceived social formation, and to achieve legitimacy. The result is a 
dramatic intensification of legitimacy crises, a contradiction internal to the 
system of global capitalism. 
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Concluding remarks: transnational mobilization from 
below to counter transnational mobilization from 
above 

So ~vhat is to be clone? Smash the TNS and attempt a return to nation-state 
proJec~s o_f popular soci_al_change? The problem with such propositions is that 
globa~rzanon, although n_ m\oh·es agency as much as structure, is not a project 
cancer\ eel, planned and rmplemented at the le\ el of intentionality: I think we 
need to look forward rather than backward. Such historic processes cannot be 
rcwrted as such, but they can be inf1uenced, redirected, and transcended. This 
retm:ns us to my opening affirmat~on ~hat historical materialism is emancipatory 
preCisely because 1t rewals the hrstoncal Sj)ecificit\" of existr'na ,.or·m f" .· 1 
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hfe. Emancrpatory projects operate in history. As Marx would haw us recall we 
cl_o make our 0\.vn histor;.; but we do not make it just as we please, 'but u~der 
crrcun:stances _drre~tly found, given and transmitted from the past' .. 

It rs. not mentable that a new transnational elite will consolidate its 
econ?mrc and political hegemon;.: A major economic crisis or collapse could 
styrme the p1:ocess or push it into unforeseen directions .. Transnational capital 
cmrentl~ Cl1JO)S ~n. unpre~edented structural p0\1·er OYer popular classes 
world-wrde, but t~1s rs an lustoric conjuncture and not a fixed feature of the 
system. The confrdence exuded by the transnational bouraeoisie in the latter 
d?~ades of the t\l·entieth century with its 'end of history' tl1esis and so on _is 
gn:mg way to fear a:· loom~ng crisis ~s contradictions internal to global capi
talism ha\ e become mcreasmgly mamfest. The world recession of the 1990 
ex~osed t~1e fr~gility of the world monetary system and caused rising alar~ 
an grO\nng fissures in the inner circles of the global ruling class. As the 
decade drew to a close a rising chorus of \·oices from within the alob 1 l"t 
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ca e or ce~tralrze.d ~lob~] financial regulation and numerous proposals were 
put forward for ach1enng It, ranging from the creation of a world central bank 
to the transformation of the IMF into a \·eritable 'lender of last resort'. These 
de\·:lopments highlight the attempt by the transnational capitalist class to 
~chre\·e some regulatory order gi\·en the inability of an incipient TNS to stabi
hze the system .. 

Capi~al_ism has always been a \iolent and unstable system fraught with 
c?~tradrctrons. i:-ll o_f the contradictions germane to the capitalist system are 
nsmg _to the surface 111 the new epoch of globalization, in particular; O\·eraccu
mulatron and world-wide social polarization. In the past, these contradictions 
have led to perioc~ic _crises th_at tend to result each time in a reorganization of 
the s~stem. Impenalrsm, fo_r mstance, allowed core countries to displace to the 
col~m~l world, momentanly; some of the sharpest social antaaonisms that 
caprt~hsm generated, while Keynesian absorption mechanisms s~ch as credit 
creatron pos~poned overaccumulation crises. But many if not all of capitalism's 
recurrent cnses haYe been mediated bv the nation state U d - 1 b 1· · . . , - . n e1 g o a 1zat10n 
the; n~tro_na! state_ rs less_ able to address these manifold crises, yet the emergent 
T~S rs srmrlarl?' rll-eqmpped to resohe them, especially those of o\·eraccumu
latron and sacral polarization. Ewn if the global financial system can be 
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brought under regulation, the mechanisms simply do not exist for absorption 
strategies, nor does the system pro\·ide a material basis for a project of legiti
mation. 

It is not clear in the new epoch how the contradictions of the system will be 
played out, but certainly new opportunities for emancipatory projects are on 
the horizon. To speak of globalization as the culmination of capitalism's exten
siYe enlargement and its accelerated conquest of pre-capitalist spheres is to 
posit that there are a series of world historic dynamics and of contradictions 
that are being modified or supplanted by these new circumstances. The system 
will not be defeated by challenges from outside its logic such as those of the 
former SO\·iet bloc countries and Third \Vorld liberation mO\·ements. Rather, 
defeat will be fi·om within the global system itselL The contradictions between 
capitalist and pre-capitalist classes, for instance, are increasingly irreleyant 
Resistance to capitalist colonization from without is giYing way to resistance to 
capitalism fi:·om within. The uni\ ersal penetration of capitalism through glob
alization draws all peoples not only into \vebs of market relations but also into 
webs of resistance. 

To defend the relevance of l\Iarx and the continuing \itality of historical 
materialism is not to say all of what Marx had to say is still applicable to the 
conditions humanity faces in the new millennium. To the contrmy, any such 
proposition becomes dogma, intellectually sterile and politically disabling. Marx 
and Engels's argument that 'the proletariat of each country must, of course, first 
of all settle matters with its O\V11 bourgeoisie', is now outdated. 'Its own bour
geoisie' is now transnational; each 'national' bourgeoisie is as well the 
bourgeoisie of the proletariat of numerous countries. Popular classes in the age 
of globalization need to transnationalize their struggles. The mobilization of ilie 
transnational bourgeoisie from above can only be countered by a transnational 
mobilization from below. \Vorking and popular classes whose fulcrum has been 
the nation-state needs must transpose to transnational space their mobilization 
and their capacity to place demands on the system. This means developing the 
mechanisms - alliances, networks, direct actions and organizations that will 
allow for a transnational resistance. It also means cleYeloping a transnational 
socialist ideology and politics, and targeting the T~S as contested terrain. 
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Notes 

The literature on globalization is burgeoning- roo \·ast to reference here- although a 
transnational instirutionality; such as I examine in this chapter, remains underex
plored. For basic studies, see, inter alia, Waters (1995); Sklair (1995); Holton (1998). 
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2 This section advances major propositions that cannot be explored here due to space 
limitations. A more elaborate treatment of my conception of globalization is found in 
Robinson (!996a, 1996b, 1998); Burbach and Robinson (1999) .. 

3 1\'orks on the global economy are voluminous .. On the globalization of production, 
which is of most concern here, see, inter alia, Dicken (! 998); Howells and I Vood 
{1993); Burbach and Robinson (1999). 

-t l\Iarx and Engels (1970 [1846]) note: 

Since the state is the form in which the individuals of a ruling class assert their 
common interests, and in which the whole ci\il society of an epoch is epito
mized, it follows that the state mediates in the formation of all common 
institutions and that the institutions receive a political form. 

(80) 

Marx's discussion on so-called primitive accumulation in Capital, Book VIII, high
lights the role of the state in facilitating the conditions for new economic and social 
relations. Here I want to highlight the role of the TNS in facilitating the conditions 
for the new t;pes of relations developing under globalization. 

5 The ·world Bank's 1997 annual report was a \irtual blueprint for the transformation 
of national states along these lines. 
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12 Historical materialism, 
globalization, law 

Competing conceptions of property 

A. Claire Cutler 

Intellectuals on the right and left are challenging the continuing relevance of 
Marxism, socialism, and the historical materialist tradition. Liberal 
triumphalism is sounding the death knell for socialism and progressivist histo
ries. Indeed, Francis Fukuyama contemplates the 'end of history' in the 'end 
point of mankind's ideological dev·elopment and the universalization of 
\\'estern liberal democracy as the final form of human gm·ernment' (1989: 3). 
The globalization of the market is thus associated with the universalization of 
liberalism and democracy Others on the left challenge the relevance of 
Marxism and the concepts of class analysis and mode of production for under
standing the proliferation of 'identities' reflecting fi.mdamental political 
differences and even irreconcilable interests (Polan 1984: 77; Held 1989: 
135-9). Anthony Giddens identifies important gaps in Marxism, including 
forms of politics, like the em·ironmental, human rights, and peace movements, 
that cannot be understood from the perspective of class alone ( l990a, 1990b: 
20-2). Yet others question the ability of the Marxist 'metanarrative' to capture 
the increasingly fragmentary and diverse nature of global capitalism with its 
postmodern culture and post-Fordist political economy (but see Jameson 1991: 
399; Harvey 1990: 388). 

This chapter makes a case for the continuing and, indeed, pressing analytical 
and practical rele\·ance of historical materialism. Historical materialism is 
conceived of as a 'critique of capitalism' that insists on the 'historical specificity of 
capitalism' and 'approaches capitalism in a way exactly antithetical to the current 
fashions: the systemic unity of capitalism instead of just post-modern fi·agments, 
but also historicity - and hence the possibility of supersession instead of capi
talist li1evitabilit:y and the end of History' (Wood 1995: 2-3). Moreover, as Ellen 
Meiksins 1\'ood further notes, this involves taking into account major transforma
tions that have occurred in capitalism and 'a constantly renewed critique of the 
analytical instruments designed to understand it' (1995: 4). This chapter hopes to 
contribute to greater understandli1g of contemporary transformations ill capi
talism and to assist in the dev·elopment of the analytical foundations of historical 
materialism. The analysis suggests that the concepts of class and mode of produc
tion continue to be relev·ant, but must be adapted to accommodate 
transformations in both class and productive relations associated more crenerallv 
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.· 1 the crlobalization of cajJitalism. Hov\·ever, the focus is not on globalizing WU1 o . 
· 1· m class relations nor the mode of production se. Rather, the focus capita rs , ' . . . . . · d 

is on the role that law plays m the global transformati0~1 of class rela.tlo~1S an 
the mode of production. Indeed, it argues that the law Is not neutral I~1 .Impact 
and that a significant challenge for historical materialism is recogmzmg the 
· 'fi nee of lavv The focus on lavv is im]JOrtam for a number of reasons. SH!l11 ICa · . 

First, law is ubiquitous, domestically, internationally; a~d tran~I:atiOnally. 
I -I·11glv· leaal recrimes codifv and ref!ulate our social, political, and ncreao . o o · . ~ . 
economic liv·es. In the economic realm, particularly, the ubiquity of law IS ever 
more apparent in the deepening of legal disciplines on trade, im·estment,. ~nd 
financial relations (Cutler 2000). Second, law links local and global political 
and economic orders, in complex ways (see Cutler 1999a). For example, when 
GATT disciplines are enacted into domestic law they become part of the 
lawyers' stock-in-trade, losing their international character as they become part 

f ;he domestic leaal order. Or v\·hen codes or sets of uniform rules, which are 
0 0 . . 

developed by private transnationally organized bankers, insurers, mant:me 
shippers or the like, are transmitted to gov·ernments for enactment mto 
domestic law, the transnational-local link becomes obscured by the move to 
legislate nationally and domestically (Cutler 1999b ). The rules of private ar:d 
public international law thus fmm a juridical link between. local and global ~oht
ical-legal orders. Third, the globalization of law is an mt~~al aspect of. the 
globalization of capitalism. The law globalizes rules that facilitate transn.a~IOnal 
patterns of capital accumulation, attenuating certain regulatory capaCitie~ of 
states, v\·hile advancing otl1ers. Thus the ability of states to regulate productiOn, 
trade, and finance for national policy purposes is subordillated to the need for 
states to act as market participants or 'competition states' in the search for ever 
expanding market opportunities (Cerny 1997; also Scheu~rman ~9~9): The 
globalization of law is integral to the internalization of r:eohberal disciplme by 
elites and its reproduction in local laws and in the growmg corpus of transna
tional economic law. Globalized law advances the interests of a transnational 
class whose members function as the 'organic intellectuals' for the globalization 
of capitalism (Gramsci 1971: 3-23). This class advances a particular. legal 
culture informed bv neoliberal values and the privileging of private ordenng as 
the most natural, ~fficient, consensual, and just manner of regulating interna
tional commercial and productive relations (Cutler 1995 ). In the economic and 
commercial realms particularly, the law that is being globalized is essentially 
American or Anglo-A.merican in origin, promoting the values of neoliberal regu
latory orders (Wiegand 1996; Cutler 1999c). These values and beliefs are ill turn 
embodied in legal rules that provide the foundation for the expansion of prop-
erty relations based on the priv·ate appropriation of surplus value. . . . 

Howev·er; the political significance of the law, in terms of determmmg ·.who 
aets what' is lost on most analvsts (but see Gardner 1980). In general, neither 
0 ' / 

conventional nor Marxist analysts of politics and international law capture the 
political nature and distributional fi.mction of law. For surprisingl.y s.ill1ilar 
reasons, they both miss the crucial role played by law in the globalization of 
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capitalism. This chapter thus argues that there is a need to problematize the 
nature and role of lm1· and hopes to ad\·ance critical analYsis of law bY identi
fying two competing conceptions of properry. These co;1ceptions reflect the 
dialectical relationship beh1·een capital and labour and the tension bet\1·een 
national and transnational producti\e relations .. Understanding their significance 
thus sheds light on important aspects of class and proclucti\·e relations. the 
analytical foundations of historical materialism. 

J\Iorem·er; understanding the tension bet\l·een competing conceptions of 
property also informs our understanding of significant qualitatiw transforma
tions in the mode of production. Globalization operates dialecticallY to 
clisembed and displace certain processes of national capital formation in f;\·our 
of transnational capital formation. 1 One conception of property is associated 
\l·ith national patterns of capital accumulation, while a competing conception 
relates to transnational patterns of accumulation. The latter works to facilitate 
the denationalization of productiYe relations. In prm·iding ne\1' legal forms, ad 
/zoe. informaL and pri\·ate methods for settling commercial disputes, the law both 
adjusts to post-Fordist changes in production and facilitates the creation of ne\1' 
producti\·e relations. 2 It does so by prm iding security of possession for increas
ingly denationalized, deterritorialized, and ewn dematerialized property 
relations. Ho\1-e\er. \rhile legal innm ations enable the de\·elopment of ne\1· busi
ness techniques, expanding the possibilities for producti\·e relations into new 
spaces (or non-spaces), they also threaten the security of capitaL It is difficult to 
protect intangible property, like intellectual property and property in information 
and ne\r technology. Thus, new forms of security and discipline must be de\·el
oped to make the law safe for capitalism. 3 Hence, \1·e see an opposing tendency 
in the enhanced surYeillance and enforcement capacities of states and eHorts t~ 
reterritorialize and renationalize certain property relations. States, in turn, work 
in harmony with the interests of transnational capital as they deepen and inter
nalize neoliberal discipline. Competing conceptions of property underlie these 
opposing tendencies and thus pro\ide critical insight into the dialectical nature of 
the mode of production of global capitalism. 

In addition to prm·iding analytical insights, these competing conceptions 
prmide Yeiy practical insights into the possibilities for emancipator-y· politics for 
the clarification of alternate \mrld orders and the promotion of chanae in social 

I "' relations: They signal sites in which contemporary capitalism is being contested 
and \l·here there are wry specific openings for human agency to affect real 
change. Recognition that la\1 is not neutral in effect, when coupled with the 
recognition that it is made and can be unmade by human action, provides new 
a\·enues for emancipatory politics. 

Before addressing these competing conceptions of property, it will be useful to 
consider the inadequacy of both comentional and critical approaches to legal 
theory. To that end, the next section addresses the limitations of liberal and 
Marxist analyses, arguing for a more critical unclersrandimr of lm1·. The follm1·ina 

. ~ "' 
section presents t\m competing conceptions of property and links them to 
changes in class and productive relations more generally The final section 
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addresses important analytical dimensions of class and the mode of production. 
It makes a case for the un;ent need for historical materialism to dewlop its 
understanding of the role of' la\1· in constructing and reproducing the founda-

tions for global capitalism. 

Law and the analytical foundations of historical 
n1aterialism 

For liberal and I\Iarxist analysts alike, the political and distributional dimensions 
of la\1· are minimized and are. as a result. under-theorized. For conventional 
legal and political analysts, liberalism and formalism block the recognition of 
the social and political dimensions of lm1· (Silbey 199 7) Indeed, lm1·, politics, 
economics, and society, both globally and locally. are regarded to be separately 
constituted and existing domains. The liberal distinction between public and 
pri\ ate spheres - between politics and economics - assists in constructing these 
separations by confining politics to the public realm !Cutler 1997, l999a). 
Commercial lm1 is regarded like markers as existing externally. as some pri\ ate 
and neutral order that is created and en do'' eel \lith objecti\ity and, hence, 
authorih· by legal formalism. Legal formalism posits lm1 to constitute an objec
tiw and neutral order, comprised of lm1·s created through positiYe legislatiYe 
methods and ascertainable through the application of reason.

5 
For domestic 

law, judges apply the law they do not make it. Legislatures create the la\1. and 
are limited bY the constitutional principles and practices of responsible goYern
ment. For in~ernational law, the la\1· is traced in origin to the consent of states, 
as e\·iclenced in positi,·ist sources like treaties and in customary law: where 
consent is implied. In both realms, the authority of law is thus traced by liberal 
theorv to the natural acts of free willing agents in a highly indi\·idualistic and 
atomistic \l·orld and is endowed \l'ith legitimacy through allegedly consensual 
acts of choice that are consistent with the laws of nature (Cutler l999a). The 
possibility for the law to exhibit bias or to sene unrepresentatiYe interests or 
undemocratic ends is ruled out by presumptions of the la\1 as a naturaL neutraL 
and consensual orclec The challenge for com entional legal theory is to recog
nize that law is not externaL but internal to and constituti\·e of sociaL political, 
and economic \mrlds and is thus inescapably implicated in the politics of \d10 

gets what' .. 
Howe\ er; more important in my mind is the challenge for historical materi-

alism6 For many I\Jarxists, the separation bet\reen economics and politics 
appears as a differentiation behveen the base and superstructure of capitalism, 
similarly obscuring the crucial role of la\r in constituting, reflecting, and repro
ducina .the domin~nt mode of production. According to I\Iarx, legal relations 
deriye"' from the 'material conditions of life' and not from the "human mind'. 
Relations of production form the 'real foundation, on which rises a legal and 
political superstructure and to \l·hich correspond definite forms of social 
consciousness The mode of production of material life determines the sociaL 
politicaL and intellectual life processes in general' (l\larx l983a: l 59-60). LaH, 
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as a product of political and intellectual life therefore, takes its place as part of 
the superstructure, or does it? In addressing law and historical materialism 
Marx attempts to displace the 'illusion that lm1· is based on the will' divorced 
from material interests as pan of a criticism of the nature attributed to law bv 
liberal political economy (Marx l983b: 18+). Liberal political economy posits 
the law gO\·erning commercial relations to be based upon the free will of 
contracting parties. HO\vever, in discussing how ci\·il law e\·oh·ed and facili
tated exchange among medie\·al merchants and later the bourgeoisie, l\;Iarx 
clearly suggests that law was linked to the mode of production. \Vhile he does 
not address how, it is clear that he regarded the law as serYing and advancing 
the interests of the powerful through the establishment of the institution of 
private property as an unassailable right, 'independent of the community' and 
based 'on the private will, the arbitrary disposal of things' (Marx 1983b: 184). 
This illusion then led to the further de\·elopment of new property relations and 
property rights, suggesting that la\1· \mrks to expand the possibilities for rela
tions of production. 

Such a \iew finds support in Marxist criticisms of the pre\·alent theoretical 
understandings of domestic law. These critics argue that 'lm1~ or rather the legal 
ground rules that structure bargains between competiti\·e/ cooperative groups, 
plays a "larger" "causal" role in distribution than is allotted either in conven
tional marxist or com·entional liberal accounts' (Kennedy 1991: 3 32). For some 
Marxists, distribution is determined by the relations of production, which, 
though rendered in legal form, are said to merely reflect the underlying material 
conditions. The way in \l·hich legal rules structure the bargaining process, alter
natives to the bargaining process, and ultimately the distribution of income 
between capital and labour, is thus obscured .. 7 For the liberal, law plays a major 
role in the form of 'the rule of law', a defining element in the liberal conception 
of a good society: But the content of the background of the legal rules is seen to 
flow either as a matter of logic fi·om regime-defining first principles (rights of 
bodily security; private property: freedom of contract) or from the will of the 
people, or from both together in some complex combination. The distributive 
issue is present, but understood as a matter of legislative intervention (e.g. 
progressive taxation, labour legislation) to achiew distributive objectives by 
superimposition on an essentially apolitical private law background (Kennedy 
1991: 333). 

The challenge for historical materialism is to show how the law relates to 
the mode of production and to class relations. Ellen Meiksins Wood's analvsis of 
the nature of the separation between economics and politics and the 
base-superstructure distinction sheds useful light on ways of thinking about 
these relationships. \ Vood observes that E.P Thompson's insight that the law, 
although in some respects is an element of the superstructure, is in others 'deeply 
imbricated within the \·ery basis of productive relations', 'is a different way of 
understanding the base itself, as it is embodied in actual social practices and rela
tions' (Wood 1995: 7+). It is worth quoting at length her description of this way 
of understanding, which she calls 'Political I\larxism'. 
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Bourgeois political economy, according to Marx, uniwrsalizes capitalist 
relations of production by analysing production in abstract from its 
specific social determinations. Marx's approach differs from theirs in his 
insistence that a producti\·e system is made up of its specific social deter
minations specific social relations, modes of property and domination, 
legal and political forms. This does not mean simply that the economic 
'base' is reflected in and maintained by certain 'superstructural' institu
tions, but that the productive base itself exists in the shape of social, 
juridical and political forms in particular forms of property and domina
tion .... 

'Political Marxism', then, does not present the relation between base and 
superstructure as an opposition, a 'regional' separation, between a base 
'objecti\·e' economic structure, on the one hand, and social, juridical and 
political forms, on the other; but rather as a continuous structure of social 
relations and forms with varying degrees of distance from the immediate 
processes of production and appropriation, beginning with those relations 
and forms that constitute the system of production itself: The connections 
between the 'base' and 'superstructure' can then be traced without great 
conceptual leaps because they do not represent two essentially different and 
discontinuous orders of reality .... 

Some legal and political institutions are external to the relations of 
production even while helping to sustain and reproduce them; and perhaps 
the term 'superstructure' should be reserTed for these. But relations of 
production themselves take the form of particular juridical and political 
relations - modes of domination and coercion, forms of property and social 
organization which are not mere secondary reflexes, nor even just external 
supports, but constituents of these producti\·e relations. The 'sphere' of 
production is dominant not in the sense that it stands apart from or precedes 
these juridical-political forms, but rather in the sense that these forms are 
precisely forms of production, the attributes of a particular producti\·e 
svstem. 
' A mode of production is not simply a technology but a social organiza

tion of producti\·e acti\ity· and a mode of exploitation is a relationship of 
power: 

(\ Vood 1995: 22-7) 

\\'ood continues that the whole point of this understanding is to present 
productive relations in their 'political aspect', being the aspect in which they 
are 'actually contested as relations of domination, as rights of property, as the 
power to organize and gO\·ern production and appropriation'. This is a 'prac
tical' objective for the point is to 'illuminate the terrain of struggle' by \·iewing 
modes of production 'as they actually confront people who must act in relation 
to them' (1995: 25). This is, indeed, the challenge for historical materialism 
todav. It is both analytical and practical, for the continuing practical signifi
canc~ of historical ~aterialism will turn on the adequacy of its analytical 
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foundations. The potential practical costs for emancipatory politics of failing 
to analytically capture the nawre and role of law today as both an attribute 
and a constituent element of the mode of production are huge. There is a 
homology ben\·een the rhetoric of legal globalization and neoliberal discipline; 
both are adYancing class interests thar do not fit easily into com·entional 
f..Iarxist analysis that tends to focus on the mode of production as nationally 
based and concei\·es of class in terms of national formations. 8 Indeed, the law 
ach·ances the interests of a transnational class and articulates processes of 
transnational capital formation. As a result the la\\. is working an unprece
dented expansion of pri\ ate corporate power in the world. The law is a 
significant element of neoliberal discipline and the expansion of priYate pmver 
in ways that both expand capital transnationally and threaten domestic aspects 
of capital formation. We see law \rorking dialectical!)~ to increase the mobilitv 
and expand the scope of processes of capital accumulation, while simultan;
ously creating a predominantly state-based protecti\·e, disciplinary network 
The argument advanced here is that this dialectic is linked fimdamentallv to a 
tension between two competing conceptions of property, which both 1:eflect 
and constitute competing political and social relations of production. The 
mode of production as thus conceived is 'not a "total system"', but includes 'a 
\·ariety of counterforces and new tendencies within itself; of "residual" as well 
as "emergent" forces, which it must attempt to manage or control (Gramsci's 
concept of hegemony). \\·ere those heterogeneous forces not endowed with an 
eflectiYity of their own, the hegemonic project would be unnecessary.' 
Capitalism thus 'produces differences and differentiation as a function of its 
mm internal logic' (Jameson I 99 I: +06) .. 

Contemporary eflorts of corporate and gm ernment elites, of a transnational 
mercatorra~r or a transnational merchant class9 to create a transnational and 
global legal order. are best analysed as responses to dewlopments and challenges 
that are internal to the changing nature of the capitalist mode of production. 
The globalization of the rule of law is an integral aspect of neoliberal discipline, 
which is expanding the private sphere of capital accumulation, while 
constraining potentially democratizing influences !Gill 1995b). Indeed, notions 
of 'a rule of Ia\\·' aclnnce the rheroric of globalization, which posits that the 
expansion of private corporate authority and private property rights are natural, 
organic, eflicient, and ultimately more just means of adjusting to the challenges 
posed by globalization (see Cutler et a!. 1999: and Scheuerman 1999) .. \Ve will 
turn now to consider two competing conceptions of proper[): 

Two conceptions of property 

It has been noted that the 'idea of property is rather like an iceberg. It is more 
complicated than it looks, and much of its significance is submerged' (f..Jinogue 
1980: I 0). Indeed, property lmvs and their underl;ing theories of entitlement 
define key elements in the material constitution of societies. In a famous essay 
Morris Cohen theorizes that 'the essence of private proper[)' is ah\·ays tl1e right 
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to exclude others' ( 192 7-8: I 2). \ \"hile, as will become e\·idenL this m·erstates the 
extent to \\·hich real property (land) has been characterized historically by 
excludability, the right of excludabilit)· also inyo]ves both a protective and an 

acquisitive function. 

The extent of the power m·er the life of others \\·hich the legal order confers 
on those called owners is not fully appreciated by those who think of the law 
as merely protecting men in their possession. Property law does more. It 
determines what men shall acquire. Thus, protecting the property rights of 
a landlord means gi\·ing him the right to collect rent protecting the property 
of a railroad or a public sen·ice corporation means gi\ing it the right to 
make certain charges. Hence the ownership of land and machine!)~ \\ith the 
tights of dra\\ing rent, interest, etc., determines the future distribution of 
the goods that will come into being- determines what share of such goods 

various indi\iduals shall acquire. 
(Cohen 1927-8: 13) 

Cohen continues in the same passage that the acquisiti\·e element of property in 
fact determines the distribution of 'future social product', including the powers 
to tax the future social product and to command the sen·ices of a great many 
people in business enterprises. These distributional and authorit~tive power_s,_ he 
arQUeS, are 'the essence of what historically has constituted polltlcal "' . . 
sovereignty'. Cohen thus directly links pri\·are property and sm·ereignty, t\m 
concepts generally regarded as belonging to t\VO different legal/p~Iitical order:. 
Sovereignty is most often regarded as a conception bound up w1t~ the p~bhc 
sphere and its public law and politics. Private proper[)~ in co~trasL IS assoCiated 
with the private sphere of economy, ci\il society, and pnvate lmv. Indeed, 
distinctions between private and public, economics and politics, and markets 
and states, obscure the distributional and authoritatiYe dimensions of pri\ate 

property (see also Cutler 1997). . . . 
Today, two conceptions of property compete for recogmt1on. They pro\lde 

yery different rationales for the soYereignty of pri\·ate property, gi\ing rise to 

competing theories of entitlemenL 

First conception: property as <bundles of rights' 

One conception posits property to be 'bundles of rights', wherein ownersl~i~ is 
not absolute, but contingent, conditional, fragmented, and based upon d1fiuse 
and overlapping claims to authority. This conception is associated generally :\·i.th 
the feudal mode of production and proper[)· relations that were paternahsttc, 
protective, and embodied an organic \ -iew of societ)·. During the feudal period, 
the law regulating local political economies embodied this conc~ption a~1d 
advanced and protected property rights that \rere generally consistent mth 
securing and reproducing the private power of local authorities, both secular 

and religious. 
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Under the feudal mode of production 10 relations of distribution and 
authority; while less absolute and more contingent, were more transparent in 
terms of their historic origins and lineage in customary lmv and practice. Perrv 
Anderson describes the feudal mode of production as . 

dominated by the land and a natural economy, in which neither labour nor 
the products of labour were commodities. The immediate producer the 
peasant was united to the means of production - the soil - by a specific 
social relationship. The literal formula of this relationship was provided by 
the legal definition of serfdom - glebae adscripti or bound to the earth: serfs 
had juridically restricted mobility. 

(Anderson 19 7 4a: 14 7) 

They did not own the land they worked, nor did they control it. A class of feudal 
lords controlled land privately, extracting value from the peasants through coer
cive political and legal arrangements. These arrangements included labour 
services, rents in kind or customary clues owed to the indi\iclual lord bv the 
peasant. The peasant owed duties to his lord, while the lord in turn hel,d his 
property under duties to a superior noble to whom he owed knight-service, mili
tary sen·ice or the like. So it went up the feudal hierarchy, as Appendi.x A 
illustrates. 

The absence of a distinction at this time between private and public realms 
reflects the conditions of the feudal, pre-capitalist world, when 'locating 
authority' posed many problems (see Cutler l999b ). Local political autl10rities 
shared 'authority' with other political and religious authorities in a system medi
ated by customary laws and historic entitlements .. As one historian n;tes: 

the dominant note of the period was authority, The social organization was 
a hierarchy of controls: the indi\idual, if such there was, owed allegiance to 
priest and bishop of Holy Church, to lord and Baron of Feudal order; to 
gild and town of a rising third estate. The foundations of obedience, which 
underlay all human activity, were established by churchmen.. . 

(Hamilton 1931: 1136-7) 

Indeed, the multiple and overlapping sources of authority are evident in the 
ambiguity of the social foundations of the period. The feudal mode of produc
tion was 'characterized by a complex unity . . . a juridical amalgamation of 
economic exploitation \l·ith political authority' (Anderson 197 4a: 14 7). Political 
sovereignty was 'ne\·er focussed in a single centre. The functions of the state 
were disintegrated in a vertical allocation downwards, at each level of which 
political and economic relations were . . . integrated. This parcellization of 
sovereignty· was constitutive of the whole feudal mode of production' 
(Anderson l9Ha: 148). Although Anderson ( l974b: 19) describes the feudal 
mode of production as 'an organic unity of economy and polity', it was not 
territorially centralized; nor was it fixed. In addition, h·actures in the social 
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foundation were e\·ident in resistance from those at the interstices of society·, 
the tensions between town and manor, and the search for public authority 
resulting from ambiguity as regards political authority (Anderson l9Ha: 
148-9, 152). In feudal society the right to rule was neither territorialized nor 
centralized, but diffuse and ambiguous. Due to the absence of a distinction 
between public and private to provide the foundation for social unity or polit
ical authority, the feudal mode of production gm·e rise to 'a constant struggle 
to establish a "public" authority· outside the compact \veb of private jurisdic
tions' (197-1-a: 152). \Vhile commercial de\·elopments in merchant communities 
in par~s of Europe gave rise to a system of commercial law, the law merchant 
(lex mercatoria), that operated largely independent of the feudal political 
economy; this was a general exception to the paternalistic and authoritarian 
protection in local markets of just prices, quality· controls, and the enforcement 
of merchant offences aimed at providing security' of market supplies (see 
Cutler 1995; and Rosenberg 1994). 

Appropriately, the feudal system of property rights embodied similar ambi
guity and indeterminacy of ownership. As Cohen ( 1927-8: 9) observes, the 
'essence of feudal law ... is the inseparable connection between land tenure and 
personal homage involving often rather menial sen ices on the part of the tenant 
.. "'. i\Ioreover, a 'multiplicity of estates, tenures and customary arrangements' 
embodied these personal obligations: 

Q]and could sustain multiple overlapping claims by many indi\iduals and 
casual or regular uses by many others. The primary relations of an indi
\idual to a parcel of land, \I' hat la\\yers called the 'right', could be 
maintained without physically excluding others. Indeed, land had little value 
to the rightful holder if others were entirely excluded. 

(Seipp 1994: 87) 

The SUO'O'estion here is that excludabilitv was not a dominant characteristic of 
bb ' 

the feudal land tenure system. Insofar as the property relation pointed to the 
person who had capacity to bring actions in court and to initiate transactions out 
of court, excludability probably approximated the proprietary nature of one's 
relations with goods and animals rather more than with land. 

In the practical arrangements of life in late meclie\·al England, it was goods 
and animals, not land, that came closest to what Blackstone [a leading jurist 
of the eighteenth century] would later call 'that sole and despotic dominion 
... in total exclusion of the rights of any other individual in the universe'. 

(Ibid.) 

If one consults the depiction of the feudal land tenure system in Appendi.x A, 
the Yarious and o\·erlapping claims to the same piece of land seem to work 
against notions of absolute excludability and illustrate why the feudal system is 
described in terms of 'bundles of rights'. 
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Important!;-: the word 'mvnership' 'in terms of an immutable legal idea' was 
not used much by English medie,·al lawyers who tended to speak of real prop
eny (land; in terms of uses and rights. This \\as a direct result of the feudal land 
tenure system, by \l·hich land was held, as opposed to owned, on a particular use 
or tenure. This elates to I 066 \l·ith the :\' orman conquest of England \1·hen the 
lands of England \l·cre declared to be the propcny of the Crown and tenancies 
or rights to usc \ITre granted to a few 1'\onnan families. This worked a rcne<Totia
tion of landholding arrangements. All land was held ultimately by the Kin; who 
then parcelled out tenancies in chief to a fe\v .Norman families in return for 
\arious senices. They in turn parcelled out their holdings to tenants in return for 
ser\1ces, creating the chain of tenures through the process of subinfeudation 
!Baker 1990: 25 7 ;. 

On the European continent, in contrast to England, the reception of Roman 
law in the sixteenth and se\ enteenth centuries prm·ided notions of uncondi
tional and absolute m1nership. This was an important development, replacing 
medic\ a! conceptions of conditional and contingent property rights and facili
tating the centralization of political control. The law merchant drew on Roman 
sources as well, facilitating the de\·elopment of notions of absolute and uncon
ditional property. In England, where Roman law was not recei\·ecl, the imprint 
of Roman notions of ownership \1·as nevertheless felt through the gradual 
incorporation of the lm1 merchant into English pri\·ate commercial law (see 
Cutler 199.5, 1999a). These were significant de\·elopments because thev formed 
the foundation for commodity relations that were crucial to the transi;ion from 
feudalism to capitalism in the West (Anderson 19Hb: 26). The Roman law 
distinction bet\l·een ciYil law (jus). regulating private and economic relations 
among citizens, and public lmv regulating relations between the state and 
its subjects, assisted in this transition. The recognition of two distinct private 
and public spheres facilitated 'commodity exchange in the transitional 
economies of the epoch', while at the same time enhancing the consolidation 
and 'concentration of aristocratic power in a centralized state apparatus' 
(Anderson 19Hb: 27). Increasing!)~ property came to be regarded as part of the 
pri\ ate sphere where exclusivity and excludability became the litmus test of 
ownership. In England, the enclosure movement of the sixteenth centurv. 
enclosing large estates in land, displaced customary manorial tenants with mor:~ 
lucratiYe sheep raising. This marked the beginning of the end of the traditional 
rights of 'common' to pasture field animals, replacing the collectiYe cultivation 
of manorial lands with priYate and indi,·idual management and holdin<Ts. As 
the distinctions between the public and priYate realms took shape, it b:came 
increasingly more diflicult to conceptualize property in terms of overlapping 
'bundles of rights'. 

Second conception: property as the 'ownership of things' 

The second conception posits property to be the 'mmership of things', 
contemplating a more absolute and exclusive form of ownership. This accom-
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panied the adwnt of local and national capital accumulation and P?litical 
theories that facilitated the dismantling of feudal entailments and rcstramts on 
the transmissibility of land and the commodification of property relations in 
<Ten era!. \ \"hile th~ transition from feudal structures of authority to centralized 
~nd absolutist states facilitated the deYelopment of notions of absolute and 
exclusiYe ownership, the advent of the liberal state and liberal theories of 
political economy effected the transformation of property to the 'mmershi~ of 
things' (see Macpherson 1978). Central to this transformation \\·as the eros10n 
of the fi..1sion of the polity and economy. This organic unity was transformed 
into separate spheres of cid society and political jurisdiction \l·ith th~ gr?wing 
territorialization, localization, and centralization of political authonty m the 
absolutist state. The right to rule came to be located in centralized states, 
which gradually worked an erosion and eventually the disappearance of th.e 
law merchant as an autonomous legal order. In international law, the recogm· 
tion of separate private and public realms translated into the distinction 
between public and pri\ate international law: public international law applied 
to states and their international relations, while private international law 
applied to private indi,·idual and corporate actors. The l~w merchant. was 
incorporated into domestic legal systems and there reconfigured as pn\·ate 

international trade law. 
Howe,·er, the separation of the public and private spheres was neither simul

taneous nor uniform in Europe. It occurred at different times and in diflerent 
institutional and legal contexts. In addition, the advancement of capitalism and 
the demise of the feudal order were necessary to complete the separation 
between politics and economics. Significantly, capitalism broadened the scope of 
politics, but narrowed the scope of economics. 

The 'polity' in traditional states is limited to the actiYe participation of the 
few, whose policies and internal conflicts mainly determine the distribu
tion of authoritative resources. \Vith the arrival of modern capitalism, a 
definite sphere of the 'economic' as 'the economy' comes into being. 
Traditional states. of course. had economies in the sense that their exis
tence depended . upon the. generation and distribution of allocative 
resources. But the modern 'economy' is a (relatiYely) distinct sphere of 
acti,·ities from other institutional sectors in capitalist societies. 'Distinct' in 
this context has to be understood as 'insulated' from political life, not as 
cut off from it. 'Politics', on the other hand, has a broader definition in 
modern societies (that is, in nation-states), encompassing the mass of the 

population. 
(Giddens 1987: 67-8) 

A significant transformation occurred \l·ith the transition to a capitalist 
mode of production. Under a capitalist mode of production, 11 as distinct fi·om 
the feudal or mercantilist modes of production. the relationship between 
owners and producers between capital and labour - 'assumes a purely 
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economic form', distinct from feudal tribute or mercantilist domination 
(Rosenberg 1994: 8+). It is crucial to note, as I argue elsewhere (Cutler 1997. 
1999b ), that the separation of economic exchange relations from political rela~ 
tions under capitalism is not simply a separation of different and independent 
spheres. As Justin Rosenberg ( 199+: 85) notes, it is a distinction that is 'internal 
to the mode of production'. This distinction has not eflected an 'evacuation of 
relations of domination from the realm of production' (Rosenberg 1994: 84). 
Rather, as Giddens ( 198 7: 68) obserTes, the distinction has 'insulated' 
economic relations from political controL Ellen Meiksins \Vood captures the 
essential nature of this separation: 

the differentiation of the economic and the political in capitalism is, more 
precise!;.; a differentiation of political functions themselws and their sepa
rate allocation to the private economic sphere and the public sphere of the 
state. This allocation reflects the separation of political functions immedi
ately concerned with the extraction and appropriation of surplus labour 
fr·om those \>ith a more general communal purpose . , . the differentiation of 
the economic is in fact a differentiation within the political sphere. 

(\Vood 1995: 31) 

As noted earlier, \ Vood persuasiwly argues that modes of production take the 
form of distinct juridical and political relations', which she identifies as 
'modes of domination and coercion, forms of property and social organiza
tion' that are 'constituents of the producti\·e relations themseh·es' (\Vood 1995: 
27). Under feudalism, power was diffuse, parcellized, and privatized because 
the 'instruments of appropriation' were controlled by private feudal lords. 
\ \'ood argues that under the capitalist mode of production the privatization of 
political power was eflected by the 'complete expropriation of the direct 
producer and the establishment of absolute private property' and centralized 
public power~ The state 'diwsted the appropriating class of direct political 
powers and duties not immediately concerned with production and appropria
tion, leaving them with pri\·ate exploitative powers purified, as it were, of 
public, social function' (Wood 1995: 39). The capitalist mode of production 
transformed political powers into economic powers and defined the latter as a 
separate 'apolitical' sphere. 

In law, property as 'ownership of things' became the template of modern 
concepti_ons of property. This in turn reflected a number of related assumptions 
concernmg the exclusivity, commodifiabilit;.; objecti\ ity, and indi\iduality of 
private ownership. 12 As Thomas Grey notes, 

[i] t is not difficult to see how the idea of simple ownership [thincr-owner
ship] came to dominate classical liberal legal and political thought. First, 
this conception of property mirrored economic reality to a much greater 
extent than it did before or has since. I\luch of the wealth of the preindus
trial capitalist economy consisted of the houses and lots of fr·eeholders, the 
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land of peasant proprietors or small farmers, and the shops and tools of 
artisans. . _ _ Second, the concept of property as thing-ownership served 
important ideological functions. Liberalism was the ideology of the ~ttack 
on feudalism. A central feature of feudalism was its complex and hrerar
chical svstem of land tenure. To the rising bourgeoisie, property conceived 
as a we.b of relations among persons meant a system of lord, vassal, and 
serf fi·om which they were struggling to free themselves. On the other 
hand, property conceiwd as the control of a piece of the material world by 
a sincrle individual meant freedom and equality of status. Thus Blackstone 
deno~nced the archaisms of feudal tenure. The French Ci\il Code marked 
the culmination of a re\·olution that abolished feudal property. Hegel wrote 
that the abolition of feudal property in favor of indi\·idual ownership was 
as crreat a triumph of freedom as the abolition of slawry. Jefferson 
con~rasted the free allodial system of land titles in America with the senile 
English system of feudal tenure. 

(Grey 1980: 74) 

Ivloreover, property as 'thing-ownership' was more consistent with the treat
ment of private property as a natural right, as posited by theories justifying 
private property. One theory drew upon Locke's labour thea~)' of property 
wherein property in a good follows from the mixing of one's labour with 
nature while another drew on the \·iews of Hegel and Kant and regards prop
erty a~ an extension of one's person and personality (Grey 1980: 74; see also 
Cohen 1927-8). Both theories posit private property in things to be a natural 
and organic righL Moreover, the law sen'ed to objectify this. condition as 
feudal restrictions on the transmissibility of land were progressrvely removed 
and land became commodified along with other things (Polanyi 1944). This 
marked the constitution of the printe sphere of capital accumulation as the 
sphere of autonomy, individuality, and freedom fi·om want, canir:g priv~te 
property and its law out of the domain it had once shared With polrty 
(Horowitz 1982; and Klare !982). . . . 

Significantly, as part of this transformation, c:ommercrallaw was pnvatrzed. 
Nationally. commercial relations between individuals were regulated by a 
growing ~,orpus of law \\·hich conceptualized property as t!1ing-owner~~ip. 
Internationally. the Ia\\. merchant was privatized and neutralized of polrtrcal 
content as it b~came a component of private international trade law. 13 As such 
it was recrarded as a bodv of commercial law and practice, operating neutrally 
among ~arket particip;nts, deemed to be of equal_ ba:gaining po:v~r. This 
facilitated the consolidation of nationally based capitalism by providmg the 
legal framework for the emergence of market society. :ts la\:s and proced~res 
provided the security of ownership required for domestic cap1tal accumulatro~, 
while also prO\·iding a juridical link with other s~~tes. Imp~rtantly, too, lt 

prO\ided the ideological framework for the recogmt10~ of pnvate co_rporate 
power as the legitimate authority for regulating international commercral rela
tions. 
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!he?~zing class and m.ode of production: property 
m dismtegration or rebirth? 

~he notion of property as 'thing-mmership' came under attack in the United 
Stat:s by legal realists seeking to establish the legal foundation for both the 
welfare ~nd the regulatory state. 1-1 In addition, the growth of corporations and 
corporatist for~11s of association expanded notions of ownership. The attack 

011 
prop_:rty as dung-ownership began with the 'dephysicalization' of property bv 
se\ e: mg property from tlmzgs and attaching it to abstract n"ahts and with th~ 
erosron of the exclusi,·ity of property. IS 

6 

Propert}: howsoe:·er o~med, _meant that one stood in a certain relationship 
to others,. a rel_atronsl:rp whrch could be broken down into powers, privi
leges; d:rtres, nghts, Immunities and so on. Thus both the elements of 
physr-~ahsn; (property as thing) and absolutism (property as exclusivity) in 
Blackstone s concept of property were subject to attack. 

(Edgeworth 1988: 97) 

These a_ttacks reconstituted property as a 'bundle of rights'. \Velfare rights, 
along \\ rth other forms of wealth created by the expansion of gm·ernments' 
regulatory powers and the de\·elopment of new corporate forms and claims to 
proper(}; developed new bases of entitlements. These emerged as property in 
tl;e. 1960s and were declared _to be a 'new proper(}·' (Reich 196+: 733). 
Gm er nment-generated wealth m the form of social insurance, go\·ernment 
contract~ and other_ corporate-generated wealth, like fi·anchises, equities in 
~orpor~trons, the nght to priYately prm·icled sen·ices and utilities, came 
mcre~smgly _to be regarded as part of the complex 'bundle of rights' that 
c~nst_Itute pm·at~ proper(}·. The proliferation of ne\\" corporate forms of orga
mz~tron along wrth now! methods of finance and inYestment created bases of 
entrtl~ment that w~re n? longer linked to things physical or material. Property 
as a l~un~le of_ ng~1ts· . enabled corporate reorganization and, indeed, the 
I econs~Itutron of c~prtalm non-physical and non-exclusi,·e ways. Corporations 
operat~ng transnat10nally de,·ised ne\\. methods of transacting, spreadina their 
o_perat10ns ov:r multiple jurisdictions and creating complex webs of cor~orate 
nghts and entrtlements (see Cutler eta!. 1999). 

Importantly, this conception of property was 

ine:tricably bo_und up ';·itl~ a specific politics. '[L]egal realists' were, by and 
lai 0 e, staunch mtervent10msts as far as the economy was concerned .... So 
the attack on the. Blackston ian de socialised concept of property was also an 
attack on the antr-reg-ulatorv character of the TT S St1preme C ·t' · . . . ~ . . '-'· . our s consti-
tutronal JUnsprudence of the time. 

(Edgeworth 1988: 97-8) 

Indeed, !ega_! _realists regarded these as fimdamentally progressi,·e social moves. 
HoweYer, cntrcs on both the left and right have criticized this development for 
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expanding corporate power in .America .. Some note that corporations have prob
ably benefited more than indiY1duals by the 'new property' because they have 
responded \Vith new and \·aried uses of the Bill of Rights to protect against state 
intervention and to expand the range of corporate entitlements (Meyer 1990). 

This diffusion, fragmentation, and deterritorialization of corporate pmver has 
been characterized as a 'remedievalization' of the political economy (Bull 1977: 
Strange 1996). In my ,-iew, hmvever: this characterization obscures more than it 
clarifies. These developments reflect only one dimension of the dialectical trans
formations occurring. Ivlorem·er. they are not reversions to an earlier, feudal 
mode of production, but constituti\·e of a new mode of production. The frag
menting tendencies of 'bundle of rights' conceptions of property may e\ oke 
images of medieval politico-legal relations, howewr they are being ad,·anced by 
a systematic and global unification mo\ ement organized by a transnational 
merchant class. Emphasis on the fi·agmentary nature of corporate proper(}· rela
tions thus risks obscuring the underlying unitY of the mercatocracy In addition, 
these fragmenting tendencies pose clear risks for property and capital and are 
being met by counterYailing forces that seek to unify and stabilize property 
protections through reassertions of territorialit)· and nationalit)·. These contra
dictory tendencies flow from the internal logic of capitalism: they are the 
mechanisms that ensure the continued reproduction and expansion of capital, 
revealing tensions between national and transnational forces and bet\\·een related 
competing conceptions of property. Property as 'ownership of things' speaks to 
processes of national capital accumulation and controL whereas property as 
'bundles of rights' frees capital from national limitations and enables trans
national expansion. HoweYer; enforcement remains a prerogative of states, so 
capital is driven back to thingness and the state for its protection. But the attempt 
to treat intangible property as 'things' poses problems. These problems are so 
severe that some are led to the conclusions that the concept of proper(}· is in 
disintegration and that we are mming into a fimdamentally difierent mode of 
production. 

For some, the dephysicalization of property is a transformation internal to the 
contemporary mode of production associated with a transition to a mode of ilifor
mation characteristic of post-industrial or post-Fordist and late capitalist societ)' 
(Edgeworth 1988: 98-9; also Castells 1989). This, Brendan Edgeworth argues, is 
dri\ing the concept of property 'to the margins of political and economic 
discourse' and undermining the notion of labour 'as the central concept of crit
ical theory': 

First, the modern economy is now stmctured along increasingly complex 
corporate lines. \Yhereas in times past the means of production were in the 
main family farms, artisans' workshops and traders' personal efiects, today 
the huge limited liability company is the definiti\ e form of economic organi
zation. The legal nature of such organizations comes to resemble less and 
less thing-ownership. Ownership itself fragments by ,-irtue of the separation 
of the formal ownership of share capital by shareholders and the control of 
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the day-to-day business operations by a managerial class. As a result 
company law efiectiwly operates as a mechanism to allow for complex and 
\·ariegated bunclles of rights to be created and combined. As well. the abso
lutely central role of essentially anonymous financial instituti~ns in the 
economy further complicates the notion of ownership. These bundles of 
rights come to be even further remm·ed from anv determinate thincr or 
things and it becomes progressiwly more difficult .to identify a partic:lar 
owner or owners. j\lorem·er, an increasing share of economic wealth resides 
not in tangibles but in intangible intellectual property. 

(Edgeworth 1988: 98) 

Thomas Grey ( 1980: 7+) also argues that the 'disintegration' of the concept of 
?roperty as a central organizing or crucial category is a result of 'a process 
mternal to the development of capitalism itself'. The expansion of corporate 
property, forms of association, and finance based upon new theories of entitle
ment ha\:e bee~ central to this process. He argues that the disintegration of 
property IS erodmg the moral foundations of capitalism because the traditional 
rationales of pri\·ate propert:; like labour and personality theories, attach to 
pr~perty as things and not as bundles of rights. Howeve1~ for Grey this is not 
ultimately fatal for class analysis. He argues that other rationales of private 
property and capitalism smYive (enhanced efficiency and wealth and the 
pr~tection ~f indi\·idual liberty) and that the bundle of rights conception, 
:v~11le maskmg_ th~ existence of pri\·ate economic power; does not change the 
·new that :apitahst society is fi.mdamentally divided into two sharply distinct 
and opposmg classes, the bourgeoisie and the proletariat' (Grey 1980: 81 ). 
Thus, Gre:; although positing the 'disintecrration' of propertv. does not cro as 

b /> ;:, 

far as Edgeworth in questioning the extent to which capitalism has lost or is 
losing its materialist basis in class-based productive relations. lVloreover: 
although Grey's anicle was published almost twenty years ago, his \iew i~ 
arguably :ven more releYant todar \\'hen one considers contemporary devel
o~m~nts m the ~rea ~f intellectual property it is clear that bundle of rights 
thmkmg has not 1mpa1red the expansion of capitalism nor undercut its mate
rial base. Indeed, to the extent that fi·agmented ownership has facilitated the 
reconstitution of capital and its relation to the state, such thinking has enabled 
~he t:·ansnation~l expansion of capitaL Rather than in disintegration, property 
IS bemg reconstituted. In the area of intellectual property, clearly the intangible 
nature of the property lends itself to bundle of rights thinking and is reflective 
of many of the attributes said to accompany postmodern or late capitalist 
property Here, critics assert the inadequacy of intellectual propertv law 
cor:cepts, like copyright and patents to accommodate the increasingly de~hysi
cahzed and deterritorialized nature of intellectual property. John Barlow ( 1994: 
8) has obsen·ed about the challenge posed by digitized property that 'DJegal 
efforts to keep the old boat floating are taking three forms: a frenzy of deck 
chair rearrangement, stern warnings to the passengers that if she cr~es down. 
they will face harsh criminal penalties, and serene, glassy-eyed clenial'. H~ 
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argues that digital technology is erasing the ph~-s~cal!t:· of intellectual ?roperty 
and with it the legal jurisdiction of states. \\ lnle 111 the past copynght a~d 
patent secured property in the vehicle gi\·ing expression to thought, n_m,·, \:·n~1 

the technolocrical abilitv to transmit ideas without making them physical, It IS 
the ideas th~mselves tl1at ,,-e seek w appropriate, for which copyright and 

patent laws are ill-suited. . . . . . 
One micrht ask how is it that there has been such an expansiOn 111 111format10n 

o . I 
technology giwn the seeming inadequacies in mtellecrual property aw concept~. 
The ans\1;er lies in part in a contrary tendenc:: \ \'hile intellectual property IS 
indeed intangible, and is probably the archetypical form of dephysica~ized and 
deterritorialized property its protection remains very exclusive, physical, and 
territoriaL Moreowr; intellectual property rights 'represent governn:er:tal 
authoritv to exclude' and are expanding the power of corporations claumng 
such ri;hts (Gerber 1996: +66). Indeed, the emerging intellectual property 
rei!ime is reassertincr a territorial notion of rule quite out of synch with what is 
ar~red to be the 

0 

deterritorialization of the postmodern or _late c~pit~list 
moment. Intellectual property rights emerged out of and are associated with hrst 
world corporate interests and recent de\·elopments in the :onstruction of a~ 
intellectual property regime suggest that despite their intangible charact:r; _th~Ir 
enforcement remains very much linked to physical space through legal JUriSdic-
tion (Bawa 1997: also Sell 1999). . . . . 

So. too, transnational corporations, which operate 111 multiple terntonalloca
tions ~nd are generally averse to the development of legal regimes that hamper 
their freedom to relocate production processes, actively support the dewlopmem 
of stroncr national laws that attach ci\il liability on the basis of nationality and 
territori:lity. Corporations can manipulate the rules governing nat~onali_ty ~:1d 
use their corporate status strategically to shield themsehes agamst habihty 
comincr from the actions of foreigi1 subsidiaries, foreigi1 shareholders and credi
tors, a~d injured third parties, like consumers. Indeed, many_ sug~est that :he 
intensification of interjurisdictional competition for incorporations IS producmg 
a 'race to the bottom' as jurisdictions engage in the competitive deregulation of 
corporate standards (Bla~kburn 199+; Charney 199 _1 ). The prob_lem is particu
larly acute in the case of rules of corporate nationality ~nd c_on~~ct of laws_ that 
allow corporations to use their subsidiaries as shields agamst liability for en\"lr~n
mental disasters, hazardous waste disposal, or wrongs suffered by foreign 
shareholders. 16 

The move to reterritorialize and renationalize property is e\ident as well in 
the global sweep of private arbitration sen-ices that, while replacing nat~onal 
adjudication with private processes, remain very much dependent upon natiOn~! 
control for the recogi1ition and enforcement of arbitration awards (Cutler 199J; 
Dezalav and Garth 1996). 

The~e contrarv tendencies in the enforcement of property reflect a strategic 
use of property ;·ights and are linked to broader de\·elopments in the gl~bal 
political economy These dewlopments are reconstituting pr_o~ert); capital, 
state, and class relations in a manner consistent with a globahzmg corporate 
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id~olo~ and b~siness culture. This ideology and culture is being ad,·anced bv 
prn·ate mternat1onal regimes Cutler 2002) and by a transnational merca·
tocracy through the principles and practices of the modern law merchant. The 
m?dcrn law_ merchant is a central mechanism for the globalization of disci
plmary ncohbc.ral norms. These forces arc restructuring state-society relations 
t~1rough globalized production and finance and through competitive dere!!llla
twn. Stephen Gill identifies the globalization of the state with"" th 
:restr~Icturing of state ~~1d capital on. a \mrld stage towards a more globall; 
mteg1 a ted. and competitive market-dn\·en system' which transforms the state 
'so as to g1w greater fi·eedom to the private aspects of capital accumulation in 
t~: extended state at the local, national and transnational levels' (Gill 1995b: 
8::>). Indeed, there has been a general decline in the corporate control functions 
of ~~~:es and an. exp.ansio!1 of their r?le in facilitating and enabling corporate 
act!\ 1t1e~ (Much!msb 199::> ). In some mstances, states are experiencing a loss of 
control m relatiOn to corporations, whereas in others state enforcement of 
prope~ty .~nd contract righ~s and the ability of states to shield corporations 
fiom habiht): are str~ngthenmg tl:c enforcement powers of states. Corporations 
are clamounng to mcorporatc m state jurisdictions like the Un

1
"ted St t ' 

I · I fT · a es · \~' uc 1 o er handsome damage awards and wcll-dcwloped procedural protec~ 
t10ns. 

The.se :ren.ds appear to be out of synch with the deterritorialization and 
~ephys1cahzat1~n of proper!:): HoweYer: they are consistent \\ith the idea of flex
Ible accumulation and the need to adjust property relations to chan,...;ng t f' 
1 1 · · · ts' erms o 

g o )al.com~et!tiOn. Proper!:)•, like the chameleon, can change colour as the needs 
of capital dictate. Law is one of the mechanisms of flexible accumulation. Da,id 
Han·ey offers the following explanation of what he regards as a 'central paradox' 
of postmodernit)·: 

the l~ss. in:portant the sp~ci~l barriers, the greater the sensiti\ity of capital to 
the 'an~tiOns ~f pla~e wnhm space, and the greater the incentive for places 
to be diiTercntiated m ways attracti\·e to capital. The result has been the 
product~m: of fr.agmenta.t~on, insecurity; and ephemeral uneven develop
n:ent .'\ Ithm. a highly umfied global space economy of capital flows. The 
~Isto.nc tensiOn within capitalism between centralization and decentraliza
tion IS now being worked out in new ways. 

(Harvey 1990: 295-6) 

The reassertion of territorialit)· and exclusi\ity in the enforcement of certain 
corp?ra:e property rights is part of the process by which capital and state are 
readjustmg to the contemporary crisis of late capitalism. For Harve\: it is a crisis 
of ?'"eraccumt:lation. I belie,·e that it is a crisis of legitimacy in· ~hat neither 
natiOnal nor mtcrnational lm\· is attcmptina to 1estrain the influence f" 

d" ,- ::0 0 
e:pan Ing corporate power. 1 Howeyer one characterizes the crisis, the expan-
sw.n of ~orporate power ar:d authorit)· is a central element This expansion is 
bemg dn, en by a transnational mercatocracy comprised of both private and 
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public authorities who are deeply committed to the globalization of the rule of 
law (Cutler 1999c). Significantly, it is a particular sort of law and a particular 
rhet~ric of globalization. The la\\. facilitates the expansion of capital through 
permissive rule structures that grant merchants great freedom to transact and 
throuah mandatorv enforcement procedures operating through the agency of 
the st~te. States, in .turn, have taken up their enforcement role enthusiastically as 
part of the restructuring process. The rhetoric of the globalization of la,\· consti
tutes a number of narrati\·es or stories that 

not onlv describe how social relations arc organized globally; they also 
constru~t ethical claims about the wav the world should be organized and 
how social relations should be gov~rned. Each globalization narrative 
reveals a particular construction of justice and its possibilities" 

(Silbey 1997.: 211) 

One narratiYe fiames globalization as a triumph of reason over nature, while 
another emphasizes the triumph of global markets OYer national and regional 
particularisms. Silbey describes the latter thus: 

[it) communicates clear moral lessons, the most important of which is that 
pri,·ate property rights are paramount and should be imiolable. The major 
actors or characters in this story are priYate persons. This means that states 
should cease engaging in economic acti\ it)· and state-owned productive 
enterprises should be privatized. In this political and moral economy, 
national borders should cease being barriers to trade; all national economies 
should be open to trade. Exchanges and engagements in this moral uniYerse 
are marked solely by market prices (which are the means of rewarding good 
action and punishing bad). Public regulation of private enterprise, as an 
alternati,·e to price regulation, should cease. As a corollary to the dominant 
role of prices as the major form of communicating participation in the 
market economy, domestic prices should conform to international prices and 
monetary policies should be directed to the maintenance of price and 
balance of payments stabilit)•. These are the uniYersal constants the 
morality of market economics. 

(Silbey 1997: 215) 

The law's role in this storv is to render liberal market moralit)· into legal norms, 
which, through the globaiization of the rule of law, are transmitted throughout 
the world, creating for some the promise of a unifY-ing global commercial code, 
common law, or transnational/ex mercatoria (Cutler 1999c). These norms promote 
the private r~gulation of commerce as the most natural, neutral, efficient, and 
just method possible (Cutler 1995). Howe,·er; 'the question of globalization 1aises 
the issue of globalization for whom and for what purposes' (Gill 1997: 205). 
Echo ina Robert Cox's , iew that theorv alwavs sen·cs somcone's purpose, "' ' . 
Stephen Gill (1997: 206) notes that increasing social polarization, 'a sense of 
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political indifference, government incompetence, and a decay of public and 
private responsibility and accountability' are aspects of the contemporary crisis. 
In my \1ew, the basic contradiction between globalization and democratization 
portends a legitimacy crisis wherein 'the ruling class has lost its consensus, i.e. is 
no longer "leading" but only ·'dominant" .... The crisis consists precisely in the 
fact that the old is dying and the new cannot be born' (Gramsci 1971: 275-6). 
Globalized lm1· fi.mctions to expand the hold of powerful corporations through 
the global reproduction of first \mrld corporate normati\·e structures, \l'hich are 
then enforced through the instrumentality of states. The complicity of states in 
ach·ancing the interests of transnational capital is a crucial element in the 
restructuring of property; capital, and class relations. Bundle of rights notions of 
property facilitate the expansion of corporate power in nm-el ways, quite in 
keeping with contemporary trends in communication and information technolo
gies. However, the delinking of property from territory, save for purposes of 
enforcement, contributes to the disengagement of law and state, pm1ng the way 
for transnational legal norms to e\·olvc relatively free from democratic controls. 
\Yhen coupled \l·ith the reassertion of property· as exclusivity, the globalization of 
la\v achances a rhetoric of equality, efficienc); and justice while creating global 
regimes of pri\ ate protectionism and exclusivity• of ownership. The growing 
disjunctures of law and fact and of the rhetoric of globalization and the material 
conditions of the global political economy are important aspects of the crisis of 
late capitalism. The corporate world is responding to intensified competition 
brought about by processes of globalization with very specific and limited 
attempts to relink property \lith territmy, state, and law. Corporations are 
contesting the impact of globalization through manipulating the laws governing 
intellectual property and the foreign liabilities of transnational corporations and 
strengthening territorial links for purposes of protection and enforcement. 
However, the corporate-state monopoly of protective and enforcement measures 
is nowhere preordained nor ine\i.table. Indeed, these areas provide important 
and potentially fertile sites of contestation for consumers, im·estors, purchasers, 
and inventors to organize efiorts to re-democratize the processes through which 
property rights and their underlying theories of entitlement are constructed and 
protected. This is e\·ident in the field of intellectual property \\·here novel claims 
by indigenous peoples to ownership of cultural property are challenging the 
corporate/ statist monopoly of intellectual property and effecting a fundamental 
reconsideration of the nature of property· rights protected by intellectual prop
erty· la\vsl 8 Similar challenges to the laws governing corporate liability from 
consumer groups, emironmentalists, and human rights and labour activists 
would assist in expanding the responsibilities of transnational corporations 
under national and international la\1·s. The vocal opposition of labour and 
consumer groups to the l\Iultilateral Agreement on Inwstment, which attempted 
to limit the restrictions that states could place on foreign corporations, and 
mounting criticism of the privileged position of corporations under the North 
American Free Trade Agreement and the Canada-US Free Trade Agreement 
indicate openings for resistance and challenge to corporate power (Cutler 2000). 
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Such efiorts might work powerful and urgently needed correcti\·es to the expan
sion of private power and authority· in the world. The law can be used by the 
disenfranchised and dispossessed as a pmverful instrument of change once the 
mythology of its inherent objecti\1ty and neutrality is displaced by the sort of 
critical analysis provided by historical materialism. 

pure .. 
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I 

Lay 

v-illein 
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knight
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Tenures 
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.fi'ee tenure 

l n 
frankalmoin' divine sen-ice' 

non-chh·alrous 

petty 
serjeanty 

I 
free 

ll 
socage 

I Tenure 'in free alms' with no specified sen ices, but general duty of performing divine ser;ice. 
2 Certain sen·icc, such as saying mass on certain days, finding a chantry chaplain, or distributing alms. 
3 Uncertain ,·illein sen·ices, e.g. copyhold (an estate subject to customs of the manor). by the virge (a rype of 

copyhold). 
+Certain \illcin sen ices, e.g_ tenure in anciem demensc (differs from copyhold in certain prh·ilegcs). 
5 J\Iilitary ser.ice. including castleguard (guarding the castle) and scutage (pa\ment in lieu of ser.icc)" 
6 Certain non-military service to the king 's person. 
7 Service of rendering something to the king. According to some definitions it must have a n1ilitary use. 
8 Of two kinds: (i) common socage, the only form of tenure apart from frankalmoin and grand serjeanty 

remaining after 1925; (ii) customary socage, e .. g. gan~lkind 1 burgage (payrnent of certain rent). 

Apperulz>; A Types of tenure 
Source: Adapted from JH. Baker (!990) An Introduction to English ugal Histol)', 3rd ecln, London: 

Buttemorth. p"282. 
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Notes 

Jameson : +, 38) refers to the contemporary mode of production as a 'decen
tered global network' of ·multinational capitalism', but it is unclear \l·hether he is 
referring to a fundamentally interstate system or a transnational system. For trans
national capital formation see Gill and Law (1993), also Robinson (1996, 1998), van 
der Pijl ( 198+, 1997) .. 

2 Han·ey "1990: 1+7) associates post-Fordism 11ith enhanced capital mobility and f1exi
bilit\~ which he refers to as 'flexible accumulation' ('f1exibility with respect to labour 
pro~esses, labour markets. products, and patterns of consumption'; the emergence of 
ne\1 sectors of production, new financial sen ices and markets; and intensified rates of 
technologicaL commercial and organizational innovation) and the resulting time
space compression as the time horizon for decision-makers shrinks .. 

3 I would like to thank \\"arren .\Iagmrsson, a colleague at the Cniversity of Victoria, 
for this crucial insighc 

4 I here adopt the emancipator;. goals associated \lith critical theory in the works of 
Robert Cox ( 1996;. 

5 Singer ( 1988: -J.96, +99) notes that the term legal formalism has been used in many 
'' ays to denote mechanical jurisprudence; the belief that a legal system could be 
reduced to a small number of general principles; that the principles can be rigidly 
separated: that the process of applYing the principles to generate conclusions is a 
logical, objecti1·e, and scientific process of deduction; and that the legal standards 
applied are objecti1·e. Legal formalism \Vas associated 11ith the classical era of legal 
scholarship which 

started 11ith the notion of a self~regulating market system, a prh·ate sphere insu
lated fi·orn gowrnment interference, influence and controL It then added the 
belief in a formalistic method of legal reasoning. Judicial method was seen as 
scientific, apoliticaL principled, objectiw, logical, and rationaL Legal argument 
11as perTacled with a sense of certain[): This sense of certainty; coupled 1vith a 
commitment to the self~regulating market ideal, allowed classical judges to 
nullify hundreds of pieces of regulatory legislation to protect 'property·', 
'fi·eedom of contract', and 'Iibert)·' They seldom recognized that their own defi
nition of property and contract embodied forms of regulation of exactly the sort 
that 11·as being struck clown .. Nor did they recognize that their own definitions of 
proper[) and contract embodied forms of go1·ernment regulation and involve
ment in the market system .. 

6 Drawing on this now familiar distinction made by Cox (1996: 88-9), I would argue 
that the challenge for conwntional theory is not as significant as that for historical 
materialism because the former tends to be 'problem-sohing theory', while the latter 
represents 'critical theory' engaged in emancipatol')· politics. 

7 Kennedy ( 1991) identifies rules goyerning the rights to organize, to seconclal')· boycott, 
to picket; the rules go1·erning dismissal, sabotage blacklisting; labour torts and the 
enforcement of contracts, contractual remeclies, and the like, as examples of laws 
with distributional consequences. 

8 See Robinson ( 1996, 1998) for analysis of the largely national-based nature of 
.\Iarxist theorizing about class and productiw relations For important exceptions, see 
Yan der PUl (198+, 1997) and Gill and La\1· (1993). 

9 I der·iw the term mercatocrarr from the medieval !ex merratmia, Latin for the law 
merchant, which was an auto;wmous body of pri1ate la11· that governed the commer
cial acti1ities of medie1al merchants .. Toda;.; the modern law merchant forms the 
ideological core of transnational capitalism. 

10 The concept 'mode of production· is here being used in the terms formulated by 
Robert Cox ; 1989: 39): 
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Production here is to be understood in the broadest sense. It is not confined to 
the production of physical goods used or cm:sumed. It co1·ers also the produc
tion and reproduction of kn01dedge and of the soCJal rebtwns, morals, and 
institutions that are prerequisites to the productiOn of physrcal goods. 
Production is both a social process and a power relationship. 

11 J\Iarx defines the capitalist mode of production thus: 

[t]he specific economic f?rm, in whic!1 un~aid surplus-labour is pump~d out o: 
direct producers, determmes the relanonshrp of rule_r: and ruled. . . I_t rs ah1 a:' 
the direct relationship of the owners of the condmons of procluctro~1 to the 
direct producers .. .. 1vhich re1·eals the innermost secret, the hrdclen basrs of the 
entire social structure, and with it the political form of the relation of 
501-ereignty and dependence, in short, the corresponding specific form of the 
state. 

(quoted in Rosenberg 199+: 8+) 

12 Eclaeworth ( 1988: 89) identifies these four properties in the wo:~ of moder_n theorists 
like" Locke, Hegel, and Kant. He also criticizes .\Iacphers_on s .ll:terpretat_w~ of the 
movement from feudal to modern property rights for hngmstiC essennahsm and 
historicism, in assuming the existence of a single dominant conc_eption of prop_ert)· at 
different historical times. However, it would appear that \llulc there was m,d~ed 
considerable 1·ariarion on the themes of exclusi\ ity and absolute properS'; as Sepp 
(199+) so clearly shows as regards the early common law and Patrick Anyah (1~_19) 
shows in the context of later common law, it is difficult to deny that the prevailmg 
notions of Anglo-American property were premised on ~~-~at was regarded as_ ~n 
objecti1·e right of an inclh 1clual to exclude others from the er1joyment of commodmes 

or things. . . . . . . 
13 In Cutler (1999a) I analyse the e\·olution of internatronal m_antlme transp_or_t law m 

the context of the construction of t\vo separate regimes of pnvate and pubhc mterna
tional maritime laws .. I argue that the pri1·ate international legal regime c_reated and 
sustains an exploitative regime of private protectionism that sen·~s the mterests of 
powerful maritime shipping, insurance, financi~l, and l~g~l corporatwn_s. . r 

14 Legal realism was a movement that emergedm the Cmtecl St~tes, pnmarily at \ale 
and Columbia. as a reaction to legal formalism. Legal formalism, or ·ciassrcal legal 
thought', dominated jurisprudence from tl1e late nineteenth ce~tury to about ~he 
1930s and is known for its strengthening of business corporatiOns. Legal realr~ts 

attacked the public/private distinction in domestic l~w in an ef!or: t~ ~xpose the polit
ical dimensions of priYate law concepts. They were mterest~dm hmrt~n? the _power of 
corporations and in creating a more powerful, centrahz~cl adn:mrstranve . state. 
However, after the war, legal realism was itself suspect as bemg ann-democratic (see 
Fisher et al. 1993). . . 

15 Eclaeworth (1988: 97) attributes this mo1·e to Wesley Hohfe!cl 11ho concerwd of law 111 
ter~ns of ab~tract legal relations and jural correlatiws (Hohfe!d 19_13) 

16 Notes 'Liabilit~· of Parent Corporations for Hazardous Waste Cleanup and 
Dam~ges', HmT~rd Law Review, 99 (1986): 986-1003; also Ismail (1991). . . 

17 In Cutler (200 l ), I argue that the doctrine of internation~ll~gal personalny func_nons 
to obscure the expansion of corporate power and authonty 111 the \\·orlcl; prod_u_c111g a 
disjuncture bet11·een law and fact. The disjuncture lies in the theoret~cal111srgmfrcance 
of corporations as 'subjects· of law in the lac~ of their ?:-erwhe~mr_ng factt~al power 
and authority. This disjuncture portends a cnsrs of legrtrmacy ll: mternanonal la11 
because the law is incapable of theorizing its 'subject' in any meanmgful 11ay. See also 
T1vining (1996). 
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18 See Doucas (1995), and the efforts of indigenous peoples to change international law 
e\ident in the 'Initiatiyes for Protection of Rights of Holders of Traditional 
Knowledge, Indigenous Peoples and Local Communities', Roundtable on Intellectual 
Property and Indigenous Peoples, \Yorld Intellectual Property Organization, Gene\·a, 
23 and 2-1· July !998, Tf7POIINDIP!RT/981-t.-l and The Jfataatua Declaration on 
Cultural and fnte!latual Projm{y Rights of Indigenous Peoples .. 
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13 politics 'regulated 
liberalism' 

A historical n1aterialist approach to 
European integration 

Hazel Smith 

In this chapter I want to take the approach of historical materialism drawn from 
the work of Karl I'vlarx, and argue for its cogency, pertinence and relevance in 
the explanation and understanding of the processes of European integration. 1 I 
argue that this approach has much more to ofier than it has been given credit for 
in the discipline of international relations or the sub-disciplines of European 
integration studies (see Smith 199-l-). I go on to argue that it is one of the few 
approaches that can illuminate the inteiTelated social, political and economic 
dynamics of European integration. In this chapter I specifically investigate the 
Amsterdam treaty as marking an institutionalisation of the latest 'stage' of 
European integration and I particularly focus on what I term the 'rights' agenda 
of Amsterdam. This is because a key objective of the Amsterdam treaty was to 
promote indi,-idual rights in the context of the Union's increasing institutionali
sation of commitments to uphold 'the principles of liberty, democracy, respect 
for human rights and fundamental fi·eedoms, and the rule of law' (Article 6). 2 It 
is not immediately olwious why this would be so, given that the impetus behind 
further European integration remains overtly that of an elite-led politico
economic project designed to consolidate 'Europe' as a zone of increasing 
profitability and to ensure that relations between states remain anchored in a 
stable and predictable network of intergovernmental relationships3 Amsterdam 
therefore presents us with a non-tri\-ial intellectual (and political) problem. \\.hy 
\\'Otild the elites who control the European integration process bother? The argu
ment is that capital is not gi'-ing up rights to \\'Oilers but gaining them for itself 
The seeming rights of workers in production are actually rights for capital in 
exchange. Likewise, potential political rights for workers are also actual 
economic rights for capitaL I go on to argue that the liberal democratic project 
associated with the European integration should be conceived as the politics of 
regulated liberalism . 

The rights agenda is likely, however; to be problematic for capitaL There is an 
essential and often \·ery apparent contradiction set up in practice by the 
'granting' of rights in one sphere at the same time as the often systematic abro
gation of what seem to be the same rights in other spheres. To take a current 
example, in the Amsterdam treaty the Council 'may' take action against racial 
discrimination in the context of Community law. This would essentially permit 
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the Council to take action against racial discrimination in employment. Yet ewn 
these weak prm-isions against racial discrimination hm·e a normatiYe value and 
draw imo sharp relief the actual discrimination against Black people in the EU 
Rights not w be racially discriminated against at \\·ork in Britain can be set 
against for instance the widely disseminated re\·elations of the Stephen 
Lawrence inquir·y of the deep-seated institutional racial discrimination in the 
British Metropoliran police force. Gi\·en that human indi\-iduals are much more 
than their capacit)· to work, the rights talk of Amsterdam could help to expose 
the contradictions of the project of European integration - and also provide a 
legitimating discourse for the pursuit of an emancipatOr)" \·ersion of rights talk 
and practice outside the sphere of commodified labour exchange. 

I conclude by arguing that historical materialism satisfies explanatory, norma
tive and emancipator)' criteria and that its use opens up a fruitful Iesearch 
agenda in terms of the theoretical study of European integration. 

Historical materialism and liberal democracy 

In many senses, l\Iarx's \-iews on what we understand today as liberal democracy 
can be read off from his critique of liberal constitutionalism. These v-iews are 
wry straightforward. Political emancipation, which can be achieYed with the 
installation of liberal constitutional regimes, 'represents a great progress' (l'vfarx 
1978a: 35). Indeed it represents the ultimate form of emancipation 'within the 
framework of the prevailing social order'. But political emancipation does not of 
itself imply human emancipation. In many ways for Marx, political emancipa
tion implies a diminution or alienation of indi\-idual emancipation. This is 
because human rights agendas, as e\·inced in the \·arious declarations of the 
'Rights of Man' associated with the American and the French revolutions, were 
understood by Ma1x as a recognition that 'man' in ci\-il society had become 
shorn of political subjecti\·ity. The rights agenda for Marx split off man in civ-il 
society; as an egoistic, individualised, passi\·e object of political activ-ity, from 
man as citizen \d10se exclusi\·e sphere of acti\-ity was the state. Here, egoistic 
means to be: 

an individual separated from the community, w-ithdravm into himself; wholly 
preoccupied with his pri\·ate interest and acting in accord with his private 
caprice . .Man is far from being considered, in the rights of man, as a species
being; on the contrary, species-life itself society appears as a system 
which is external to the indi\-idual and as a limitation of his original inde
pendence. The only bond between men is natural necessity, need and 
private interest, the presen·ation of their property and their egoistic persons. 

(Marx l978a: 43) 

This is partly because, l\Jarx argues, within capitalist social relations ci\-il society 
constitutes a separate sphere of activity from the state and. because the state is 
also constituted as the political sphere, acti\-ities within civ-il society are corre-
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spondingly constituted as 'non-politicaL eH·n 'natural'. Such a situation 
contrasts \l·ith feudal systems of social organisation where, although ci\·il soci
eties existed, they \\·ere directly political in that the indi\idual's location in ci\-il 
societ:--· corresponded directly to his or her political status or, as Marx put it 'his 
separation and exclusion from other elements of society' .. Again by contrast, the 
state, within feudal social organisation, is perceiYecl as something separate from 
the political and ci\-il affairs of the people-, it appears as 'the jJrimte aflair of a 
ruler and his sen·ants' (l\Iarx 1978a: +5):' 

\Vi thin capitalist social relations, then, conscious political activity is concen
trated in the sphere of the state while in ci\·il society egoistic man is 'passiw', an 
object of political acti\·it:--·, as opposed to a political subject For Marx, political 
emancipation in many real senses reduces human freedoms. 'Political emancipa
tion is a reduction of man, on the one hand to a member of ci\-il society, an 
independent and egoistic indi\ iduaL and on the other hand, ro a citizen, to a moral 
person' (ibid.: -~6) 5 Liberty for l\Iarx then as one of the 'Rights of Man' is 'the 
right of self-interest ... It leads e\·ery man to see in other men, not the rcali::.ation, 
but rather the- !imitation of his mm libertY' (ibid.: +2) 6 The 'equality' aspects of 
the rights of man were simply dismissed as of 'no political significance. It is only 
the equal right to liberty ... namely that ewry man is equally regarded as a self
sufiicient monad' (ibid.: +2). As for Marx's notion of democracy: this was 
something far fi·om today's notions of liberal, representatiYe democracy. 
Democracy for Marx entailed human emancipation, not just political emancipa
tion. In democracy the 'po!itical state is annihilated' (Marx 1978b: 21 )7 By this 
l\•farx means the state as something separate from the people disappears and 'the 
constitution, the law, the state itself . . . is only the self-determination of the 
people, and a particular content of the people' (ibid.). Democracy for Marx then 
closely corresponds with a system defined by the actualisation of human emanci
pation. 

Human emancipation will only be complete \\·hen the real, indi\·idual man 
has absorbed into himself the abstract citizen; when as an indiY1dual man, 
in his everyday life, in his work, and in his relationships, he has become a JjJecies
being; and u·hen he has recognized and mgani;:ed his own pmccrs (.forces jJTOf!res) as soria! 
powers so that he no !anger sej;arates this socia! jJo1cerji-om himse!f as po!itical power8 

(l\Iarx 1978a: 46) 

If the abme gives an illustration of hO\\" l\farx concei\·es liberalism and democ
racy, it does not hO\\·eyer, giYe us much of an indication about the theoretical 
framework which underpinned the analysis. It also does not allmv for much of 
an insight into how human emancipation can be achie\·ed" For these \\·e ha\·e to 
turn to both The German Ideologr and CajJital, the latter the supposedly most 
economistic of Marx's work but which dearly analyses the social relations of 
capitalist production in \1·hich actual unfreedoms are mutuallv constitutive of the 
formal fi·eedoms \\ e today associate with liberal democratic polities (Marx 1986: 
Marx and Engels 1989). 
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In Tlze German Idcolog)' l'vfarx sketched his understandinrr of a historical materi
alist project which was historical in that it understood h~man indi,·iduals to be 
historically constitmed and situated agents. It is materialist - not in the modern 
s:nse of the word as consumerist - but in the sense of taking the human indi
\ldual and. 'sensuous' human aniYity as the analytical focus for explaining 
human socJet;: Such a materialist philosophy can be contrasted with an idealist 
philosophy which looks to the life of the mind separated from material exis
tence -as the primary analytical focus in understanding human beinrrs and their 
interrelationship in society "' 

For ~I.arx, in order to explain the fundamental dynamics of any historical 
epoch, It IS necessary to understand the prevailing social relations of production. 
1 he production relations IVIarx analyses are not simply those found in the work
place but all those social acti\ities that together contribute to the production and 
reproduction of human societies. Production describes the human beinrr's 
purposeful interrelationship with nature to sustain life and such intrinsically 
human acti\ity is always for l\Iarx a social acti,·it): Relations of production i~ 
such a key concept for l\·Iarx because he argues that all human societies are 
transformed and defined by the introduction of changing instruments of 
production. Instruments of production include both tools created lw human 
being~ .ewrything from ancient flint a.xes to modern technology - ;nd social 
orgamsat1on - and their fimction is to assist human beings create and recreate 
the em·ironment in which they live. Although Marx defined the framework in 
which these specific and definite social relations were situated bv the term 'mode 
of production', this did not refer to an economistic analvsis o.f human societv 
For l'vlarx a mode of production was another term for 'a. definite mode of !if~; 
(Marx and Engels 1989: 42). 

Marx is most well known, hm\·ewr; for his application of the historical mate
rialist framewmk to analyse modern societ;· which, he argued, could best be 
understood as constituted through antagonistic relations between m~or social 
groups who competed for a share in the \\·ealth created within that historicallv 
~pecifi~ socie~ Th.is modern society \\·as characterised by Marx as capitalist i;1 

Its socml relations m that its unique dynamics revolved around the creation or 
'acc.umulation' of capital (I\larx 1986)9 The social relations of the production of 
capital are such that workers are free in the sense that they are no lonaer tied or 

• b 

conr~ected through rights and obligations to their means of production and 
subsistence. They must therefore sell their labour-power on the free market for 
wages in order to be able to physically survive. At the same time, within the 
product~on process, the worker creates what lVlarx calls surplus val~e. (V\'hat is 
surpl:1s IS the value created in the labour process or the process of production 
that .Is over and abm·e what it costs to maintain the worker at socially defined 
subsistence levels.) Surplus \·alue does not accrue to the \Wiker, however because 
it is alienated through its purchase in exchange for wages by those who' own the 
m~ans of ?roduction, the capitalists. Class conflict is therefore endemic to capi
tah.st relations .as . workers struggle to claw back some of the surplus value 
dmmed by capitalists \\·ho, forced by the ancillary laws of the market to engage 
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in competition \\ith other capitalists, try to cut costs and increase producti\ity by 
decreasing the share in surplus ,·alue a\·ailable as a return to workers. 

The capitalist therefore 'exploits' the \\·orker through the mechanics of the 
system itself l'viarx stresses that the notion of exploitation does not necessarily 
imply moral turpitude (which does not mean to say that J\Iarx has many kind 
\\'Ords to say about the capitalist). Marx argued that the way that capital is 
created and expropriated is systematically hidden from those \\·ho create \·alue 
(the worker - \\·ho he called the direct producer) through the structures engen
dered by the mechanics of the capitalist system. This means that workers can 
concei,·e of themseh·es as free - which in fact in lmv they are as they are free to 
contract their labour but that these relations of production hide actual rela
tions of inequality between those \vho own \vealth or the means of production, 
the bourgeoisie, and those \\·ho do not, who he terms the proletariat, between 
those who are formally free to sell their labour but in practice are compelled to 
do so in order to smYive, and those who purchase that labour. In the realm of 
exchange (the market), therefore, \\·here labour-power (the capacit;.· to work) is 
bought and sold as any other commodity, both worker and owner of capital are 
equal to each other in Ia,\·. For Marx, however, it is in the hidden dynamics of 
relations of production, in which workers are compelled to sell their labour
power, where inequalit;· inheres. 

The separation of formal political equalit;• guaranteed by law and actual 
socio-economic inequality, combined with the tendencies of capitalist social rela
tions to constitute such a relationship as natural and ethical, prompt Marx to 
sarcastically identify capitalist society as 'a \·ery Eden of the innate rights of 
man. It is the exclusive realm of Freedom, Equality, Property and Bentham' 
(Marx 1986: 280). Freedom is given because those who buy and sell commodi
ties, including labour pm\·e1; enter into agreements voluntarily. Equality is 
guaranteed because these relationships are formalised in contracts as exchange 
of equivalents - usually money (itself a commodity in capitalist society) for other 
commodities. Property is part of the triad of rights in this 'innate Eden' because 
both the worker as owner of his or her labour-power and the owner of capital 
'disposes only of \\·hat is his own'. And, for l'viarx, 'Bentham, because each looks 
only to his mm ach·antage. The only force bringing them togethei; is the selfish
ness, the gain and the private interest of each. Each pays heed to himself only, 
and no one worries about the others' (1986: 280). 

Historical materialism implies therefore that increasing politicalliberalisation 
is likely to accompany expanding capitalist relations of production. Political 
liberalisation implies equality under the law (of the capitalist state) because the 
system of social relations is constituted by an actual equality of exchange of 
commodities. The worker is alienated under both the system and the law from 
rights other than those pertaining to the buying and selling of commodities on 
the market (he or she has no right to a home for instance or to land). The worker 
however does establish the right to buy and sell the commodit;· of their own 
labour-pm\er and. by entering into social relations where those commodity rela
tionships - built around fieedom of exchange prevaiL the \\'Orker is constituted 
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\\·ithin the discourse of capitalist society as a fl-ee and equal human being (\\·ith 
other indi\·iduals) .. Liberalism with its ideas of the sm·ereign indi,idual prm·ides, 
therefore, the ideological cement for such a system. 

In Liberal polities, politics is constituted as a separare sphere from economics in 
the process of \\·hich the state (the political authority) is reified as something sepa
rate fi·om the society in \\·hich it is embeddecL The state is, hmreve1: an instance of 
the O\erall ·capital relation', that is 'class domination in capitalist society'. !0 The 
state is not an autonomous entity but neither is it subordinate to the ·needs· or 
'requirements' of some abstract process of deterministic economistic or technolog
ical development. At its most abstract the state is the political embodiment of a 
\vhole complex of fluid class relations of pmver as defined through the nature of 
the essential struggle \\ithin capitalist social relations bet\veen labour and capital 
and for that matter bet•seen capitalist and capitalist. The institutionalisation of the 
form of the state \\ithin and as an apparatus captures to a greater or lesser extent 
these class conflicts. The state is also the political arena \\·hich guarantees as far as 
it is able the equality of exchange of commodities, including labour-power. In 
addition, all operational systems of capitalist social relations, whether at the state 
or the internationalle\·el, are partially dependent on systems of formal law which 
institutionalise individual rights. As well as prmiding an enabling framework for 
commodity-exchange, legal systems prmide sanctions against those members of 
society who abrogate property rights. The state is not, howeYer; an immutable, 
transhistorical form - either logically or historical!;.: The capitalist state has thus far 
provided the most important political appurtenance of capitalist social relations 
but there is no logical or historical reason \\hy this should continue to be so. (The 
increasing salience of the European Union, for instance, at least gi\·es cause for 
rethinking a perhaps hitherto automaticity of state/ capital complexes as the way 
to understand capitalist social relations .. ) 

\ \"e should not be surprised to see the promotion of liberal democratising 
projects as the essential accompan;.ing project of the global spread of capital and 
its accompan;.ing social relations (see Parekh 1993). II Democratisation in its late 
twentieth-century liberalist \·ersion- is the other side of the coin of globalisation.I2 
Democratisation emphasises indi\idual rights and dmmplays any notion of 
democracy as equality except in the way l\Iarx understood equality \\·ithin bour
geois socret1es as the equality of self~sufiicient 'monads'. Liberal democracy is a 
real relation of class struggle that, among other things, has played out such as to 
inscribe democracy as the ability for commodities, including labour-power, to be 
equally exchanged in the market Liberal democracy can also be concei\·ed of as 
more liberal than democratic simply because the dominant understanding of 
democracy has been transformed in the late twentieth century through the accep
tance of the practice of an intensely mediated representatiYe function (see, for 
example, Huntington 1993). IS It is represematiYes \d10 make decisions and it is the 
role of the citizenry to be accepting of a subordinate role in the decision-making 
process. The major participatory function is as an indiYidual Yoter in elections. 
Voting is an indi\·idual ·right' that should be exercised to \alidate the liberal demo
cratic system. EYen this most basic of political rights is, hmveYer~ differentially, that 
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is unequally, beneficial in modern societies. Some Yoters \\ill haYe better access to 

decision-malcing (through pressure groups, business influence, \Vealth, access to 

meclia) than others. In this \\·ay actual equality in political decision-making is 
denied while formal political equality is retained. 

There are clearly strains in the project of liberal democracy, howe\·er, and it is 
these tensions that allow a space for emancipator;· politics. These strains are 
arguably much more ,-isible in the discourse of democracy as equality than the 
discourse of liberalism as indi,·idual rights. This is because the preYailing 
inequality of liberal democracy is borne out by the e\·idence of ewryday experi
ence, which is that individuals in liberal democracies are not equal in many 
meaningful \\·ays. This is reflected in, for instance, the perYasive fear of unem
ployn1ent and the visible e\·idence of homelessness, rundown council estates and 
decrepit hospitals. On the other hand, class struggles for liberal rights which also 
have the effect to a certain extent of deepening human emancipation haYe been 
relatively successfi.rl as the rights talk of liberal capitalism has prmided the possi
bility of an uneasy cross-class political com·ergence around both emancipatory 
struggle and questions of economic 'efiiciency'. For instance, equal pay struggles 
haYe prmided the focus of both socialist platforms and managerial 'good prac
tice'. This does not, of course, mean that equal pay struggles have been 
successful to the extent of achie\ing the emancipation of all women, in that for 
instance women might be formally recei,ing equal pay with men but, on the 
other hand, restructuring of industry has meant that women are often incorpo
rated into workforces on the basis of low paid, part-time, insecure employment 
with Black women overrepresented in this type of employment. 

The point is that the rhetmic of liberal democracy allows the em isioning of an 
alternatiYe emancipatory project \\"here political rights would be matched by socio
economic equality. It also permits and legitimises the sorts of politics which take 
the rights rhetoric as their base but which emisage a broader and deeper \lsion of 
an emancipated societ;: Some have argued that capitalist social relations compel 
emancipatory projects. One does not haye to endorse the idea that capitalist social 
relations ine,·itability lead to human emancipation to accept the logic of such a 
connection. John Hoffman, for instance, argues Yery strongly that the fundamental 
pressures for capital accumulation encourage abrogations of workers' rights to 
allow short-term benefits for indiYidual capitalists. This means that 

If propertyless producers are to enjoy their indiYidual rights, they must seek 
to exercise collcctio·e power in order to do so. The market themselws compels 
them to inYoke what Marx calls 'standards entirely foreign to corrunodity 
production'. 

In other \\·ords, equal rights inevitably generates a demand for equal 
pou:er . .... For the demand for democracy (and thus for socialism) is a product 
of capitalism. It can only emerge as workers are compelled to turn the 
weapons of the bourgeoisie (their abstract rights) against this or that aspect 
of the capitalist system. l-1 

(Hoffman 1991: .J.0-1) 
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In alL then, historical materialist analysis intends to coyer the hidden 
dynamics of capitalist society where actual relations of socio-economic 
inequality are constituted through and by the same process that constitutes 
formal equality between politically free inc!i\·iduals as the sine qua non of that 
same society. Successful capitalism relies on the contract rather than on coercion 
for efficient operation. Rights, based on the right of the indi\·idual to trade his or 
her labour-power (capacity to 1mrk) on the market, arc prioritised while democ
racy as any form of human emancipation is severely circumscribed by the logic 
of capitalist production relations. Put another way, freedom in production gi\·es 
way to freedom (of a sort) in exchange (Smith 1996)15 EYen these limited free
doms, hm1·e\·er, prmide some space and rhetorical legitimacy for socialist politics 
11·hich might seek to transcend capitalist~socialist relations which can be, in prac
tice and in lived experience, relations of unfi·eeclom and alienation. 

Historical materialist explanations of European 
integration 

.lviainstream European integration studies ha\·e remained \·irtually untouched by 
historical materialist theorising. Peter Cocks made a Yaliant attempt way back in 
1980 which hit the pages of the \cry respectable International Orgmzi;;:ation, 
I'viar:xists such as Ernest Mandel (1970) haw, howeYer, commented on integra
tion .. A \·ery useful, readable and systematic historical materialist analysis of 
European integration by John Holloway and Sol Picciotto ( 1980) has been 
ignored by European integration theorists. One recent noteworthy attempt to 
offer 'class analysis' of European integration is by Bruno Carchedi and 
Guglielmo Carchecli ( 1999: 120) ,,·ho argue for the EU to be understood as an 
imperialist actm: European integration is 'a process mo\·ed by the interests of 
(inter)national capital in \\·hich, not by chance, popular participation (not to 
speak of real democratic decision-making power) has been remarkably absent'. 
Such 'green shoots' of historical materialist analysis appear to be bearing fruit in 
one aspect of the study of European integration - the study of European mone
tary integration. Here the work of Bonefeld and Burnham ( 1996), and Carchedi 
( 1997), offers theoretical analysis utilising the labour theory of ,-alue with this 
\1·ork being complemented by empirical work assessing the role and interests of 
the labour mm·ement in monetary integration (Strange 1997). 

Samir Amin (1997) has commented on the EU from a historical materialist 
perspectiYe but in a parenthetical manner as it refers to his concerns 'Yith interna
tional inequality. Stephen George ( 1991) has marshalled the nco-Marxist 
frame\1·ork prmicled by Immanuel \Vallerstein to comment on European Political 
Cooperation. Another group of neo-1\Iarxist international relations scholars, the 
'critical theorists' influenced by Robert Cox's innoYatiw interpretation of historical 
materialism haw seen European integration as a fi·uitful locus for empirical and 
theoretical inquiry, 16 reflecting Cox's 'ie\1· that the nc\1' Europe could be 'a prming 
ground for a new form of world order'. I/ The Amsterdam school \\ith its work on 
capitalist class fractions in the context of its research programme on 'Social Forces 
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in \\'estern European Integration· has also generated some neo-Gramscian 
inquit·ies imo elite projects within the context of European integration. IS The 
focus here has been on the efions of transatlantic elites (not just 11·est European 
elites) to combine deYelopmem of integrated economies of scale as a basis for 
increased and improYecl profitability 11-ith attempts to establish political integration 
in Europe, or at least in western Europe. Here 11·e ha\·e a \cry \isible potential 
empirical locus for Iviarxist theorising that argues for immanent and constituti\e 
relationships ben1·een social, economic and political relations of production. 

That historical materialism has not made inroads into mainstream EU studies 
is perhaps surprising. First, the standard introductory textbook in the field of 
European integration notes that 'many haYe suggested that . . . the Treaty is 
guided by a clear philosophy or ideology: that of fi·ee market, liberaL non-inter
\cntionist capitalism' (Nugent !993: .J-5) Second!;.; the e\olution of European 
integration seems to offer prima-facie support for historical materialist 
approaches at least for n!lgar Ycrsions of them. I 9 Thirdly, although C\en 
n1lgar rvfarxists haYe not latched on to a deterministic or functionalist rendering 
of the relationship ben1een politics and economics in the e1olution of the 
European Union, this has not preYemed other schools of theorising from doing 
so. Both functionalists and nco-functionalists are explicit in their allegiance to 
models which contain elemems of technological tautology (Hodges 1985: Taylor 
1996). 20 Neoliberal institutionalists haYe found European integration a fertile 
ground for the application of theories which attempt a marriage (sometimes of 
com·enience) benvcen explanations that separate economics fi·om politics as if 
their analytical abstraction somehow represented real separations of spheres of 
social activity (\ Vood 1996: 19~-±8). 

One explanation for the impermeability of European integration studies to 
historical materialist theories is to point at their general absence in the discipline 
of international relations in generaL 2I C:archecli and Carchecli argue that class 
analysis has been 'expelled, for olwious ideological reasons, from official and 
academic discourse [on European integration]' (1999: 120), These ob\ious 
reasons include the closeness of the discipline to United States foreign policy 
themy and practice which perhaps explains the difficulties of publishing during 
the Cold \ \'aL In addition Marxian theorising was associated by many with a 
discredited political project: l\Iarxian scholarship \Vas not \·ery well distinguished 
fi:·mn Marxist-Leninist ideology 22 

More specifically, what I haYe termed as the 'institutionalist bias' of the sub
discipline of European integration studies has mitigated against those 
approaches that do not share the same theoretical prism. 23 I haYe argued else
where that the institutionalist bias, based on t\1'0 institutionalist fallacies, sets the 
tone for writing about the EU2·1 Institutionalist fallacy number one is the 
tendency to narrm1· clown the subject of inquiry in respect of European integra
tion to the study of how the institution makes its decisions. Institutionalist fallacy 
number t\1o is the conflation of the study of European integration with the insti
tutional practices defined by policy-makers,. \ \'e can also note a tendency in the 
institutionalist literature to combine these t\1·o biases. In the first category we see 
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the concern >Yith the institutional dewlopment of EU policy-making, The study 
of European integration becomes the historical study of how the internal deci
sion-making procedures have changed 0\·er time and why and how these 
decision-making procedures have been formalised (institutionalised) or not. In 
the study of EU foreign policy, for instance, the second tendency is manifested in 
the delimitation of the study of EU foreig11 policy to the study of either 
European political cooperation (EPC) or the common foreign and security policy 
(CFSP). The institutionalist bias is powerful and influentiaL Those who do not 
share the bias have had difficulties in being heard. 

An explanation of European integration utilising historical materialism, 
however, would start by locating both outcome and process in the context of 
the social relations of production in which integration evolves. This chapter 
attempts more specifically to investigate one specific aspect of European inte
gration, the 'rights agenda' of Amsterdam, and does this within the :Marxian 
framework examined abO\·e, If the relationships which Marx argues are consti
tutive of capitalist social relations hold in our explanation of Amsterdam, then 
we may also be able to draw some tentative conclusions about the nature of 
the broader project of European integration. The chapter therefore locates the 
discussion in the context of two relationships. The first is that of the dynamic 
relationship of European integration as a process that involves the progres
si\·e opening of markets - to the institutionalisation of political rights. The 
second contextual framework is that of the contradictory normative project 
inherent to a capitalist logic \vhich limits individual rights to a politics which is 
about facilitating capitalist exchange and, at the same time, provides 'the 
conditions of possibility' for emancipation through the collective exercise of 
those rights (necessarily, in opposition to the pre·ailing capitalist social rela
tions). 

European integration and the promotion of liberal 
democracy 

The project of European integration has 0\·ertly concentrated on market inte
gration since its inception. .Many hoped that the processes of economic 
integration would facilitate problem-sohi.ng in more controversial 'political' 
areas derived from the famous functionalist 'spill-0\·er' thesis' but the 
Community project was, at least overtly, designed to fimction in 'economic' issue
areas. It is only with the 1987 Single European Act that we first see treaty 
references to democracy which, since the Maastricht treaty, is considered as an 
essential characteristic of the Union (Church and Phinnemore 199-.f.: 53). The 
Maastricht treaty established a very thin form of EU citizenship, granted to EU 
citizens by \irtue of their prior citizenship status within member-states. EU 
commitments to liberal democracy have been mainly operationalised through 
the granting of individual rights with the rights agenda of Maastricht and 
Amsterdam building on the legacy of social policy rights already established as 
part of the processes of encouraging market integration. 
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IYiarket integration \\as pursued by member-stares' gm·ernments, supported 
by United States· gm ernmcms, \\ ho attempted to facilitate harmonisation of 
both the conditions of exchange !among rhemseh-es and in relations with the 
outside \\·oriel) and the conditions of production (for exchange). Both together 
formed the base of the mO\ e to the 'common market' predicted by the 195 7 
Rome treaty. In terms of the conditions of exchange, the common external tariff 
\\·as the major achie,·emem of the late 1960s, enabling the Community to act as 
one in international trade terms. Competition rules and the harmonisation of 
taxation particularly in respect of V-\T haw been il.mher mows in harmonising 
conditions of exchange. The mows to implement the single European market 
the once famous 1992 project - is another. The introduction of the Euro, \l·hich 
follows a long chain of monetary co-ordination and integration projects since the 
1971 \ \'erner report, will also facilitate the integration of capitalist exchange (of 
goods and money) (Archer and Butler 1996: chap. ·1-). 25 Harmonisation of the 
conditions of production has sometimes been more contrm·ersial because of the 
perceived 'legitimate' right of business to operate without 'political interference'. 
Ivioves w impose common standards, for instance, including those relating to 
health and safery and sanitation rules, hm e sometimes been opposed as an 
unwarranted interference in \\·hat should be the prerogati\·e of 'the market' to 

decide .. 
The distinction dra\1·n here bem·een 'production' and 'exchange' does not 

imply that the t\IO never owrlap in practice. In terms of the former; for instance, 
the production-led Common Agricultural Policy has significant effects on 
exchange in the shape of \\Oriel agricultural market prices and comersely, for 
example, eflorts to control imports of third country textiles (exchange) have a 
significant impact on, among other things, the conrinued maintenance of uneco
nomic sweatshop industries within the EU (production). The distinction does, 
howewr~ allmv us to inquire into the other conditions of production that might 
accompany a project of European integration. Of the three common policies 
outlined in the 195 7 Rome treaty, commercial policy relates to integrating condi
tions of exchange. The other t\m - agriculture and transport relate to 
production \l·ith agriculture, as we haw seen, haY-ing significant overlaps between 
the two.~6 Transport policy has not e\·er been as extensive as the other common 
policies but the rationale of an integrated transport policy is to pro\icle infra
structural support for industry 

Another factor of production gi\ en some thought in the Rome treaty was that 
of labour: The 195 7 Rome treaty spelt out the need for the Community to 
promote \1·or'kers' rights including equal pay for equal work by men and \\·omen. 
The 198 7 Single European Act introduced prm·isions designed to improve 
health and safety at \mrk. The Union's famous Social Charter is specifically 
designated the 'Charter of Fundamental Social Rights of Tlorkas', and \vas first 
introduced in 1989 before being institutionalised in the 'Social Chapter' at 
Maastricht (r\rcher and Butler 1996: chap. Social Charter provisions included 
health and safety at \mrk, working conditions, information and consultation of 
workers, protection of workers made redundant, equality at work bet\1·een men 
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and women, the integration of persons excluded from the labour market, social 
security and social protection of workers, representation and the collective 
defence of the interests of workers and employers, conditions of employment of 
third country nationals, financial contributions for promotion of employ111ent 
and job creation .. 

Anv measures undertaken within the fi·amework of the social policy had to 
take i;Ho account, according to a standard textbook on European integration, 
'the need to maintain the competitiveness of the Community economy' (Nugent 
1993: -107) 27 The Union emphasised the promotion of indi,-idual rights based 
on \mrkplace and market calculations. Clive Archer and Fiona Butler ( 1996: 
l 051 note that the EU has a 'com·entionalleaning of social policy toward market 
and emplo;.111ent issues'. This does not mean to say that all member-state 
governments were com·inced that intervention to promote workers' rights \\·ould 
increase economic efficiencv or were cominced to the same degree. There was 
some general agreement ho~ve\ er that social policy was functional for economic 
integration, and, specifically in the context of the EU project, was judged as 
necessarr for the success of the 'I 992' project the completion of the Single 
Europea;1 l\Iarket (SEM). This should not l)e taken as a structural-fi.mctionalist 
or teleological argument. This policy \\·as contested within west European elites 
but eventually pre\ ailed as the philosophy set out most famously by Commission 
president jacques Delors in l985.'The European social dimension is \vhat allows 
competition to flourish between undertakings and indi\ iduals on a reasonable 
and fair basis .... Any attempt to give ne\\. depth to the Common Market which 
neglected this social dimension \vould be doomed to failure' (Delors quoted in 
Hantrais 1995: 

Abroad, the Union progressively institutionalised its promotion of democracy, 
human riahts and the rule of law within the context of its support for market t:> 

economies. The first treatv reference to these commitments was in the preamble 
to the I 987 Single Europ~an Act (SEA} The I 993 Maastricht treaty prm-isions 
on the Common .Foreign and Security Policy (CFSP) and the cle\elopment policy 
prm·isions of the Maastricht treaty spelt out the Union's growing commitments 
in these areas.28 In I 995 the Commission adopted a further obligation when it 
issued a communication which stated that an essential element of future contrac
tual relations with third countries \muld be a reference to respect for democratic 
principles and human rights. 29 This mow to political conditionally is a new 
feature of EU foreign policy.30 

There was some contrast in emphasis with the Union's support of democracy 
and human rights at home and abroad. Domestically the 'rights agenda' placed 
the accent on liberalism and less on the deepening of democracy (whether 
defined as more equality or more effective participation in decision-making or 
both). The 'democratic' deepening that has taken place has been limited to the 
establishment of Union citizenship in the Maastricht treaty of I 993. The demo
cratic 'right' associated with EU citizenship \\·as limited to the right to \·ote and 
stand as a candidate in local and European Parliament elections. Abroad, 
howeyer, the EU at least in rhetoric has supported more emancipatory \·ersions 
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of rights talk There has been some emphasis on the promotion of human rights 
in the context of support for liberal democracy. In practice ho\Ve\-er support for 
liberal democracy has tended towards support for elections - based on the indi
\-idual's right to vote .. There have been some attempts to encourage the creation 
of the conditions for 'free and fair' elections \\·hich ha\·e gone beyond the promo
tion of elections but much of this \mrk has been overtly geared around the 
promotion of market economies and the 1iberalisation of economies. 

The 'rights' agenda of Amsterdam 

A theme of the Amsterdam treaty was the promotion of citizens' and people's 
indi\-idual rights. Amsterdam builds on the I 993 l\Iaastricht treaty in this 
respect Article 2 states that the 'rights and interests of nationals' should be 
protected through the consolidation of Union citizenship. The same article 
supports the fi·ee mm·ement of persons with the exception of asylum seekers, 
immigrants and criminals .. Article 6 states that the Union shall respect 'funda
mental rights' as outlined in the 1950 European Convention for the Protection of 
Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms. \\'hat makes this different from the 
similar Maastricht prm·ision is the agreement in Article 7 that permits the Union 
to take disciplinary action against those member-states in breach of Article 6(1) 
which reiterates respect for democracy, liberty and human rights. Article 11 ( 1) on 
the Common Foreign and Security Policy commits the Union to promote 
democracy, the rule of law, human rights and 'fi.mdamental freedoms'. As part of 
the prO\ -isions on police and judicial cooperation in criminal matters, Article 29 
specifies that racism and xenophobia is to be prevented and combated. The 
treaty also takes a position against discrimination on the grounds of sex,,racial or 
ethnic origin, religion or belief; disability, age and sexual orientation:)! These 
prO\·isions would have to be implemented by secondary legislation. In Britain, for 
example, it is still legal to discriminate on the grounds of age. Another 
Amsterdam declaration points to the fact that the death penalty is not carried 
out aiW\\"here in the Union. Another states that the Union \\ill respect religious 
and n;n-confessional communities.32 There are no proposals to improve democ
racv in the Union either in the institutional sense or in the sense of increasing 
the. ability of European citizens to participate in decision-making. The commit
ment made in terms of the former was to call a new Inter-Governmental 
Conference (IGC) to discuss the workings of the institutions one year before the 
Union achie\·es a membership of twenty. 33 

Of the initial areas identified by the \ Vestendorp report for action, first, the 
citizen and the union and, second, democracy and efficiency, action on the 
former is unproblematically inscribed in the treaty. 3·> The Union is consolidated 
and EU citizenship is maintained. More problematically, because less uniwrsally 
accepted as 'common sense', we could argue that the second agenda item of the 
\Vestendorp group was also systematically insCI·ibed into the treaty This would 
be so if \\·e found that the treaty institutionalises the pre\·ailing theory and prac
tice of the capitalist social relation and if this relation in some way represents, 
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\\·ithin the specific historical and social context of early nventy-first century capi
talist relations, 'democratic' capitalist relations. This \\·auld be so e\·en if 
liberalism had been conflated with democracy at Amsterda;:n to the extent that 
the rights prm·isions predominate and democratic prm·isions, in the sense that we 
com·entionally understand them, are absenL It would simply imply a 'new' 
understanding of ''hat constitutes liberal democracy (and democracy). I under
stand this idea of liberal democracy as the politics of regulated liberalism. 

Explaining Arnste;·dmn 

The Amsterdam treat\; signed in October 1997. is characterised by Clive 
Church and David Phinnemore as the disappearing treaty - partly because of 
the lack of press attention it has recei\ eel and partly because their argument is 
that the enduring legacy of the treaty is likely to be in its codification and simpli
fication of the EC and EU treaties (Church and Phinnemore 1994). Amsterdam, 
for them, is little more than a prat,rmatic, tid;ing-up exercise. For !VIichel Petite, 
the judgement is some\1·hat similat: Amsterdam 'is by no means the last \l·ord on 
European integration [representing] the most that Member States ,,·ere prepared 
to agree among themsehes at a given moment'. 35 Petite bases his assessment on 
a comparative analysis of the outcomes of Amsterdam with the ambitions of the 
Commission as set dmm in its opinion on the IGC of February 1996.36 At one 
le\ el there is not much more to add to the conclusions advanced by Church and 
Phinnemore and Petite. The Amsterdam treaty was clearly a tidying-up job, it 
did only achie\·e modest outcomes and much more work is going to be necessary 
to cope ,,·ith the institutional consequences of enlargement. 

If all we demand from a theory is a logical cumulation of verifiable and/ or 
falsifiable facts - ,,·hat we might call in technical language an empirico-analytic 
approach then the analysis outlined abm·e prmicles well-founded and sufficient 
knmdedge. IL on the other hand, \\·e demand to kno,,· more, about things that 
are not immediately accessible from obsen·ation, we might vvant to turn else
\vhere. Instead of accepting \Vhat Robert Cox ( 1986) has called a 
'problem-sohing' approach to theory- that \vhich takes the \\"Orld as it finds it 
we can turn to a critical approach that ,,·hich challenges the parameters of the 
social \\·oriel it finds. This does not obviate the need for detailed empirical \\"Ork 
matched by a process of logical reasoning. On the contrary it demands that this 
process be undertaken but within the context of a specifically historical and 
material context The treaty, in other \\·orcls, should be assessed in the context of 
the particular historical and social circumstances out of which it emerges and in 
terms of its significance for the material life of real 'sensuous' (to use the 
i\hrxian term) human beings. The original question set for this chapter was why 
do elites bother? \Vhy ,,·auld any fi·action of capital accept restrictions on its 
powers in production? The short answer is as follows" First of all, capital is not 
gi\-ing up rights to workers but gaining them for itself The seeming rights of 
\\·orkers in production are actually rights for capital in exchange. Likewise, 
potential political rights for workers are also actual economic rights for capitaL 
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How then is capital gammg power through the formal granting of 'social 
policy' rights for ,,·orkers? First of all exchange bet\veen equivalents - and there
fore predictability in the labour process - is facilitated by the eradication of 
extraneous handicaps to the maximisation of surplus v·alue from labour-power 
(obstacles based on discriminatory practices). Second, the pursuit of homo
geneity - of moves to incorporate the real 'sensuous' labourer into a commoditv 
or labour as a 'thing' as a more predictable unit v1ithin global accounting 
processes, are facilitated by the promotion of the worker as an uninclividuated 
indiv-iduaL Third, the intra-elite conflicts within the EU ha,·e explicitly focused 
their attentions on social policy as a remedy for ,,·hat has been termed 'social 
clumping' which is the possibility of indiv·idual states within the EU being 
'unfairly' competitive (l'is-ii-uis other member states) in attracting global business 
because they were able to afTer cheaper, more easily exploitable labour: Thus 
social policy was a way of prm·iding the oft-quoted 'lew! playing field' for 
European capital (Hantrais 1995: I 0)" 

As we also hav·e already noted, social policy in terms of an explicit reference 
to the indi\idual as worker was incorporated in the Maastricht treaty in 1993. 
This common policy was an effort to harmonise one condition of production, 
,,·hich was not the incli\idual themselves but the individual's labour-power (the 
capacity to work). To remind ourseh-es, within capitalist relations labour-power is 
a commodity like anything else which can be bought or sold (exchanged) on the 
market It is a commodity which the indi\·iclual owns and sells (should they 
obtain employment) in an exchange with those who are in a position to pay 
wages for it Arguabl;: if it makes sense to harmonise the conditions of produc
tion, in terms of imprm-ing the standards and efficiency of the components in 
the production process either by direct impro\·ement of those inputs or by envi
ronmental support (more efficient transport and telecommunications 
infrastructure for instance) in order to optimise pmclucti\ity and competitivity, 
then it makes just as much sense to ma.ximise the efficiency of that other compo
nent of the production process the labour-power (capacity to work) of the 
worker. For instance, it is clearly inefficient to permit discrimination on the basis 
of race if that discrimination results in a person not being employed who is the 
most able to ma.ximise value in the labour process. Social policy can thereby be 
seen as explained and produced by and subordinated to the priority of creating 
the market (production and exchange) conditions for competitive European busi
ness. It is part of the process of providing optimum conditions of production for 
the expenditure of labour-powec This perhaps is not a very controversial conclu
sion. It does not imply that Commission officials or other decision-makers never 
act for altruistic motives or that there are not divisions \lithin political elites 
~bout the efficacy of inten'ening in the labour-market as part of a strategy of 
Improving competiti\ity. 

On its own, howevet~ the above explanation can perhaps offer some post-hoc 
insight but we still need to know why this particular strategy is adopted at this 
time. This is because capital has historically often found it just as useful to utilise 
an opposite approach in its battle with labour which is to exploit differences 
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based on gender, race, age. disability etc. as part of a policy to 'cli\-ide and rule', 
to preYem effecti\·e class action. One particular pernicious legacy of this can be 
found in the current institutional and actual discrimination faced bv Black 
people in all ad\·anced capitalist states roday. An explanation can b; found, 
hmvew1~ in the context of the changing dynamics of social relations, which both 
inhibit certain options and encourage others. 

Historically, the initial stages of capitalist accumulation were characterised 
by the production of absolute surplus Yalue through the mechanism of 
outright coercion or force (Hollmvay and Picciotto 1980: 137). Domestically, 
the laws of capitalist states either permitted coercion 01~ except \\·hen accom
panied by political struggles to enforce extant legislation, were ignored by 
nascent capitalists. A.broad capitalist states also used force in colonisation 
projects which also had as their object the maximisation of the production of 
(absolute) surplus Yalue. Ivlodern capitalist social relations are, hm\·e\·er; consti
tuted through and by the production of relatiYe surplus \·alue. This means that 
profitability relies on 'imprm ements' (for the capitalist) which are generated 
through adYanced technology and changes in methods of work organisation. 
Production of relati\·e surplus \·alue is globally organised (hence globalisation) 
and force is much more difiicult to employ for the dominant states. This is 
partly because force does not always prm·ide an efficacious underpinning for 
social systems designed to maximise relatiw surplus value. (This is not alwavs 
the case - for instance, South Korea, now an OECD member and ~n 
ad\·anced capitalist state, relied hem·ily on military coercion in its capital! state 
building operations.) 

l'vlilitary force is also not so readily a\·ailable, partly because of the 
successfi.tl struggle by exploited groups in the 'ad\·anced' capitalist states 
against conscription and war itself; the campaign against the Vietnam \Var 
being one but by no means the only example of such acti\·ity. Even policing 
acti\·ities ha\ e become more circumscribed and subject to public account
ability, again within certain limits, in EU states. For all sorts of reasons then. 
the guarantee of the capitalist exchange relation has come to be more overtly 
resident in the legal systems, structures and norms as distinct from within the 
directly coerciw arm of the state. I do not want to suggest here of course that 
the state has either lost its coercive capacities or that these would never be 
wielded in times of crisis - only that legal strategies to support the 
wage/ commodity relation predominate in the era of globalisation. The rule of 
law has always underpinned capitalist relations of production in that contract 
rights of the free worker to buy and sell their labour on the fi·ee market are 
fi.mdamental rights in capitalist relations. Legal systems in states are kept in 
place by sanctions but, as importantly, legislation prm·ides powerful norms bv 
\\ hich indiYiduals order their liws. I want to suggest here, then, that because ~f 
the general weakening of the sanction of force to underpin the process of 
capitalist exchange, reinforced legal norms \vhich protect the capitalist right to 
exchange labour-power as a commodity on the market can contribute to the 
stability sought by capital within the precarious \vorld of globalising capitaL 

r 
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Gi\ en the strong normati\e intent and power of globalised systems of law to 
promote liberal market morality as 'natural, neutraL efficient and just' - and 
given that the Eu has already acted as an institutional model for regional inte
gration schemes internationally- the potential impact of such legal norms and 
ideology is consiclerable3 i 

The rights as outlined in Amsterdam such as the prm·isions designed to eradi
cate discrimination on the grounds of sex, racial or ethnic origin, religion or 
belief, disability, age and sexual orientation are potentially political, not merely 
economic, rights of workers. Given howe\·er that the whole thrust of the integra
tion project is to strengthen the competiti\-ity of European business we might 
want to ask why it is that capital would have to concede such apparently enor
mous inroads into its ability to squeeze surplus value out of recalcitrant labom: 
One answer is to point out that such political rights as legal 'norms' have the 
effect of stripping workers of extraneous identities to produce the commodity for 
which capital era\ es - unfettered labour-power. The legal norms which institu
tionalise these ostensible rights for workers have then the result of securing 
actual improved conditions of exchange for capital as well as seeming political 
advances for workers. 

There is a further more practicaL more empirical and more mundane argu
ment as to \vhy these ostensible rights for workers in production turn out to be in 
fact rights for capital in exchange and \vhy political rights for workers turn out to 
be economic rights for capitaL First, the social rights which were institutionalised 
in the Social Chapter in Maastricht are almost unenforceable. This is partly 
because they are broadly worded and hugely general and partly because they are 
meant to be implemented by 'management and workers' together. 33 The 
emphasis is on implementation through consultation in the context of dialogue 
(Hantrais 1995: II). It goes without saying that the deep structural and resource 
inequalities between these two 'sides' means that the acti\·ity of implementing 
specific rights will hardly be an equitable process. 

Second, although the Amsterdam treaty suggests that sanctions can be 
imposed upon states that offend against 'democracy, rule of law and human 
rights', giwn the notion of democracy is as some form of regulated liberalism, 
and given the prevailing social relations of power are skewed in the direction of 
capital and not labour, such sanctions are unlikely to be forthcoming in the areas 
of preserving and extending radical versions of rights. These prm·isions were in 
fact designed to prm-ide possible sanctions against ex-Communist states which 
could become members in any enlargement process. Gi\·en the EU's historically 
specific \-lew of what constitutes rights, it remains likely that such prm-isions 
would not be used to maintain the once taken-for-granted collective social prm-i
sions in east European societies in, for instance, education and pensions or trade 
union rights over and against management but instead to insist on further moves 
to institutionalise the rights of selrinterested competitive monads in the war of 
all against all which constitutes turn-of-the-century western Europe. 

Obstacles to ewn something which could be considered a basic right within 
the EU the free mo\·ement of workers, are considerable. This is directly the case 
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for refugees, asylum seekers and criminals but is also so in a less ob\ious \\·ay for 
those who may ha\·e the formal right of free movement but who may be 
prevented fi·om doing so by lack of money or knowledge (languages, unfi:unil
iariry \\·ith different national bureaucratic practices) or simply because gi\·en the 
insecurity of capitalist social relations it is easier to stay within a known commu
nity than to move out of it And third, and perhaps most obviously, the rights 
mentioned at Amsterdam are not really rights at all. Citizenship is a thin version 
of a right to vore in some elections (although not general elections) and is 
entirely dependent an)'\\·ay on the national states deciding who should be 
granted national citizenship. The rights not to be discriminated against are not 
actualised--- just mentioned as 'future possibilities'. 

Politics: fronz freedonzs for capital to enzancipation for 
individuals 

At first glance, the politics of the rights agenda seems to set in place a pretty firm 
structure of capitalist domination. I want to suggest here \\·hy this might not be 
so but first need to consider \\·hat the potential political effects of such a structure 
might be .. Hollmvay and Picciotto hme suggested that state interYention within 
capitalist social relations is designed 'to subject to the law of value, albeit indi
rectly, actiy·ities which for some reason cannot be directly subjected to its 
operations by indi\idual capitals' (1980: 133). If this is so we might want to 
consider what acti\·ities the European Union undertakes which either the state 
does not or does less efficiently. One of the differences bet\veen the EU and 
actual, historically de\·eloped member-states, is that the EU has not been directly 
implicated in historic class struggles. In this way it is 'di\·orced' from class poli
tics. In addition, as we ha\ e seen, the system of legal and political norms 
cb·eloped in the EU specifically formalises an abstract conception of the indi
\-idual as self-interested monad who relates to the European Union in a way 
which is seemingly separate from any class location \\ith capitalist social rela
tions.39 In this particular location, then, the European Union, not only is the 
'economic' function of the \\"orker separated from 'political' existence, but the 
worker is at the same time potentially separated from any notion of class soli
darit): The undifferentiated, alienated, advanced capitalist individual comes 
more and more to resemble the 'potato' made famous by l\-Iarx in his description 
of the relations of peasants thrown together by circumstances but without social 
bonds that could create the possibilities for collectiw action+0 

In addition the political project of the European Union rights agenda can only 
be associated \\ith the promotion of democracy if that notion is no longer equated 
with any form of political (or human) emancipatory project but simply seen as 
regulated liberalism. Rights based on tl1e idea of the unindi\iduated indi\idual are 
incorporated into legal fi·ameworks and ideologies so that e\·en liberal democracy~ 
not in itself ever a concept or practice \\·hich has leant itself to hugely emancipa
tory projects, becomes further truncated as a sy11onym for a social and political 
system \\·hose organising principle is solely that of liberal indi\ idualism. 
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I \vant to insist; however, on an understanding that being giyen rights within 
the European integration process is not for the \\·orkers themseh es but their 
labour-pmver (their capacity to \vork) as a commodity in the production 
process. The worker in real life, hm\·e\·er opposed to his or her existence 
\\·ithin the project of the capitalist relations of European integration), is much 
more than the sum of their labour-capacity. The possibilities of a counter
offensive against the alienating tendencies of the European integration project 
are therefore buried within that self~same project. For instance, given that 
ideologies of anti-discrimination e\·en though these are founded in narrm\· 
\mrkplace rights are established within the project of European integration, 
these are unlikely to remain located in the workplace arena. A worker, for 
instance, who is protected from discrimination at work on the basis of race is 
very likely to carry over the 'rightness' of that anti-discrimination ideology into 
ci\·ic, social and political life. Rights talk generated or sustained through 
market relations can then prmide legitimacy for wider projects of social eman
cipation. \Yhether they will do so or not \\·ill depend on a number of issues 
not least the collectiYe agency of those caught up in the contradictions of these 

capitalist relations 
There are other implications that f1ow fi·om an historical materialist interpre

tation of the i\msterdam treaty in the context of a discussion of European 
integration and I can only poin,t to some of them here. Peter Burnham ( 1999) 
has argued that EiviU should be understood as primarily an anti-inf1ationary 
strategy designed to maintain European competiti\·ity at the expense of working 
people (Burnham 1999: 37-54). The 'rights agenda' of Amsterdam should be 
seen in this comext. It does not reduce personal and economic insecurity at work 
or in the wider society precisely because the prevailing unequal social relations of 
production do not permit extensiw democracy to operate so that the majority 
(\vho do not own the means of production) would be able to ensure their inter

ests were represented across Europe. 
Conwrsely the rights prmisions of the Amsterdam treaty and of pre\ious 

treaties, particularly Maastricht, do not represent the actions of a confident capi
talist class. It must be the first time in history that for instance citizenship even 
in such a truncated form as is on offer in the EU was given without an 
immense political battle to achieve it. This is partly a reaction to the 'democratic 
deficit' problem for the elites \\·ho shape the European integration project. 
·within states, liberal democratic prm·isions help to obscure real dynamics of 
inequality. They usually also allow for an element of redistribution of wealth. 
Within the EU, the rights prm·isions haw failed to provide both political legiti
macy for European integration and to supply any redistributi\·e effect to 
indi\iduals. This may well be problematic for capital given the intensification of 
the European integration process through the establishment of the Euro. Capital 
risks fronting an EU-focused economic project \ ery visibly based upon actual 
inequality (especially given a European recession) with only a threadbare and 
uncomincing legitimation project unable to absorb the fall-out from working

class reaction to any crisis. 



276 Ha;;_e! Smith 

The EU's pursuit of liberal de;nocracy internationally 

Historical materialism might also help us explain the puzzle of why the EU 
insists on introducing human rights and democracy clauses into its agreements 
with third countries. These clauses have sometimes caused difficulties f(Jr the EU 
in terms of its ability to pursue primary objecti,·es such as the expansion of open 
free-trade markets. Australia ol~jected to such clauses as did i\Iexico and it is 
certain that the United States would do so in any agreement between the t\vo. 
The rationale becomes clearer if \l"e can understand the rights clauses as being 
integral to a European integration project which wants to optimise efiiciency for 
all aspects of the processes of production and exchange, This does not mean to 
say that human rights clauses, if implemented, would not haw a significant 
effect on the liws of many suffering from the abrogation of much more than 
their rights at work. Two things follow. If the first priority is to maintain open 
exchange- as with Mexico and China for instance - trade prO\isions are likely 
to achie\ e priority But in the \I oriel of globalisation that implies the spread of 
the optimum conditions for the expansion of capital, the European Union will 
continue to promote liberal democracy world-wide as what is being promoted is 
the politics of regulated liberalism. Globalising capital does not need liberal 
democracy in any structural-fimctional sense. As we ha\ e seen, the political 
system of regulated liberalism, in an ontological sense, is constituted by global
ising capitaL 

Why use historical;naterialist explanations? 

Historical materialism, like any other theory, can be judged by how well it satis
fies certain criteria which include explanatory pm1er, normati\·e acceptability 
and, perhaps more controversially, emancipatory potentiaL By explanatory 
powec I mean the ability to illuminate aspects of human society that are not 
immediately a\ ailable to us through obsenation. A satisfactory explanatory 
theory is gm·erned by rules of logic and consistency \l·ith an appeal to verifica
tion (or the possibility of falsification) by reference to empirical research. 
Normative acceptability means that due consideration is giYen to the ethical 
implications of the theory, Emancipatory theory links the empirical and norma
tiw aspects of theorising to social practice \I hose intention is to bring about the 
emancipation of the human indi\·idual through political change. These criteria 
are of course contestable but it is ne,·ertheless probably uncontroversial to state 
that, irrespective of the disagreements as to their respective legitimacy (particu
larly the last), all three are located within recognisable epistemological 
traclitions:11 

Historical materialism is both explanatory and normative. It can help us 
understand the obscure, opaque and contradictory processes of European inte
gration but at the same time it takes a point of \ 1ew, a perspective. At one level of 
abstraction, \1·e could say that the theory is judged as against its ethical relation
ship with the indi\ 1dual in society. The priority is to explain European 
integration as it affects human liYes. These are first-order concerns. But the 
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normati,·e concern is more specific than just with the indi,·idual per se. The capi
talist mode of production is about social relations ben1·een men and ' 1·omen who 
are constituted in classes and \\"110 are incorporated \1ithin that mode of prod_u:
tion in an unequal manner. This is a dynamic system and it is n~t ·natural :n 
that all societies ha,·e always been constituted in this way and \nll_ necessanly 
continue to be constituted in this wav in the future Human agency 1: nec~ssary 
to effect chano-e. and ideas of rio-hts as part of e\·en a weak democratic project 
which are, if 1~ot generated, sup~ortecl by the project of European capitalist inte
gration could encourage European peoples to expect and ~emancl cleep~r 
forms of clemocracv. On the other hand, as Mark Rupert has pomtecl out, thete 
is no !2"uarantee of ~utomatic emancipatory outcomes in the globalising \\·oriel. It 
is eqt;ally possible that the sorts of employment insecurity ?enerated as the other 
side of the 'rights' coin of capitalist integration could pronde a space for authm-

itarian and populist ideologies (Rupert 2000). . . . 
In terms of the last criteria for judging theory. the emanopatory cntena, the 

ar~Zument is that the rio-hts agencl; of Amsterdam ancll\IaastrichL of the entire 
Et~ropean integration ;roject, generates 'conditions of pos~i~ility' for the hu~an 
beings that it afiects. Liberal democratising projects legitimate the pursmt of 
ri<Thts within the context of some \ ersion of democracy. It would take human 
a;ency to demand more democracy and deeper human rights tl:an those 
proposed by the European integration project. The Green m~\·en_1en: m Europe 
is one example of a group that has mobilised around the mst1tut1ons of the 
European Union to promote \1·hat has sometimes (alt_h_ough n~t always) been a 
verv radical ,·ision of human emancipation. This polltlcal projeCt has not been 
cor;finecl to the realm of emironmental issues but has sometimes expanded to 
include action and mobilisation around issues such as the promotion of peace 
internationally (for instance in the 1980s Central :\merica conflic_t) _and wi~er 
political participation within the European Union. His:orical matenahst tl:eones 
would also suggest that the exploitation \1·hich underpms the formal relatiOns of 
political equality can only be overcome tl1rough what u_sed to b: t:rmed class 
struggle. In contemporary parlance what we mem: IS that 1t IS only the 
purposefi.J! acti\ity of collectiw human agency orgamsed _ar~und ~~any o~ the 
a.xes of disenfranchisement generated by and through cap1tahst soCJal relations, 
the most fundamental being the broad relationship bet\veen those \l·ho depend 
on wage labour and those ,1-ho do not, which can transform and transcend those 

relations of production. 

Conclusion 

Historical materialism draws fi·om a labour theory of \·alue whose intellectual 
heritage is as much John Locke and Da\icl Ricardo as ~Iarx.ancl offers _e:'plana
tory power in terms of its reminder that the relat10nsh1ps of p~lltlcs and 
economics, labour and capital, society and technology are not acoclental or 
conjunctm:al but neither are they structurally determined. Outcomes are _shaped 
b\' human acreJ1C\:·f:2 Historical materialism prm·ides explanatory, normatl\·e and 

• b " 
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emancipatory potential for im·estigating the project of European integration. It 
is not an interest-driven theory in that it predicates explanation on an indi,·idual 
\\·ho operates in social life through a process of instrumental, preference-opti
mising rationalit): It is a theory instead that argues that indi,·iduals both 
constitute and are constituted by the historically specific societies in which they 
liw. These societies are understood as modes of production which are defined by 
their social relations. In modern times the social relations of production are capi
talist in that the society is constituted through the very specific way that capital is 
valorised - in respect to the acti,·iries of human beings within the labour process. 
The criteria for judging European integration and the Amsterdam treat)· must 
be as to whether it satisfies the demands and needs of workers and the excluded 

in Europe and else\1·here. The theory is emancipatory in that it unfolds the 
mystifications of the processes of integration and at the same time suggests that 
the processes of exploitation inherent to it are not natural, inevitable or deter
mined. To finish with an apt Marxian aphorism: 'Men make their mm history, 
but they do not make it just as they please: they do not make it under circum
stances chosen by themselYes, but under circumstances directly encountered, 
giwn and transmitted from the past' (Iviarx 1990: l 3 ). 

Notes 

This chapter takes as the core of historical materialist thought that de\·eloped by 
?-.Iarx (not his apologists or detractors) 

2 Clive Church and Dmid Phinnemore have pointed out that the codification of all the 
EU/EC treaties em·isaged by the Amsterdam treaty as consolidating and simplifying 
exercises has, in some cases, led to more confusion. See Church and Phinnemore, 
;'\msterdam: the Disappearing Treaty', mimeo, undated but I 998 .. In this chapter and 
unless otherwise specified, I utilise the Amsterdam codification of treaty clauses. I am 
indebted to Clive Church for his kindness in giving me a copy of his 'Consolidated 
Version of the Treaty on European Union' (mimeo). as well as a copy of the annex to 
the Amsterdam treaty entitled 'Tables of Equi,·alencies Referred to in Article I I of 
the Treaty of Amsterdam'. 

3 I am very m1·are that I am begging a good number of questions \1ith this statement. 
Howe\·er, it would take anotl1er article to trace these relationships and in any case my 
interpretation is not very contrm·ersial. The point is that my im·estigation of ilie 
'rights agenda' does not preclude eiilier in fact or in logic the legitimacy of other 
interpretations of the process. This does not mean that c\·el)· explanation carries 
equal weight. An investigation of inter-elite motivation and bchmiour might say 
something interesting about those elites but for the purposes of explaining European 
integration, it is sometl1ing of a second-order dynamic. 

-t Author's emphasis. 
5 Author's emphasis. 
6 Author's emphasis. 
7 Author's emphasis. 
8 Author's emphasis. 
9 For detail on the social relations of capitalist accumulation see Marx, Capital Folume 1 .. 

10 There are of course important debates about vvhat constitutes the nature of the state 
in capitalist society. The approach of John Holloway and Sol Picciotto seems particu
larly fruitful to me. They reject both economism and politicism as satisfactory 
approaches. and discuss tl1e state as 'a particular surface (or phenomenal) form of the 

r 
! 

The politics qf 'regulated liberalism' 279 

capital relation. i.e. of an historically specific form of class domination'. See 
Holloway and Picciotto. 'Capital, Crisis and the State', in CajJital and Class, 2, 
Summer i1977;: 77 

11 For a useful commentary on ilic liberal component of liberal democracy see Bhikhu 
Parekh, 'The Cultural ParticularitY of Liberal Democracy' 

12 There is an appreciation in some of the globalisation literature of the tensions 
im·oh·ed between notions of democracy as equality and the constraints set by global
ising capitaL See for example Lester Thurow, The Future '!( Capitalism. ?ne \\ide 
discussion argues tl1at globalisation produces both umversalrsmg consumenst homo
aeneitY at the same time as generating essentialist fundamentalisms and that both of 
d1ese ~re inimical to democracY. See Benjamin R. Barber~ Jihad TS. Jlcflorld. For a 
discussion which specifically ref~rs to tl1e project of European integration sec Philip 
Resnick. 'Global Democracv: Ideals and Realitv'. For a discussion of the tensions 
between capitalism and der~ocracy see chapte; si.x, entitled 'Pluralism, Corp~ratc 
Capitalism and the State', in Dmid Held, Jfodds of Democr~~r- Paul Cammac~ util~ses 
similar premises to those developed in this chapter to pronde an excellent clrscussron 
of the relationship between capitalism and democracy in a case study on Latin 
America, reminding us that, in the context of capitalist relations of production, 
'[O]ne can certainly have meaningful citizenship v1ithour democracy'. See Paul 
Cammack. 'Democratization and Citizenship in Larin .-\merica', p. I 93. 

13 For one of the most explicit understandings of democracv as purely procedural see 
the influential Samuel P Huntington, The Third flare· Democrati;:ation in the late 
Tu:entietlz Centurr. 

I-t John Hoffmat;, 'Liberals versus Socialists: \\"ho are the True Democrats?', pp.-!0-l. 
The quote from ;\larx is Karl ;\Iarx, CajJital, Volume l (London: La\\Tencc & 
Wishart, 1970), p.586. 

15 I ha\·e discussed these relationships more extensi\·ely in Hazel Smith, 'The Silence of 
the Academics'. 

16 Although Robert Cox does nor ,,·ork within the framework of the labour t~1eory of 
value as developed by ?-.Iarx, he can be credited with introducing into tl1e mamstream 
of international relations scholarship the idea tl1at historical materialism can be used 
as a legitimate intellectual resource. See his seminal ·Social Forces, States and \ \'orld 
Orders: Be:-ond International Relations Theol)·', in Robert 0. Keohane (eel.), 
}ieorealism and its Critics (New York: Columbia L'nhersiry Press, 1986). 

17 Robert Cox, 'Strucrur~l Issues of Global Go\ernance: Implications for Europe', in 
Stephen Gill Gramsei. Historical Jfaterialism and Intemational R~lations (Cambridge: 
Cambridge U niwrsity Press, 1993) .. Cox's \\Ork has provided the mtellcctual foun~a
tion for im estio·ation of European integration. See for instance Stephen Gill, 
'European Go\·e~nance and New Constitutionalism: Economic and ?-.Ionctary Union 
and A.lternati\·es to Disciplinary Neoliberalism in Europe', .\ew Polztiral Econon~J', 3, I 
(1998): 5-26 .. 

18 One useful critical rc\ iew fi·om within the perspective of this approach is ?-.Iagnus 
Rvner. 'Gramscian International Political Economy as Critical Research on European 
R~!lio;1alism: Contributions and Limitations' Paper to EISA, December I 997 .. For an 
'ex~ernal' critique of these approaches see Peter Burnham, 'Neo-Gramscian 
Hegemony and the International Order', Capital and Class, -±5, :-\utumn !1991): 73-:-93. 

19 The discipline of international relations has suffered from cancatured mterpretanons 
of historical materialism. See particularly \' Kubalkova and A.A. Cmikshank, 'The 
"New Cold \\"ar" in Critical International Relations Studies', Review qf Intenwtional 
Studies, 12, 3,July (1986); and\' Kubalkova and AA Cruikshank, :A. Rambo Come 
to Judgement: Fred Hallida:~ Marxism and International Relations', Ra·iew qf 
Irztemational Studies, I 5, I, January (I 989). 

20 A good sur\ey of integration theor:; particularly as pertaining to early theories of 
European integration. is ;\lichael Hodges, 'Integration Theory' For a more recent 
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perspective that adopts the consociationalist interpretation see Paul Taylor, The 
European Cnion in the 1990s. 

21 For discussion of the hisrorical materialist theorising that has emerged in the interna
tional relations discipline see Hazel Smith, ':\Iarxism and International Relations 
Theory'. 

22 See Kubalkova and Cruikshank. 'The "l\Jew Cold 'War" in Critical International 
Relations Studies', and Kubalkova and Cruikshank, :"'.Rambo Come to Judgement: 
Fred Halliday, :\Iarxism and International Relations'. 

23 Those analysts \\·ho \\·ish to go further than the institutionalist bias might allo\\' 
remain obligated to start from within this framework- ewn if they \\ish to transcend 
it. I haw de\·eloped this critique to evaluate EL foreign policy studies .. The argument 
can be made in respect of European integration studies more generally. See Hazel 
Smith, :"'.ctually Existing Foreign Policv Or l\Jot?: The EU in Latin and Central 
America', in John Peterson and Helene Sjursen (eels), A Common Foreign Policyfor Europe 
(London: Routledge, 1998). 

2-t Ibid. 
25 For details see Cli\e Archer and Fiona Butler, chapter 4 entitled 'Economic and 

.1\.Ionetary Lnion', in Cli\·e .-\reher and Fiona Butler, The European Union: Structure and 
Process, pp.83-97. 

26 For the EEC treaty see 'Treaties establishing the Eurojxan Communities, abridged edition 
:Luxembourg: Office for Official Publications of the European Communities, 1987), 
pp .. ll5-383. 

27 Information on the social charter in this paragraph and quote taken from Neill 
Nugent, T!ze Government and Politin of t!ze European Commzmi!J' .. 

28 The TEl is reprinted in :\Iartin Holland, EurojJean Communi!J' Integration (London: 
Pinter, 1993). 

29 For discussion see Communication from the Commission to the Council and the 
European Parliament, T!ze European Union and the External Dimension of Human Rights 
Polzcy.-jimn Rome to Jfaastriclzt and Be_rond, Com (95) 567 final, Brussels, 22 November 
1995, pp .. l5-16. 

30 There is some useful work on zdzat is happening - much less on zi.'/9• we see these 
developments .. For tl1e former see Karen Elizabeth Smith, 'The Use of Political 
Conditionality in the EFs Relations witl1 Third Countries: How Effective?', ELI 
Working papers, SPS No. 9717 (San Domenico: European University Institute, 
Florence, 1997) 

31 .\Iichel, Petite Trea!r of Amsterdam, Annex entitled :'-\.ssessing the Achievements of the 
Commission's Objectives for the IGC', p.5. 

32 Petite, The 'Trea!J• of Amsterdam, p.9 of l +. 
33 Ibid , p.-t of 14. 
3-t The ·Reflection Group' chaired by Carlos \\'estendorp met in 1995 and established a 

menu of areas of im·oh·ement for the IGG The Reflection Group identified the 
broad areas for IGC involvement as, first, the citizen and the Lnion, and, second, 
efficiencv and democracv in the Lnion .. The Amsterdam trearv remained faitl1ful to 
these topics - producing decisions in six areas freedom, se~urity and justice, the 
union and the citizen, external polic;; the institutions, the management of coopera
tion (the flexibility provisions) and an agreement ro codify and simplify the existing 
treaties< See Reflection Grouj;'s Rej;ort, SN 520/95 (REFLEX 21 ), mimeo, 1995 .. 

35 Michel Petite, The 'limp· of Amsterdam, essay located on http:/ hnvw.jeanmonnetpro
gram<org/papers/98/98-2-.htmL 

36 See Church and Phinnemore for a discussion of how these thematic areas were trans
lated into treaty amendmanets and the consequences of this translation< 

3 7 For discussion of the role of law in globalisation see the Claire Cutler chapter, this 
\Olume. 
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38 The 'Protocol on Social Policy' of the Treaty on European Union is reproduced in 
Clh·e H. Church and Da\id Phinnemore, European Union and European Cormnuni!v, 
pp.-1:22-5. 

39 John Holloway discusses a similar process in the histmical creation of citizens \\ithin 
capitalist states where 'being treated as a citizen is thus a process of abstraction from 
class - a process of abstract indh idualism in which class conflicts are transformed 
into indi\idual problems'. See John Hollowa); 'State as Class Practice', Research in 
Political Econon~r, VoL 3 (Greem,ich, Connecticut: JAI Press, 1980), pp.l2-l3. 

-tO The metaphorical allusion is used byJolm Holloway to describe the creation of polit
ical constituencies in representative democracy. See John Holloway, 'State as Class 
Practice', p.l4. 

41 Epistemological debates have characterised the discipline of international relations in 
the last ten years. For my discussion of these in the context of an hisrorical materialist 
theory of international relations see Hazel Smith, 'The Silence of the Academics: 
International Social Theor;; Historical Materialism and Political Values', Rn·iew of 
Intemational Studies, 22, 2, April ( 1996). 

4 2 For a discussion that argues that modern concepts of the indi\ idual, as a bearer of 
freedom, rights, obligation and justice and which derh·e from Hobbes and Locke, 
depend upon a notion of tl1e indi\idual as tl1e possessor and owner of his or her 
labour, see the seminal G.B. Macpherson, The Political Theo~)' of Possessive Individualism 
(Oxford: Oxford Lniversity Press, 1979). 
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1 Historical materialism, 
ideology, and the politics of 
globalizing capitalism 

Af. Scott Solomon and 1Hark Rupert 

Debates surrounding the question of globalization have spawned a variety of 
responses, ranging from assertions of the imminent demise of the nation-state 
system to arguments that the concept of globalization generates more heat than 
light - \\ith some calling into question the very notion of something called glob
alization (Hirst and Thompson 1996). We enter this debate vvith the recognition 
that in a very real sense globalization is the intensification of an old process, the 
continuing internationalization of commodity production and capital accumula
tion. However, we approach this question from the tradition of historical 
materialism, a tradition that brings a unique perspective that is arguably superior 
to others in its ability to recognize the dynamism that is inherent to capitalism, 
and the progressive political possibilities which may be latent vvithin it. That is to 
say, historical materialism approaches the question of globalization not witll 
puzzlement m·er dramatic changes in forms of accumulation, but fully expecting 
them. Indeed, as early as 1848 Marx and Engels recognized that 'the bourgeoisie 
cannot exist without constantly revolutionizing the instruments of production, 
and thereby the relations of production, and with them the whole relations of 
society' (Communist Jfanffesto, in Marx 1977a: 224). We understand globalization 
as exactly tl1is sort of process not unexpected, to be sure, but hardly predes
tined. Rather~ as we see it, globalizing capitalism is contested and open-ended. 
On this view, ignoring capitalism's tendencies towards globalization would 
constitute a scholarly and political error of no less magnitude than acquiescing 
in the face of representations of its omnipotence and inevitability Drawing on 
the resources of historical materialism, it is possible to represent capitalist global
ization as a dialectical process: attendant upon globalizing capitalism have been 
heightened exploitation and class-based social powers, but processes of global
ization also bear the potential for various forms of a progressive transnational 
politics of solidarity, opening up possibilities for alternati\·e future worlds more 
democratic and less exploitative. 

Commentators often point to the increasing and deepening internationaliza
tion of production and finance, especially after the dramatic changes of the early 
1970s, as the very essence of globalization. \Ve agree that production and 
finance are essential elements of this story, but see much more at stake. This 
internationalization is bound up with a host of political and cultural changes. 
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One element that has been under-theorized is the ideological terrain of global
ization. The increasing integration of global financial and commodity markets 
has made even the most remote painfully aware of the vagaries of quicksilver 
capitaL However, while markets become more integrated, the various stories 
people tell themselves to understand these changes vary dramatically. From 
Buchanan, Haider, and LePen, to the Australian 'One Nation' movement, xeno
phobic backlashes entailing reassertion of economic, cultural or racial 
nationalisms are an all too common response. \Vhile condemnation of racism 
and xenophobia is ob\iously necessary, attempting to understand the roots of 
these political responses is just as vital to a progressive politics. It is unacceptable 
to merely dismiss such responses in the hope that they will disappear with the 
next predicted up-tick in asset value, for this amounts to disengagement from the 
ideological struggles which will determine the form and political significance of 
'globalization' (see Rupert 2000). 

There is a sense in which 'freedom', as understood under capitalist social rela
tions, entails meaningful historical progress over and against feudal relations of 
personal dependence and extra-economic coercion, but is nonetheless a self~ 

limiting, contradictory concept, producing effects that might potentially generate 
political friction, struggle, and transformation. We take Marx seriously ·when he 
argues that under capitalism workers are free in a dual sense - free of ownership 
of the means of production (and thus compelled to sell his or her labour-power) 
but also juridically fi:ee and formally equal (Jvian;: l977a: 272) .. 'The sphere of 
circulation or commodity exchange, within whose boundaries the sale and 
purchase of labor-power goes on, is in fact a very Eden of the innate rights of 
man. It is the exclusive realm of Freedom, Equality, Property and Bentham' 
(Marx 1977a: 280). Freedom, equality, property and Bentham (self~interest) is 
shorthand for juridically free and equal persons meeting in the market to 
exchange their property in mutually beneficial transactions - the core of liber
alism's entire aimited) \ision of social life. The sarcasm detectable in l\farx's 
justly famous passage reminds us of the irony that although people may appear 
as juridically free and equal in the sphere of circulation, relations of private 
ownership \\ithin the sphere of capitalist production subvert both equality and 
freedom. Capitalism creates new historical possibilities even as it negates or 
distorts their potential for self~development. The profound ironies of capitalist 
social life are the sources of Marx's critical leverage, and may become crucial 
sites of political resistance. As it reproduces itself on a more global scale, the 
janus-faced character of capitalism is no less e\ident: globalizing capitalism 
entails manifold contradictions and creates the conditions of existence from 
which new forms of social organization might conceivably emerge. 

This dialectic is not limited to class. Divisions based on gender; nationality; and 
other forms of identity exist in uneasy, complex relationships to class. To our 
minds historical materialism is essential to an understanding of this dialectic, but 
is not by itself sufficient. We argue that historical materialism needs to rethink 
some of its more economistic assumptions if it wishes to effectively engage tl1e 
politics of globalization. By doing so we hope to suggest that there are possibilities 
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for unity through difference that can contest the hegemonic project of globaliza
tion driven by the dictates of capital accumulation. We have developed a set of 
provisional claims that address specific elements of our perspective on globaliza
tion. A connecting thread runs throughout our discussions a refusal to always 
and forever privilege class processes, and the concomitant refusal to ignore them. 
\Ve understand historical materialism as an open-ended mode of inquiry that is, 
to echo Stuart Hall, 'without guarantees'. 

Globalization: 'It's the real thing' 

While it is possible to exaggerate the novelty and extent of contemporary mani
festations of 'globalization', there are real material processes underlying the 
emergence of even the most extreme versions of the globalization thesis. These 
processes are historically distinct, \Yith a correspondingly unique politics. 
Globalizing capitalism has emerged in a particular historical context, and has 
been the political project of a transnational historic bloc (van der Pijl 1984, 
1998; Cox 1987; Gill 1990; Rupert 1995, 2000). Constmcting the institutional 
infi:·astructure of international trade and finance, this historic bloc fostered the 
growth of international trade and investment through the post-war decades, 
especially within the so-called 'triad' regions. In this context, trade led the post
war boom, with trade in manufactured goods expanding most dramatically 
(Dicken 1992: 18). \Vl1ile exports grew faster than output, foreign investment 
grew faster still. Direct foreign investment and, debatably, transnational 
production and intra-firm trade (c£: Dicken 1992: 48-9; Agnew and Corbridge 
1995: 169; Perraton et al. 1997: 263-4; Henwood 1997: 15; Feenstra 1998; 
Bordo et al. 1999) - emerged as important forms of transnational economic 
linkage. The traditional global division of labour - in which manufacturing 
activities were concentrated in the advanced capitalist 'core' areas, while 'periph
eral' areas were limited to primary production was breached as newly 
industrializing countries (NICs) emerged as significant producers of manufac
tured goods for the world economy ( cf. Dicken 1992: chap. 2; Gordon 1988). 
Finally, excess liquidity, the collapse of the Bretton Woods fixed rate regime, and 
the emergence of offshore xenocurrency markets, together resulted in rapidly 
growing volumes of foreign exchange trading and speculative international 
investment which dwarf the currency reserves of governments and can readily 
inundate, or leave high and dry, the financial markets of particular nations 
(Wachtel 1990; Agnew and Corbridge 1995: 171-8; Perraton et al. 1997: 
265-71). 

The above suggests that the processes associated with globalization are not 
without author, though the significance of these processes remains an open ques
tion. Often, the debate around globalization represents itself as an either/ or 
proposition. Either globalization has resulted in a borderless world of factor 
price equalization and the disciplining of all state governments who foolishly 
dare to challenge the dictates of the market, or globalization is 'globaloney' 
hype and hysteria that are all out of proportion to the degree of openness in the 
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contemporary global economy (which in some ways may be less open than 
during the classical Gold Standard period). 

We reject the formulation of the globalization question in bipolar 'either I or' 
terms. Instead, we seek to contribute to the recasting of this debate. ·while the 
empirical record suggests that globalization is in fact neither/nor but somewhere 
in between, the import of globalization cannot be determined by purely empir
ical measures. \Ve understand globalization not as an event or a condition, nor 
even an accretion of secular trends, but as the continuation of an ongoing 
process of social self~production, structured by particular social power relations 
but pregnant with possible futures, implicitly political, contestable and contested. 

Borrmving from Perraton et al. (1997) two broad categories of commentary 
about globalization can be defined. The hyper-globalization school (Reich 1991; 
Ohmae 1990; others) sees changes in global production and finance resulting in 
a frictionless political economy that leaves states in a reactive mode to the 
dictates of capital. The globali~ation sceptics (Gordon 1988; Hirst and Thompson 
1996; Weiss 1998; Sutcliffe and Glyn 1999) find that most of these claims have 
been greatly exaggerated and that states and other political actors need not 
cower in the face of international capital movements. The hyper-globalization 
school defend their hypothesis by appealing to empirical measures of globally 
integrated production techniques by TNCs, the internationalization of services, 
massive and turbulent flows of portfolio investment, large speculative currency 
flows (vastly outstripping the necessities of foreign trade) and the increasing 
efforts of states to make their investment environment more solicitous to the 
demands of investors. There is much to support this thesis. It is undeniable that 
the post-war order has seen the institutionalization of an open and liberal polit
ical economy. Whatever the measure, it is clear that the globalization of fmance 
and production has resulted in a definite quantitative acceleration of inter
dependence and openness since 1945. The collapse of the Bretton Woods 
exchange rate system and end of the Cold War haven't slowed this trend, but 
have accelerated it. 

The global sceptics acknowledge as much, but don't see a qualitatively 
different world. On a variety of empirical measures the current global economy 
is similar to, or only marginally different from, the close of the nineteenth 
century: This view sees the enormous disruptions of the First and Second World 
\Vars (and the inter-war period) as aberrations with the modern era a return to 
the status quo ante. Perraton et al. have isolated four main objections by the scep
tics, paraphrased below: 

Economic activity is more nationally based than a globalized economy 
would suggest. 

2 Globalization is more accurately internationalization, the interaction of 
well-defined and quite sovereign territorial units rather than a borderless 
world. 

3 Global flows (as domestic/international ratios) are similar to the end of the 
nineteenth centUI)c 
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+ Globalization is often a reflection of regionalization, the heightened interac
tion of self-contained regions, rather than an increase in globalized flows. 

Perraton et a!. rightly object to many of these assessments because of the 
imputed end-state such measures suggest. The sceptics conceptualize globaliza
tion as some terminus against which current global flows can be measured. 
Utilizing such a standard insures a diminution of the impact of actually existing 
globalization by establishing a base-line of the perfectly globalized economy. 
Perraton et a!. prefer to conceptualize globalization as a process. \Ve find this 
analytically superior in that it allows for a more nuanced and subtle assessment 
of the openness of the global economy. It rejects the either/ or option in favour 
of a continuum, a \ision of relations in process. It allows for a recognition that the 
sovereignty of a state can remain largely intact even as certain policy options 
become increasingly problematic. Importantly for our political purposes, iliis 
view sees globalization as an ongoing process that does not have a predeter
mined end but is in a state of dynamic flux, politically indeterminate. 

Globalization and class 

Insofar as these material processes represent a continuation of capitalism's long
standing globalizing tendencies, relations of class and class-based social powers 
are inextricably bound up with these material processes. Historical materialism 
remains an indispensable resource for critical analyses of these processes, and the 
political possibilities they may entail. 

This is, of course, not a thesis commonly found in popular treatments of 
globalizing capitalism. In his best-selling book, New lark Times global affairs 
columnist Thomas Friedman celebrates what he imagines to be the egalitarian 
tendencies of this newest capitalism, creating 'super-empowered individuals' 
and, in effect, erasing distinctions of class: 'For the first time in American history 
both Joe Si.:x-pack and Billionaire Bob are watching CNBC to see how their 
shares in the market are faring' (Friedman 1999: I 05). 'Soon', Friedman gushes, 
'everyone will have a virtual seat on the New York Stock Exchange' ( 1999: 38). 
Despite hallucinogenic liberal triumphalism of this sort, the classical Marxian 
concept of class based upon relationship to the means of production seems to us 
no less relevant than it was in Marx's lifetime. Friedman's flights of fantasy 
notwithstanding, by the late 1990s the ownership of wealth in the USA was 
more unequal than at any time since the late 1920s. According to Federal 
Reserve data for 1998, the wealthiest 10 per cent of Americans owned over 82 
per cent of stock and 86 per cent of bonds owned by individuals (including indi
rect ownership through mutual funds), as well as over 91 per cent of business 
assets. Like a black hole, capitalist wealth is increasingly concentrated, massive 
and dense closer to the core: ownership of iliese financial and business assets is 
even more disproportionately concentrated in the wealthiest half of I per cent of 
the population, who owned over 31 per cent of stocks, more than 32 per cent of 
bonds, and almost 33 per cent of business assets (Henwood 2000: 3). To these 
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relations of class correspond particular kinds of social power, Owners of the 
means of production may be socially empowered as emplo)'CIS and as investoJS, and 
both aspects of capitalist class pmver are enhanced by the realiry and the ideo
logical constructions of globalizing capitalism. 

Again, let us take the USA as an example. Data generated by Kra\·is and 
Lipsey (1992) suggest that eYen while the USA (as a territorial entity) lost around 
one-third of its share of \1·orlcl exports of manufactures between 1966 and 
1986-8. USA-based multinationals maintained their global share by shifting 
their production for world export markets towards majority-owned foreign affili
ates (I\IOFAs), whose export share increased oyer this period. 'In 1986-88, US 
multinationals were exporting more from their OYerseas afflliates than they were 
from the United States' (K.ravis and Lipsey 1992: 191). E\idence such as this 
seems to suaaest that owr the last sewral decades transnational production for 
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world markets has to a significant degree displaced export production from 
within the territorial USA. Nominally American multinational firms have main
tained their global competitive position, but their US workers now produce less 
for \mrlcl markets while workers employed by their foreign affiliates produce 
more. Further inclicatiw of this tendency; employment in the manufacturing 
MOFAs of USA-based firms grew from 2.+ million in 1966 to almost +.I million 
in 1987, an increase of about 70 per cent. Although direct foreign investment by 
US-based firms has remained hea\·ily concentrated in the de\·eloped market 
economies, after 1966 employment by US I\INCs engaged in manufacturing in 
the newly industrializing countries - especially in Brazil, Mexico, and Asia 
gre\1. almost fiye times as rapidly as did such employn1ent in the developed coun
tries. This suggests that US-based I\li'JCs may haw sought to transfer some of 
their more labour-intensive manufacturing acti\ ities to these areas (Dicken 1992: 
3 l-3, 39-67). Further, internationalized production has dramatically affected 
manufacturing within the USA: the import content of US-finished manufactures 
has increased eightfold from 3 per cent throughout most of this century and as 
late as 1963, to U per cent in 1983 (Held et a!. 1999: 174). Reflecting the 
increased siQllificance of multinational firms as mediators between the USA and 
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the world economv. Dicken claims that intra-firm trade now constitutes more 
than half of all US trade, an argument buttressed and extended by Feenstra 
(Dicken 1992: +8-9; Feenstra 1998; but compare Henwood 1997). 

Employers are fully aware of the fearful dependence of working people upon 
their jobs, and in an era of increasingly transnationalized investment and 
production are prepared to exploit this economic insecurity as a source of work
place poweL Employers now commonly threaten to close plants and eliminate 
jobs \1·hen they are faced with unionization drives or new collective bargaining 
situations According to one of the most comprehensive and systematic studies of 
unionization campaigns in the post-NAFTA period, this type of workplace extor
tion has taken a \ ariety of forms: 

specific unambiguous threats ranged from attaching shipping labels to 
equipment throughout the plant with a Mexican address, to posting maps of 
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North America with an arrow pomtmg from the current plant site to 
Mexico, to a letter directly stating that the company will have to shut down 
if the union wins the election" 

Between 1993 and 1995, such threats accompanied at least half of all union 
certification elections in the USA (Bronfenbrenner 1997: 8-9). In the words of 
one auto worker contemplating his future in a transnationalized economy, the 
threat of runaway jobs 'puts the fear in you' (quoted in Rupert 1995: 195); and, 
of course, it is intended to do so. 

Bronfenbrenner's study demonstrates effectively the importance of percep
tions about globalization, After the passage of NAFTA the bargaining 
environment changed not necessarily because of actual plant movement 
(although some of that has occurred) but because of tlze widely perceived possibilifJ' of 
plant movement. A plant that effectively forestalls an organizing drive by such 
threats (however realistic) achieves an outcome that is not measurable in terms of 
capital movement, employment changes, etc Yet, the outcome of this conflict 
has been dramatically affected by the liberalization of trade and investment 
through the NAFTA agreement. However great or little the job 
creation/ destruction of NA.FTA, the political environment that workers face has 
changed, and their bargaining power has been efiectively attenuated. There 
seems to be sufficient cause in their minds to understand globalization as a cred
ible threat to their job security and their livelihoods. To the extent that they 
become embedded in popular common sense, ideological constructions of 'foot
loose capital' - along with its evil twin, the discourse of 'competitiveness' in a 
seamless global economy - enhance the effective power of capital relative to 
working people. 

These shifting relations of power have had measurable efiects. Real wages of 
working people have been in a long-term decline since the early mid-1970s, with 
growth in real wages lagging further and further behind producti\ity growth, 
Reflecting shifting power relations within the historical structures of contempo
rary capitalism, we suspect that these processes are likely to be only temporarily 
retarded by the 1990s 'boom' - the longest business cycle expansion in US 
history but relatively feeble in its effects on the economic and political circum
stances of working people (Bernstein and Mishel 1999). This intensified 
exploitation of workers is a large part of the explanation for higher corporate 
profits, a record-setting stock market, and extravagant growth in executive 
compensation. In an environment where the rewards to corporate managers and 
investors have far outstripped the wages of working people, it should not be 
surprising to discover that inequalities of wealth are at historically high levels 
(Henwood 2000; also Wolff 1995: 7; and Mishel et aL 1997: 278-81 ), 

Increasing inequality in the USA mirrors global processes. As more states 
embrace and deepen neoliberal market-driven policies, the world economy 
becomes increasingly polarized. According to the United Nations Development 
Report of 1999, the income gap between the globe's richest and poorest quin
tiles 'was 7 4 to I in 1997, up from 60 to I in 1990 and 30 to 1 in 1960'. By the 
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late 1990s, the fifth of the world's population li\ ing in the highest income coun
tries had 86 per cent of world GDP, 82 per cent of world market exports, 68 per 
cent of foreign direct investment, and 74 per cent of the \\·odd's telephone lines; 
\\·hile the poorest fifth had only about 1 per cent of each of these (UNDP 1999: 

Evidence such as this points towards the emergence of an unprecedentedly 
hierarchic global political economy, \\·hich concentrates power and wealth effec
tivelv in the hands of the wealthiest people in the richest countries. 

Employers and im·estors in the USA, and globally, have enjoyed the fruits of 
their enhanced social poweL But this power is not confined within the bound
aries of the 'economy'; it has broader political manifestations as welL 'E\·en in 
a society whose government meets the liberal democratic ideal, capital has a 
kind of veto power m·er public policy that is quite independent of its ability to 
intervene directly in elections or in state decision making' (Bowles and Gintis 
!986: 88)" E\·en, if members of the owning class were somehow unable or 
unwillino- to access political influence through manipulation of their relation-

e . I 
ships with panicular politicians or ofiicials, they would nonetheless be umque Y 

Privileaed bv \irtue of their structural situation and social powers. Insofar as 
0 ' 

the state under capitalism depends for its economic vitality upon the invest-
ment acti\ities of a class of 'private' owners of the social means of production, 
it is effectively subject to their collecti\·e blackmail. If a state fails to maintain 
conditions of 'business confidence' (Block 1977: 16), or if it enacts policies 
which appear threatening to the interests of the owning class, investors may 
subject the state to a 'capital strike' dri\·ing up interest rates, depressing levels 
of economic acti\ity, thrm\·ing people out of work, exacerbating the fiscal crisis 
of the state and endangering the popular legitimacy of the incumbent govern
ment. Thus are market values enforced upon governments which claim to be 
responsi\·e to popular democratic pressures" 'The presumed sovereignty of the 
democratic citizenry fails in the presence of the capital strike' (Bowles and 

Gintis 1986: 90). 
Ideologies of globalization can also operate so as to constrain fi.trther the 

(already limited) possibilities of democratically enacted public policy. The 
volum~ and speed of foreign exchange trading and international capital flows 
has heightened the disciplinary effect of a threatened capital strike. 
Governments are increasingly obliged to weigh carefi.tlly their welfare, fiscal and 
monetarv policies aaainst the interests of investors who may exit en masse in 
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response to expectations of lower relative interest rates or higher relative infla-
tion rates. IntensifYing this disciplinary effect is an ideology of globalizat~on 
which prioritizes the interests of investors" The particular interests of the owrung 
class are represented as if they were the general interests of all: 'since profit is the 
necessary condition of universal expansion, capitalists appear within capitalist 
societies. as bearers of a universal interest' (Przeworski quoted in Thomas 1994: 
15 3). In this ideological construction, the social and moral claims of working 
people and the poor are reduced to the pleadings of 'special interests'. which 
must be resisted in order to secure the conditions of stable accumulation. In 

\Villiam Greider's apt summary, 
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Like bondholders in general, the new governing consensus explicitly 
assumed that faster economic growth was dangerous threatening to the 
stable financial order so nations were efiectively blocked from measures 
that might reduce permanent unemployn1ent or ameliorate the decline in 
wages .... Governments were expected to withdraw more and more benefits 
from de~ende~t classes of citizens - the poor and elderly and unemployed 
but also m vanous ways from the broad middle class. in order to honor their 
obligations to the creditor class . . . . 

(Greider 1997: 298, 308) 

To tl1e extent that state managers understand the world in terms of ideolo2ies of 
hyper-globalization (e.g. Reich 1991) this very real disciplinary power is i~tensi
fied to the point that consideration of effectively pro-worker or environmentallv 
friendly policies is precluded, and policies may be specifically designed to attra;t 
and hold (putatively footloose) capital by offering the most favourable business 
climate possible. 

Historical materialism and critique 

!hese material processes of globalizing capitalism are not prescripted and 
r~eluctable, but contradictory and contestable. They may be interpreted in 
difierent ways, and their political effects and possibilities will be mediated bv the 
soci_al :ne~nings att~ched to _t~em. Historical materialist critiques imply- that 
capitalrsm s abstraction of polrtics from the economy and the naturalization of a 
civil ~ociety of abstract individuals are historical conditions which are open to 
question and hence potentially to transformation. This transformation would 
necessarily entail (but not necessarily be limited to) the re-politicization and 
democratization of the economy and of civil society, such that thev cease to be 
pseudo-objective and apparently natural conditions which confront isolated indi
vid~~ls as a~1 ineluctable external 'reality'. Rather; they would become explicitly 
political - srtes for; and objects of; reflective dialogue and contestation. mutable 
aspects of a broad process of social self~determination. . 

Accepting in broad outline Marx's analysis of the structure and dynamics of 
capitalism (e.g. 1971: 20 1-2), Antonio Gramsci resisted more mechanical and 
economistic interpretations of Marx. For Gramsci, progressive social change 
must be produced by historically situated social agents whose actions are enabled 
and constrained by their social self~ understandings (1971: 164-5. 326. 37 5-777. 
420). Popul~r 'common sense' ilien becomes a critical ten·~in o.f political 
~truggl~ (19 I 1: 323-34, 419-25). Gramsci's theorization of a social politics of 
Ideologrcal struggle which he called 'war of position' to distinguish it from a 
Bolsh_evik strategy of frontal assault on the state (1971: 229-39, 242-3) -
cont:rbut~d to ~he historical materialist project of de-reifYing capitalist social 
relations (mcludmg state-based conceptions of politics) and constructincr an alter
native - more enabling, participatory, democratic social order o~1t of the 
historical conditions of capitalism. Gramsci's project entailed addressing popular 
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common sense, making explicit ilie tensions and contradictions within it as well 
as the socio-political consequences of these, in order to enable critical social 
analysis and transformative political practice. 

From this perspectiv·e, we have found non-teleological conceptions of histor
ical materialism to be politically congenial. Stuart Hall's vision of 'marxism 
\\·ithout guarantees' foregrounds the significance of ideological struggle. 'Without 
presuming a pre-determined outcome, Hall is seeking to understand the condi
tions and processes through which ideological self~understandings are formed 
and reformed within particular historical circumstances. \Ve understand Hall to 
be suggesting that class relations are human social products, contradictory and 
contested, and in no sense 'exogenous' or simply pre-given. Like all social struc
tures, the class-based organization of production does not (re-)produce itself 
automatically but through the actions of concretely situated social agents, agents 
,,·hose self~understandings and political horizons may be shaped by ideologies 
which foreground social identities other than class. 'It is therefore possible', Hall 
tells us, 

to hold both the proposition that material interests help to structure ideas 
and the proposition that position in the social structure has the tendency to 
influence the direction of social thought, without also arguing that material 
factors uni\·ocally determine ideology or that class position represents a 
guarantee that a class will have the appropriate forms of consciousness. 

(Hall 1988: 45) 

Hall's Gramsci is one who sees history as a complex and contradictory story of 
social self~production under specific social circumstances; it is, in Gramsci's 
words, a process of 'becoming which ~ .. does not start from unity, but contains in 
itself the reasons for a possible unity' (Gramsci 1971: 355-6). 

\Ve understand this to mean that the class-based relations of production 
under capitalism create the possibilifv of particular kinds of agency, but tl1ese 
possibilities can only be realized through the political practices of concretely situ
ated social actors, practices which must negotiate the tensions and possibilities -
the multiple social identities, powers, and forms of agency resident within 
popular common sense. Insofar as Marx's social ontology posits the internal rela
tion of human beings, their social relations, and their natural environment, we 
would suggest that v-arious non-class social determinations are always already 
present \lithin processes of social self-production, and that these should be 
explicitly addressed in an effective anti-capitalist politics. 

Critique of competitiveness ideology 

Ideologies of globalization which centre around competitiveness - wheilier cast in 
terms of competition among abstract individuals in a market, or in terms of 
economic, cultural or racial nationalisms - effectiv-ely reinforce ilie class-based 
powers available to the owners of capitaL and divide and disempmrer non-m~ners. 
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A crucial terrain of struggle for contestations of 'common sense', and an impor
tant correlate of globalization, is the relentless discourse of 'competitiveness'. 
Nation-states and municipalities ofler subsidies and tax incentives in order to 
remain competitive in the market of firm placement. Firms lay-off workers, cut 
\vages, and seek out production sites with lower wage or la..x environmental and 
labour standards (among other things) in the name of competitiveness. \\'orkers 
feel compelled continually w sharpen skills and improve their marketability, or 
more often \\·ork longer hours for less pay, because it appears as self-e,-ident that 
something called the international economy (and hence, the domestic economy) 
is a very competitive place and, therefore, their livelihoods are continually at risk. 

The explosion, since the mid-to-late 1970s, of both popular and academic 
literature that relates to competitiveness demonstrates two things. First, there is 
something going on that encourages authors and academics to think about and 
make prescriptions about competitiveness. Second, the variety of approaches in 
the literature reveal much agreement about something called competitiveness 
requiring a response from states, firms, and workers and very little agreement 
about what this response should be. 

\Vhat is interesting about the competiti\·eness issue is the importance of the 
actions taken in its name when there seems so little agreement on what competi
tiveness is or should be. Communities are devastated, vast numbers of workers 
are laid-off and very many more feel their li,·elihoods imperilled, and states, 
counties, and municipalities forego significant public revenues, all in the name of 
this quite nebulous concept of competitiwness. \Vhile commentary ,·aries 
dramatically, imestors seem to be of one mind about \\·hat competitiveness 
means. A seemingly guaranteed strategy for a dramatic increase in the value of a 
large firm's stock is the announcement of lay-offs in the name of international 
competitiveness (Herm·ood 1997). While profit rates soar; firms plead that 
competitiveness compels them to cut jobs and wages. There can be no dearer 
indication of how class interests diverge around the issue of 'competitiveness'. 

The notion of competitiwness is sufficiently indeterminate to mean nearly all 
things to all people. No less an authority than the eminent economist Paul 
Krugman (199+) has argued competiti\·eness is 'a dangerous obsession'. 
Krugman argues that nation-states don't compete meaningfi.llly in any economic 
sense. Krugman is right but for the wrong reasons. States do compete. They don't 
compete qua firms but for firms - competing in v·arious ways to secure an attrac
tive em-ironment for capital. 'While it is true that states do not compete in the 
same fashion as firms, Krugman doesn't demonstrate the irrele\·ance of competi
tiveness discourse by such a conclusion. Krugman's argument demonstrates 
something important the notion of competitiveness has resonance regardless of 
its accuracy in describing the reality of competitive pressures on nations, firms, 
plants or workers.. Even in the absence of acute competitive pressure, the 
rhetoric of competitiveness fosters an env-ironment that hem -ily favours the 
owners of capital and challenges attempts at solidarity. \Vhen workers, states and 
communities are pitted against each other in a 'race to the bottom' or in move
ments towards downward harmonization, the competition is not between firms 
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but between the owners of the means of production and those whose income is 
derived from labow: On this v-iew, competitiveness can be understood as a 
rhetorical tool in the competition over the div-ision of surplus. 

Fro:m competitiveness to solidarity? 

Resistance to the globalizing powers of capital may be enabled by ideologies of 
transnational solidarity, grounded in - if not wholly determined by capital's 
increasingly transnational subsumption of labour, and the intensified exploita
tion this entails. The globalization of production has increased the need for 
ideologies of resistance that are global as well. A new internationalism seems to 
be recognizing the necessity of rethinking traditional forms of labour organiza
tion and the irreducibility of class, race, and gender~ Theoretical work 
em-isioning new possibilities of international organizing have recognized as 
much. DeMartino's (2000) 'Social-Index Tariff Structure' (SITS) policy 
approach suggests that trade be discouraged with social tariffs to the extent that 
competitive advantage is gained by worker repression, em-ironmental degrada
tion, exploitation of women and children, and prison and slave labour. The 
SITS approach seeks to establish criteria that allow trade to flourish, but only 
trade that does not gain advantage through exploitation. Kidder and McGinn 
(1995) have suggested that transnational worker networks (TIVNs) be encour
aged in place of bureaucratic stluctures that may be too rigid to move quickly or 
embrace multifaceted movements. TIVNs are conceived as loose coalitions that 
can form around broadly progressive themes in order to check the suzerainty of 
transnational capital without succumbing to one-dimensional su·uggles. In the 
wake of NAFTA, cross-border solidarity efforts have mushroomed. The 
Coalition for Justice in the lVIaquiladoras, a loose-knit coalition of maquiladora 
workers and progressive, grass-roots groups from lVIexico, Canada, and the 
United States, exemplify a TIVN that is truly transnationaL Moody's (1997) 
'v-ision of a transnational social movement unionism is like'vv-ise encouraging, 
rethinking traditional labour politics in an em-ironment of transnational produc
tion. All of these approaches recognize that exclusively local resistance to 
globalization is insufficient and ultimately self-defeating. 

There are early but significant signs of a growing internationalism in labour 
solidarity: An important example of a truly global campaign was the 
Ravenswood Aluminum campaign in the early 1990s. Herod (1995) and 
Juracvich and Bronfenbrenner (1999) have documented the extensive reach of 
this campaign. Ravenswood Aluminum Corporation (RAC), located near 
Ravenswood, West Virginia, locked out its unionized workforce (United Steel 
Workers of America, USVVA) in 1990 in order to break the union. The corpo
rate ownership of RAC is complicated, but it included Marc Rich an American 
with vast holdings in firms in forty countries. Rich was indicted in 1985 for ta..x 
evasion, fraud, and other federal violations and fled to Switzerland from where 
he managed his im·estments (until his recent pardon by the outgoing Clinton 
administration) .. 
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The USWA and AFL-CIO took a multifaceted approach to the lockout and 
included a strong international dimension in their campaign .. Linking up vvith 
the International Ivietalworkers Federation (II\IF), the International 
Confederation of Free Trade Unions (ICFTlJ), and a host of other national and 
imernarional labour groups and secretariats, the campaign organized resistance 
to all manner of I\Iarc Rich's business dealings. From organizing public relations 
pressure embarrassing Rich to organizing mass demonstrations to preYent Rich 
from acquiring recently privatized firms in Eastern Europe, the international 
campaign made RAC a significant thorn in the side of I\Iarc Rich. End-user 
boycotts were organized and heads of state including Vacla\· Ha\·el and I\1ichael 
Manley weighed in on the side of labour when Rich attempted to acquire firms 
in their countries .. The campaign was effectiw in industrialized as well as devel
oping countries. The lockout was ended with a new contract in the spring of 
1992. The contract prO\ided for dismissal of replacement workers, reinstatement 
of locked-out workers with full seniority and wage and pension increases. 

The effecri\·eness of the RA.C campaign demonstrates the possibility of inter
national resistance to capital. Herod argues that an important insight of the 
RAC campaign is the willingness of the participants to define community in a 
broad, not parochial, sense (l99S). Local resistances to globalization choose to 
define community geographically; not in terms of interests or identity. 
Importantly, the RAC campaign utilized global resources and both thought and 
acted globally in the face of globally active capitaL Further; labour groups were 
actiw on the basis of international solidari{J'. Herod ( 199 7) has demonstrated that 
labour has ahvays been international in a sense, but that far too often it was 
focused on securing national labour goals and frequently acted against interna
tional solidarit;.: The new internationalism aspires to be more truly international 
in its struggles. 

A.nother interesting dewlopment in the new internationalism has been the 
willingness of industrialized and developing countries' labour unions to act coop
eratively Estrada-Levinson and Frundt ( 199S) have argued that international 
efforts were crucial to Guatemalan organizing of its Coca-Cola bottling plant, 
and continues to be important in the attempted organization of maquiladora 
processing plants. A further development that heightens the necessity for interna
tional solidarity has been the large number of immigrants that often find 
themselves forced into unskilled factory work in hostile environments. Exploring 
an example of this phenomenon demonstrates the importance of international 
solidarity even \\·here it seems least likely to occur~ 

The Peerless Clothing corporation is one of the largest manufacturers of 
men's suits in North America. 1 Peerless' factory in Quebec employs roughly 
2,+00 workers, over 80 per cent immigrants from Bangladesh, Pakistan, 
Vietnam, Laos, Guatemala, Cambodia (Kampuchea) and other countries. 
Peerless actively recruits immigrants for their assumed docility in the face of 
management pressure, their willingness to accept sub-par wages for the industry 
and the assumed disunity that such a polyglot workforce seems to represent. 
Peerless utilizes a company union called Fraternite. Many of the workers at 
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Peerless have found the company union to be ineffective in addressing 
grie\·ances. Important!;; the grievances of labour at Peerless are not solely 
centred around \\·ages, but also are concerned \\·ith racism and sexual harass
ment in the workplace. 

A campaign was launched by UNITE in November of 199S to organize the 
workers under an independent union. As could be expected, initially language 
difficulties \\·ere problematic for organization. HO\\-e\·er, UNITE, combined \\·ith 
others sy1npathetic to the campaign, were able to form a coalition of acti\·ists 
and trade unionists centred around bridging language barriers. Trade unionists 
were actually flmm from Bangladesh to assist in organizing the Bengali-speaking 
workers (in the dead of winter no less!). The trade unionists were women affili
ated with BIG\YU, a Bangladeshi trade union .. Sy1npathizers fi·om Guatemala, 
Bangladesh, Vietnam, Sri Lanka and the Philippines among others have either 
'isited or participated locally (emigrants) in the campaign, This kind of acti\ity 
is a unique example of an outside-in approach in that Peerless is not a global 
firm, but it is being confronted by an international force. 

\\'hile these examples only scratch the surface of ne\\" forms of resistance in 
the face of ne\r forms of exploitation, they demonstrate that international soli
darity is a \ ery real possibility. \ \'hile these forms of solidarity often emanate 
fiom class struggles, they are not wholly determined by class. The dramatic 
events at the Seattle meetings intended to inaugurate a new round of \\'TO talks 
testify to the potential of a transnational and multifaceted resistance to elements 
of globalization. \ Vhile the real effects of the decidedly indeterminate negation 
of 'the battle in Seattle' remain to be seen, it serYes as further e\·idence of the 
nascent transnational resistance to capitalist globalization. The global expansion 
of solidarit;.' networks may be the corollary to the global expansion of produc
tion and exchange. 

Unity through difference? 

This cosmopolitan project of resistance is complicated, hO\\·ever; by the situation 
of productive acti\ity within a nexus of relations \\·hich - as :Marx steadfastly 
maintained - is at once natural and sociaL \ \'e believe this implies that at the 
point of production, where the necessary social interchange \\ith the natural 
world takes place, various hisrorically specific social determinations are a!read_r 
present. These may entail a \·ar·iet;.' of 'extra-economic' or non-class-based social 
identities and power relations variously articulated with class. 

Construction of democratizing projects which would challenge the global
izing social pO\rers of capital, then, requires the formulation of ideologies of 
globalization which speak to the complex social situations in \rhich the \\·or!d 
economy's \\aged and un-waged \VOrkers find themseh-es. If such projects are to 
forge a unified resistance ro globalizing capitalism, they must find ways to artietr
late class-based identities with other social identities and powers already resident 
and active within the popular common sense of working people in various parts 
of the world. 
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This implies negotiation with issues of gende1; race, postcoloniality, and other 
facets of identity politics. A strong case can be made that processes of class 
formation within the US political economy have been integrally related to 
construction of racial identities and systems of white dominance (Goldfield 
1997). Indeed for at least five hundred years, racialized identities and ideologies 
of racial hierarchy have been used to justify the domination and exploitation of 
peoples of colour by Europeans and North Americans (Sta\Tianos 1981; Hall 
1996). We recognize that this history poses serious issues for any project of 
transnational political solidarity, if it is to avoid replacing one structure of 
\\'estern white male power with another. \ Ve believe that historical materialism 
has much to learn on this score from struggles over race and postcoloniality 
within the feminist mowmem (Gabriel and Macdonald 1994; Pettman 1996; 
Eschle 200 I). While it is beyond the scope of this chapter to engage substantively 
with these debates (see Rupert 2000), we want at least to acknowledge their rele
vance to an historical materialism which projects its emancipatory horizons on a 
global scale. 

We conclude that progressiws in the age of globalizing capitalism cannot 
afiord to presume the emergence of a simple and homogeneous identity such as 
'global proletariat'. Rathe1; a political mo\·ement must be built through the 
recognition that those exploited and dominated by globalizing capitalism share a 
potential unity in \iew of their common structural relation to capital, but that 
this commonality is embedded in and mediated by manifold social relations 
which mark them ofi· as meaningfi.1lly different. \\'e are arguing, in other words, 
that a democratizing transnational social mm·ement can only be constructed 
through the negotiation of difierence, and that ideological struggles to construct 
a common political project must recognize and respect these difierences if they 
are to attain their object. 

Note 

The information presented here was acquired by Scott Solomon in interviews with 
Josh Remis and Sam Luebke of l'NITE during December 1996. 
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