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FOREWORD 

We have just left the twentieth century, described by capital's 

most vocal apologists as "the American century." This view is 

voiced as if the October Revolution of 1917, or the Chinese and 
Cuban Revolutions and the colonial liberation struggles in the 

following decades had never taken place. not to mention the 

humiliating defeat directly suffered by the mighty United States in 

Viemarn. Indeed, the uncritical defenders of the established order 
confidently antidpate that not only the coming century but the 

whole of the next millennium is destined to conform to the 

unchallengeable rules of Pax Americana. Yet, no matter how much 
the relation of forces has been realigned in capital's favor in the 
last decade, the deep-seated causes beneath the major social earth­
quakes of the twentieth century mentioned above--to which one 

could add quite a few more, positive and negative alike, including 

two world wars-have not been resolved by subsequent develop­
ments. On the contrary. with every new phase of forced postpone­
ment the capital system's contradiCtions can only be aggravated, 

bringing with them ever greater danger. for the very survival of 
humanity. 

The insolubility of our sodal antagonisms, coupled with capi­

tal's uncontrollability, may well continue to generate for some time 
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the atmosphere of triumphalism as well as the disOrienting illu­

sions of permanency, as they did in the recent past. But in due 

course the accumulating and destructively intensifying problems 

must be confronted. For if the next century is really going to be 

capital's triumphant "American century," there will be no more 

centuries for humans afterwards, let alone a full millennium. 

Saying this has nothing to do with "anti-Americanism." In 1992 
I expressed my conviction that 

The future of socialism will be decided in the United States, 

however pessimistic this may sound. I try to hint at this iu the last 

section of The Power of Ideology where I discuss the problem of 

universality.' Socialism either can assert itself universally and in 

such a way that it embraces all areas, including the most developed 
capitalise areas of the world, or it won't succeed. 1 

Given the present stage of development, with its gravely inter­

twined problems crying out for a lasting solution, only a univer­

sally viable approach can work. But despite its enforced 

"globalization," capital's incurably iniquitous system is structuraJJy 

incompatible with univmality in any meaningful sense of the term. 

PART I 

SOCIALISM OR BARBARISM:
 

FROM THE "AMERICAN CENTURY"
 

TO THE CROSSROADS
 

1. CAPITAL-THE LIVING CONTRADICTION 

1.1 

Whatever claims are made for the ongOing process of globali­

zation, there can be no universality in the social world without 

substantive equality. EVidently, therefore, the capital system, in all of 

its historically known or conceivable forms, is totally inimical even 

to its own----5tunted and crippled-projections of globalizing 

universality. And it is immeasurably more inimical to the only 

meaningful realization of socially viable universality which would 

fully harmonize the universal development of the productive 

forces with the all-round development of the abilities and poten­

tialities of the freely associated social individuals, because it would 

be based on their consciously pursued aspirations. In place of this 

the potentiality of capital's universalizing tendency is turned into the 

actuality of dehumanizing alienation and reification. To say it with Marx: 

When the limited bourgeois fonn is stripped away, what is wealth 

other than the universality of individual needs, capacities, plea­

sures, productive forces, etc., created through universal exchange7 

The full development ofhuman mastery over the forces ofnature, 

ehose of so-called nature as well as ofhumanity' s own nature? The 

absolute working out of his creative potentialities, with no pre­

supposition other than the previous historic development, which 
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makes this totality of development, Le. the development of all 

human powers as such the end in itself, not as measured on a 

predetermined yardstick? When he does not reproduce himself in 

one specificity, but produces his totality? Strives not to remain 

something he has become, but is in the absolnte movement of 

becoming? In bourgeois economics-and in the epoch ofproduc­

tion to which it corresponds-this complete working our of the 

human content appears as a complete emptying-out, this universal 

objectification as total alienation, and the tearing-down of all 

limited, one-sided aims as sacrifice of the human end-in-itself to 

an entirely external end. 3 

1be development of the-in principle universally applicable­

functional division oflabor constitutes the potentially liberating horizontal 

dimension of capital's labor process. However, this dimension is 

inseparable from the vertical or hierarchical division oflabor within the 

framework of capital's command structure. The function of the vertical 

dimension is to safeguard the vital interests of the system by securing 

the continued expansion of surplus labor on the basis of the maxi­

mum practicable exploitation of the totality oflabor. Accordingly, the 

horizontal structuring force is allowed to advance at any given time 

only to the extent to which it is firmly controllable in capital's 

reproductive horizon by the vertical dimension. 

This means that it can follow its own dynamic ouly to the extent 

to which the ensuing productive developments remain containable 

within the parameters of capital's imperatives (and corresponding 

limitations). Capital's demand for vertical ordering always consti­

tutes the overriding moment in the relationship between the two 

dimensions. But whereas in the ascending phase of the system's 

development the horizontal and vertical dimensions complement 

one another through their relatively flexible reciprocal inter­

changes, once the ascending phase is left behind the formerly 

overriding moment ofa dialectical complex is turned into an ultimately 
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disruptive one-sided determination. This brings with it grave hmitations 

to productive development, together with a major crisis of accu­

mulation fully in evidence in our own time. 1bis is why the once 

promised potential universality in the development of the produc­

tive forces must be aborted, in the interest of safeguarding capital's 

self-oriented partiality and insurmountable structural hierarchy. 

The capital system is articulated as a jungle-like network of 

contradictions that can only be more or less successfully managed 

for some time but never definitively overcome. At the roots of all of 

them we find the irreconCilable antagonism between capital and 

labor, always necessarily assuming the form of the structurallhieror­

chical subordination of labour to capital, no matter how elaborate and 

mystifying the attempts aimed at camouflaging this structural 

subordination. To name only some of the principal contradictions, 

we are confronted by those between: 

~ production and its control
 

- production and consumption;
 

- production and circulation;
 

- competition and monopoly;
 

_ development and underdevelopment (i.e. the "north-south"
 

divide. both globally and within every particular country);
 

_ expansion pregnant with the seeds ofcrisis-producing contraction;
 

_ production and destruction (the latter often glorified as
 

"productive" or "creative destruction"); 

_ capital's structural domination oflabor and its insurmount­

able dependence on living labor; 

_	 the production of free time (surplus labor) and its Crippling 

negation through the imperative to reproduce and explOit 

necessary labor; 
_	 authoritarian dedsionmaking in the productive enterprises and 

the need for their "consensual" implementation; 
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- the expansion of employment and the generation of unem­
ployment; 

- the drive for economizing with material and human resources 

wedded to the most absurd wastefulness of these resources; 

- growth of output at all costs and the concomitant environ­
mental destruction; 

- the globalizing tendency of transnational enterprises and the 

necessary constraints exercised by the national states against 
their rivals; 

- control over the particular productive units and the failure to 

control their comprehensive setting (hence the extremely 

problematical character of all attempts at planning in all con­

ceivable forms of the capital system); and 

- the contradiCtion between the economically and the politi­
cally regulated extraction of surplUS labor. 

I" 

It is quite inconceivable to overcome even a Single one of these 

contradiCtions, let alone their inextricably combined network, 

without instituting a radical alternative to capital's mode of social 

metabolic control~-an alternative based on substantive equality 

whose total absence is the common denominator and Vitiating 

core of all social relations under the existing system. 

What is also important to stress here is that---due to the structural 

crisis of the capital system as such, in contrast to the periodicconjunctural 

crises of capitalism witnessed in the past-the problems are 

fatefully aggravated at the present stage of development, putting 

on the historical agenda the need for a viable overall control of 

humanity's material productive and cultural interchanges as a 

matter of great urgency. Marx could still talk about the develop­

ment of the capital system as one that, despite its own barriers and 

limitations, "enlarges the Circle of consumption" and "tears down 

all the barriers which hem in the development of the forces of 
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production, the expanSion of needs, the all-sided development of 

production, and the exploitation and exchange of natural and 

mental forces. "> In this spirit he could characterize the full unfold­

ing of the capital system as "the presupposition of a new mode of 

production."6 Today, there can be no question of"all-sided development 
of production" linked to the expanSion of hwnan needs. Thus, given the 

way in which capital's stunted globalizing tendency has actual­

ized-and continues to enforce-itself, it would be quite suicidal 

to envisage capital's destructive reality as the presupposition oftlle 

much needed new mode of reprodUcing the sustainable condi­

tions of human existence. As things stand today, capital's concern 

cannot be the "enlargement of the consumption circle," to the 

benefit of the "rich social individual" Marx talked about, but only 

its own enlarged reproduction at whatever cost. And the latter can 

be secured, at least for the time being, only by various modalities 

of destruCtion. 

From the perverse standpOint of capital's "realization process," 

then, conswnption and destruction are functional eqUivalents. Once upon a time 

the enlargement of the consumption circle could go hand in hand 

with the overriding imperative of capital's enlarged self-realization. 

With the end of capital's historical ascendancy the conditions of 

the system's expanded reproduction have been radically and irre­

trievably altered, pushing into the foreground overwhelmingly the 

desITuctive tendencies and, as their natural companion, cata­

strophiC wastefulness. Nothing illustrates this better than the 

"military-industrial complex" and its continued expansion despite the 

pretenses of the "new world order" and its so-called "peace divi­

dend" after the "end of the cold war." (We return to this complex of 

problems in Section 2.7.) 

1.2 

In line with these developments moreover the question of 

unemployment has been significantly altered for the worse. It is 
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no longer confined to the "reserve army" waiting to be activated 

and brought into the framework ofcapital's productive expansion, 

as it used to be the case in the system's ascending phase, at times 

even to a prodigious extent. Now the grave reality ofdehumanizing 

unemployment has assumed a c1rronic character. acknowledged even 

by the most uncritical defenders of capital-to be sure, in a self-jus­

tifying way, as if it had nothing whatever to do with the perverse 
nature of their cherished system-as "structural unemployment." 

By contrast, in the postwar decades of undisturbed expansion the 

problem of unemployment was presumed to be permanently re­

solved. Thus one of the worst apologists of capital-Walt Rostow: a 

leading figure in President Kennedy's "brains trust"-arrogantly 

declared in a vacuous but everywhere massively promoted book that: 

There is every reason to believe, looking at the sensitivity of the", 
political process to even small pockets ofunemploymem in mod­

ern democratic societies, that the sluggish and timid policies of the 

1920s and 193 Os with respect to the level of unemployment will 

no longer be tolerated in Western societies. And now the technical 

tricks of the trade~ue to the Keynesian revolution-are Widely 

understood. It should not be forgotten that Keynes set himself the 

task of defeating Marx's prognosis about the course of unemploy­
ment under capitalism: and he large~y succeeded. 7 

In the same spirit Rostow and the whole army of bourgeois 

economists confidently predicted not only that the "pockets of 

unemployment in Western democracies" would be soon and 

forever turned into an oasis of "affluence" and prosperity, but that 

thanks to their recipes and "trade-tricks" of universally applicable 
"modernization" the Third World would also reach the same level of 

"development" and happy fulfilment as our "Western democra­

cies." It was supposed to be in the preordained nature of the 

timeless universe that underdevelopment would be followed by 

capitalist "take-off," which in its turn inexorably brings with it a 
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natural "drive to maturity," prOVided that the political forces of 

"Western democracies" prevent the evil deeds of trouble-making 

revolutionaries who are bent on interfering with this natural order. 

This euphoria produced a generously financed indumy of 

development studies, which produced much activity but few 

concrete results. With the onset of capital's structural crisis, neo­

liberal monetarism took over the ideological orienting pOSitions 

up until then occupied by the high priests of Keynesian salvation. 

This removed the basic premise that had justified the expanSion 

of the discipline. And when in the end it had to be admitted that 

the Keynesian "tricks of the trade" could never again regenerate 

the earlier "miracles" (that is, conditions described as "miracles" 

by those who at the time foolishly believed in them, not by their 

critical adversaries), the former propagandists of the KeyneSian 

final solution of capital's defects simply turned their coats and, 

without the slightest murmur of self-criticism, invited all those 

who had not yet reached their own level of new transcendental 

enlightenment to wake up from their slumber and give their 

erstwhile hero a decent funera1. 8 

In this way the ideology ofThird World modernization had to 

be-somewhat hUmiliatingly-abandoned. The issue was further 

complicated by the growing danger of ecological disaster. It be­

came obvious that if the catastrophic levels of wastefulness and 

pollution produced by the model country of "modernization," the 

United States, were allowed to prevail even just in China and India, 

that would bring devastating consequences also to the idealized 

"Western democracies." Besides, the self-serving solution newly 

advocated by the United States-to buy "pollution rights" from 

Third World countries-is not only self-destructive, but also as­

sumes the permanence ofThird World underdevelopment. 

Thus from now on everywhere, including the "Western democ­

racies," the ideology of modernization had to be used as a new 
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type of weapon, so as to clobber and disqualify "Old Labour" for 

refusing to be modernized by "New Labour"; that is, for failing to 

abandon, as "New Labour" has, even its mildly social-democratic 

principles and commitments. The new universally commended 

objectives were "democracy and development": democracy as modelled 

on the US political consensus between the Republicans and the 

Democrats, as a result of which the working class is unceremoni­

ously and completely disenfranchised even in a limited parliamentary 

sense; and development meaning nothing more than what can be 

readily squeezed into the empty shell of the most tendentious 

definition of formal democracy, to be imposed allover the world, 

from the "newly emergent democracies" of Eastern Europe and 

the former Soviet Union to Southeast Asia and Africa as well as to 

Latin America. As a leading propaganda organ of the US-domi­

nated G7, the London Economist had put it with its inimitable 
cynicism: 

There is no ahemative to the free market as the way to organize 

economic life. The spread offree market economics should gradu­

ally lead to multi-party democracy, because people who have free 

economic choice tend to insist on haVing free political choice too. 9 

For labor as the antagonist of capital, "free economic choice" 

in employment can only amount to submission to the orders 

emanating from the system's expanSionary imperatives; and for 

ever-increasing numbers of those not so "lucky," it means the 

exposure to the indignities and the extreme hardship caused by 

chronic structural unemployment. The "free political choice" that 

can be exercised within the framework of"multiparty democracy" 

boils down in reality to the bitterly resigned acceptance of the 
consequences ofan ever-narrowing political consensus, which made 

no less than 77 percent of British voters-and almost the same 

percentage ofpeople also in some other countries of the European 

Community-refuse to participate in such a meaningless ritual at 
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the last nationwide election, when they were called upon to choose 

their members of the European parliament. 

In much the same way as in the economic field, we have 

witnessed dramatiC reversals in the field ofpolitical representation 

and management as well, as a result ofcapital's narrowing margins. 

In the domain of production the ascending phase of capital's 

development had brought with it a massive expanSion of employ­

ment, leaving its place in our time to the dangerous trend of 

chronic unemployment. As to the political domain, we could see 

a move from the dramatic enlargement of the franchise. to the 

pOint of universal franchise and the corresponding formation of 

labor's mass parties. leading to a major reversal in the not formal 

but effective and complete disenfranchising of labor in its parlia­

mentary political setting. It is enough to think in this respect of 

political formations like New Labour and its eqUivalents on the 

"other side," operating the most peculiar form of "democratic 

decision making" in tiny kitchen cabinets, and ruthlessly imposing 

the wisdom of "there is no alternative" on any dissenting voice, 

even ifit happens to surface by some accident in the rubber-stamp­

ing national cabinets. 

1.3 

The devastating trend of chronic unemployment now affects 

even the most advanced capitalist countries. At the same time, the 

people still in employment in those countries have to endure a 

worsening of their material conditions of existence, admitted even 

by the official statistics. For the end of capital's historical ascen­

dancy also brought with it a downward equalization of the differential rate 
of exploitation. 10 

The end of "Third World modernization" highlights a quite 

fundamental problem in the development of the capital system. It 

underlines the far-reaching historical Significance of the fact that 

capital failed to complete its system as global capitalism, i.e. as the 
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overwhelmingly economic regulation of the extraction of surplus 
labor as swplus value. Despite all past fantasies of "take-off' and "drive 

to maturity," today almost half of the world's population have to 

reproduce their conditions of existence in ways which stand in 

sharp contrast to the idealized "market mechanism" as the over­

whelmingly dominant regulator of the social metabolism. Instead 

of completing itself as a properly capitalist global system, capital, 

apart from the countries where its economic mode of controlling 

the appropriation of surplus labor prevailed, also succeeded in 

creating enclaves of capitalism, with a more or less vast non-capitalist 

hinterland. India in thiS respect is an obvious example, China, by 

COntrast, is a much more complicated one, in that its state cannot 

be qualified as capitalist. (Nevertheless, the country has some 

powerful capitalist enclaves, linked to a non-capitalist hinterland 

with well over one billion people.) This is in a way analogous to 

some past colonial empires, e.g. the British. Britain exercised an 

overall political-military control over India, fully explOiting its 

capitalist economic enclaves, leaving at the same time the over­

whelming majority of the population to their own resources of 

pre-colonial and colonially aggravated hand-to-mouth existence. 

Nor is it conceivable, for a variety of reasons-including the 

untenable and ungeneralizable structural articulation of "advanced 

capitalism," with its catastrophically wasteful decreasing rate of 

utilization as a major condition of its continued expanSion-that this 

failure of capitalism will be remedied in the future. Thus the failure 
of capitalist modernization of the Third World, despite all the efforts 

invested in it in the postwar decades ofexpansion, draws our attention 

to a fundamental structural defect of the whole system. 

One more problem must be briefly mentioned in this context: 

the hybridization in evidence even in the most advanced capitalist 

countries. Its prinCipal dimension is the ever-greater direct and 

indirect involvement of the state in safeguarding the continued 
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viability of capital's mode of social metabolic reproduction. De­

spite all protestations to the contrary. coupled with neo-liberal 

fantasies about "rolling back the boundaries of the state," the 

capital system could not survive for a week without the massive 

backing it constantly receives from the state. I have discussed this 

problem elsewhere, and therefore a brief mention should suffice 

here. What Marx called the "extraneous help" given by Henry VIII 

and others to early capitalist development has reappeared in the 

twentieth century in an unimaginably massive form, from "com­

mon agricultural policies" and export guarantees to immense 

state-financed research funds and the insatiable appetite of the 

military-industrial complex. I I What makes the problem much 

worse is that no amount of this extraneous help is ever enough. 

Capital, at the present phase ofhistorical development, has become 

tOtally dependent on an ever-increasing provision of it. In this 

respect, too, we are approaching a systemic limit in that we are 

confronted by the chronic insufficiency of extmneous help in regard to what 

the state is now capable of delivering. Indeed, the structural crisis 

of capital is inseparable from the chronic insufficiency of such 

extraneous help under conditions in which the defects and failures 

of this antagonistic system ofsocietal reproduction call for an unlim­

ited supply of it. 



2. THE POTENTIALLY DEADLIEST PHASE 

OF IMPERIALISM 

2.1 

One of the weightiest contradictions and limitations of the 

system concems the relationship between the globalizing ten­
dency of transnational capital in the economic domain and the 

continued dominance of the national states as the comprehensive 

political command structure of the established order. The efforts 
of the dominant powers to make their own national states triumph 

over the others and thereby prevail as the state of the capital system 
as such have precipitated humankind into the bloodletting vicis­

situdes of two horrendous world wars in the twentieth century. 
Nonetheless, the national state remained the ultimate arbiter of 

comprehensive socioeconomic and political decision making as 
well as the real guarantor of the risks undertaken by all significant 

transnational economic ventures. Obviously. this is a contradiction 
of such magnitude that it cannot be assumed indefinitely to 

endure. whatever the endlessly repeated rhetoric pretending to 

resolve this contradiction through the discourse on "democracy 
and development" and its tempting corollary: "Think global, act 

local." This is why the question of imperialism must be bronght 
to the forefront of critical attention. 
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Many years ago Paul Baran rightly characterized the radical 

change in the postwar international power relationships in the 

capitalist world and "the growing inability of the old imperialist 

nations to hold their own in face of the American quest for 

expanded influence and power," insisting that "the assertion of 

American supremacy in the 'free' world implies the reduction of 

Britain and France (not to spealc ofBelgium, Holland and Portugal) 

to the status of junior partners ofAmerican imperialism. »11 He also 

quoted the sobering words of the London Economist, pleading with 

characteristic subservience that "We must learn that we are not the 

Americans' equals now, and cannot be. We have a right to state our 

minimum national interests and expect the Americans to respect 

them. But this done, we must look for their lead." 13 Asimilar plea 

for the acceptance of American leadership-bur perhaps not yet 

fully resigned to handing over to the United States, in some form 

or other, the British Empire-was expressed a quarter ofa century 

earlier by the London Observer, saying with enthusiasm about 

President Roosevelt that "America has found a man. In him the 

world must find a leader.'>J4 

And yet, the end of the British Empire-together with all the 

others-was already foreshadowed in Roosevelt's first inaugural 

address, which made it absolutely clear that as president of the 

United States he "shall spare no effort to restore world trade by 

international economic readjustment. »15 And, in the same spirit, a few years 

later he advocated the right "to trade in an atmosphere of freedom 

from unfair competition and domination by monopolies at home or abroad. "16 

Thus, the writing was on the wall for the British Empire from the 

beginning of Roosevelt's preSidency The question of colonialism 

made Roosevelt's relationship with Churchill a very unhappy one 

for the latter. This was revealed in a press briefing-partially off 

the record-which Roosevelt gave on his return from the Yalta 

Conference with Churchill and Stalin. Concerning the question of 
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French Indochina, Roosevelt proposed a transitional trusteeship 

before independence as the solution, so as to: 

educate mem for self-government. It took fifty years for us to do it in 

me Philippines. Stalin liked the idea. China [Chiang Kai-Shek] liked 

the idea. The British don't like it. It might bust up their empire, 

because if the Indochinese work together and eventually get their 

independence, me Bunnese might do the same thing to England. 

QUESTION: Is that Churchill's idea on all territory Out there, he wants 

mem all back, just the way they were? 

PRESIDENT: Yes, he is mid-Victorian on all things like that. 

QUESTION: This idea of Churchill's seems inconsistent with the 

policy of self-determination7
 

PRESIDENT: Yes, that is true.
 
QUESTION: Do you remember the speech the Prime Minister made 

about the fact that he was not made Prime Minister of 

Great Britain to see the Empire fall apart? 

PRESIDENT: Dear old Winston will never learn on that point. He has 

made his specialty on that point. This, of course, is off 

[he record. 17 

Naturally, in the "international economic readjustment" he 

advocated-a readjustment arising in the first place from the 

1929-1933 great world crisis and rendered ever more imperative 

for America through the onset of another recession in the country 

just before the outbrealc of the Second World War-the whole of 

the British Empire was at stake. For Roosevelt believed that "India 

should be granted commonwealth status during the war and the 

choice of complete freedom five or ten years afterwards. The most 

galling suggestion, to old-line Britishers, was his proposal at Yalta 

that Hong Kong (as well as Dairen) be made into an international 

free port. His entire position seemed, in fact, naive and wrong­

headed from the British point of view. They felt that he misrepre­

sented the aims and results of royal imperialism. More important, 

they warned that breakup of the Empire would weaken the West 
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in a world of "power politics." It would leave dangerous areas of 

confusion and strife-'power vacuum' into which potential ag­
gressors (the Reds) could move. HIS 

With the appearance of the incomparably more powerful 

imperialist competitor, the United States, the fate of the British 

Empire was sealed. This was made even more pressing and in the 

colonies deceptively appealing because Roosevelt could present his 

policies aimed at achieving American international supremacy 

with the rhetoric of freedom to all, and indeed even with a claim 

to universally acceptable "destiny." He did not hesitate to declare 

that "a better civilization than any we have known is in store for 

America and by our example, perhaps. for the world. Here destiny 

seems to have taken a long look."19 In no time at all after deriding 

the transparently imperialist ideological justifications of "old-line 

Britishers," the propaganda slogans of the latter were fully adopted 

as their own by the Americans. justifying their military interven­

tions in Indochina and elsewhere in the name of preventing the 

generation of a "power vacuum" and blocking the possibility of 

the "domino effect" (produced by "the Reds"). But this could only 

surprise those who continued to nourish illusions about the "end 
of imperialism." 

2.2 

To understand the seriousness of the present situation we have 

to put it in historical perspective. The early modern imperialist 

penetration of various parts of the globe was of a rather different 

kind when compared with the incomparably more extensive-as 

well as intensive-penetration of some leading capitalist powers 

into the rest of the world in the last few decades of the nineteenth 

century. The contrast was forcefully underlined by Harry Magdoff: 

The same type of thinking that approaches the concept of eco­
nomic imperialism in the restricted balance-sheet sense usually 
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also confines the tenn to control (direct or indirect) by an indus­
trial power over an underdeveloped country. Such a limitation 
ignores the essential feature of the new imperialism that arises in 
the late nineteenth century: the competitive struggle among the 
industrial nations for dominant positions with respect ro the world 
market and raw material sources. The structural difference which 
distinguishes rhe new imperialism from the old is the replacement 
of an economy in which many firms compete by one in which a 
handful of giant corporations in each industry compete. Further, 
during thiS period, rhe advance of transportation and communi­
cation technology and the challenge to England by the newest 
industrial nations [like Gennany] brought two additional features 
to the imperialist stage: the intensifkation of competitive struggle in 

the world arena and the maturation of a truly international capitalist 
system. Under these circumstances, the competition among groups 
ofgiant corporations and their governments takes place over the entire 
globe: in the markets of the advanced nations as well as in those of 
the semi-industrialized and non-industrialized nations. 20 

With the successful imposition of American hegemony in the 

postwar world-with its roots in the period of Roosevelt's first 

preSidency, as we have seen above-we have been subjected to a 

third phase in the development of imperialism, with the gravest 

possible implications for the future. For now the catastrophic 

dangers that would go with a global conflagration, as experienced 

in the past, are self-evident even to the most uncritical defenders 

of the system. At the same time, no one in their right mind could 

exclude the pOSSibility of the eruption of a deadly conflict, and 

with that the destruction of humankind. Yet. nothing is really done 

in order to resolve the underlying massive contradiCtions that 

point in that fateful direction. On the contrary, the continued 

enha.ncement of the economic and military hegemony of the one 

remaining superpower-the United States of America--casts an 

ever-darkening shadow on the future. 
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We have reached a new historical stage in the transnational devel­

opment ofcapital: one in which it is no longer possi ble to avoid facing 

up to a fundamental contradiction and Structural limitation of the 

systern.1Dat limitation is its grave failure to constitute the state of the 

capital system as such, as complementary to its transnational aspirations 

and articulation, so as to overcome the explosive antagonisms between 

national states that have characterized the system in constantly aggra­
vated fonn in the last two centuries. 

Capitalist rhetoric even at its best, as successfully practiced by 

Roosevelt in a situation of emergency. can be no substimte in this 

respect. Roosevelt's rhetoric-nostalgically remembered by many 

intellecmals on the left in the United States even today-was relatively 

successful precisely because it was readily apparent that a situation of 

emergency existed.
1J 

Although it greatly overstated the universal 

validity of the advocated actions and even more heavily understated 

or quite Simply misrepresented the empire-building American ele­

ments, there was nevertheless some conununality ofinterests both in 
-,. addressing the symptoms of the world economic depression (even if 

not their causes, which tended to be reduced to "bad morals" equated 

with "bad economics" and to the actions of "blindly selfish men"11) 
and in the US participation in defeating Hitler's Gennany Today, by 

contrast, instead of the best rhetoric of the ''New Deal" years we are 

bombarded with the worst kind: a cynical camoullage of reality 

which presents the most blatant US imperialist interests as the 

universal panacea of "multiparty democrncy," the tendentiously selective 

advocacy of "human rights." This advocacy ofhmnan rights can happily 

acconunodate, among many others, the Turkish genOcide against the 

Kurds, or the extermination of half a million Chinese in Indonesia at 

the time ofinstalling Subarto, and ofhundreds ofthousands ofpeople 

in East Timor later on by the same US client regime. What was once 

denounced as "domination by monopolies at home and abroad" 

is now presented in this discourse as the "free market." 
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Today competition among groups ofgiant corporations and their 

governments has a major qualifier: the overwhelming power of the 

United States dangerously bent on assuming the role of the state of 

the capital system as such, subsuming under itself by all means at its 

disposal all rival powers. The fact that this objective cannot be 

successfully accomplished on a lasting basis represents no deterrent 

to the forces ruthlessly pushing for iiS realizatiou. And the problem 

is not simply some subjective misconception. As with every major 

contradiCtion of the given system, objective conditions make it 

imperative to pursue now the strategy of hegemonic domination by 

one economic and military superpower, at whatever cost, in order to 

try to overcome the structural cleavage between transnational capital 

and national states. However, the very nature of the underlying 

contradiction foreshadows the necessary failure of this strategy in the 

longer run. There have been many attempts to address the issue of 

potential conflagrations and the way of remedying them, from Kant's 

dream of perpetual peace overseen by a future League of Nations 

to the institutional establishment of such a league after the First 

World War, and from the solemnly declared principles ofthe Atlantic 

Charter to making operational the United Nations organization. 

They all proved to be woefully inadequate to the enVisaged task. 

And no wonder. For the failure of instituting a "world government" 

on the basis of the established mode of social metabolic reproduc­

tion arises from the fact that here we are fadng one of the absolute, 

untranscendable limits of the capital system itself. It goes without 

saying that the failure of labor's structural antagonist is very far 

from being a cause for comfon. 

2.3 

Imperialist domination is, of course, nothing new in American 

history, even if it has been justified-in President Roosevelt's 

words-as "fifty years of educating the Filipino people for self­

government" (not to forget well over fifty years of "further 
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education" through the agency of US proxies like Marcos and his 

successors). As Daniel B. Schirmer emphasized in his penetrating 

and meticulously documented book on the short-lived anti-impe­

rialist movement in the United States at the turn of the century: 

The Vietnam War is only rhe last, mosr prolonged and most brutal 
of a series of United States interventions in the affairs of other 
peoples. The invasion ofCuba sponsored by United States authori­
ties failed at the Bay of Pigs, but intervention has been more 
effective on other occasions, as in the Dominican Republic, Gua­
temala, British GUiana, Iran and the Congo. Nor is the list com­
plete: other colonial peoples (and some European as well) have 
felt the effects ofaggressive American intrusion upon their domes­

tic policies, whether or not in the form of outright violence.... 
Present-day policies of counter-insurgency and intervention have 
their source in events that occurred at the opening of the twentieth 
century. Then the United States defeated Spain in war and stripped 
herofcolonies in the Caribbean and the Pacific, taking Puerto Rico 
outright, giving Cuba nominal independence, and annexing the 
Philippines afrer first suppressing a nationalist revolution in those 
islands by force. What particularly distinguishes modern foreign 
policy from the Mexican war and the Indian wars for most of their 
span is that it is the product'ofanother era in American histOlY and 
comes in response to deCisively different social pressures. Modern 
foreign policy is associated with the rise of the large-scale corpo­
ration, industrial and fmancial, as the dominant economic force 

in the country, exerting a most powerful influence upon the 
government of the United States. The Spanish-American war and 
the war to subdue Aguinaldo and the Philippine insurgents were 
the first foreign wars conducted as aconsequence of this influence, 
the first wars of modern corporate America. ll 

When President Roosevelt proclaimed the strategy of ''interna­

tional economic readjustments" in his first inaugural address, his 

move indicated a determination to work for the dissolution of all 
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colonial empires, not only the British. Like other major historical 

departures, this approach had its predecessor several decades 

earlier. In fact it was closely connected with the "open door policy" 

declared at the tum of the century. 

The so-called open door that was demanded from other coun­

tries envisaged economic penetration (in contrast to direct colOnial 

military occupation), keeping characteristically quiet about the 

overwhelming political domination that went with it. No wonder, 

therefore, that many people called the "open door policy" utterly 

hypocritical. When in 1899, in the name of such policy, the US 

declined to establish a colonial enclave in China, alongside the 

others as their equal, this was not due to liberal enlightenment or 

to democratic compassion. The opportunity was turned down 

because-as the most dynamic articulation of capital by that 

time-the United States wanted the whole ofChina , in due course, 

for itself. Such deSign became absolutely clear in the course of 

subsequent historical developments, reaching down all the way 

into our own time. 

However, accomplishing world domination through the open 

door policy-given the relation oHorces in the overall configura­

tion of the major imperialist powers-was hopelessly premature 

at the turn of the century. The frightful bloodletting of the First 

World War was needed, as well as the unfolding of the grave world 

economic crisis after the short-lived period of reconstruction, 

before the Rooseveltian version of the strategy could be an­

nounced. Moreover, it needed an even greater bloodletting in the 

Second World War, coupled with the emergence of the United 

States in the course of that war as by far the greatest economic 

power, before the implementation of the Rooseveltian strategy 

could be forcefully attempted. This was done toward the end and 

in the immediate aftermath of the Second World War. The only 

remaining major complication--the existence of the Soviet system 
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(since the additional complicating factor of China materialized 

with finality only in 1949)-was considered strictly temporary. 

This view was confidently asserted in tlle numerous declarations 

of Secretary of State John Foster Dulles concerning the pohcy of 
"rolling back communism." 

Thus, in the course of twentieth-century developments we have 

reached a point where the competitive coexistence of imperialist 

powers can no longer be tolerated, no matter how much lip service 

is paid to the so-called polycentric world. As Baran rightly argued 

even in 1957, the proud owners of former colonial empires had 

been cut down in size to play the role of "junior partners of 

American imperialism." When the future of imperial possessions 

was discussed toward the end of the war, British concerns were 

swept aside as the hopelessly "mid-Victorian" notions of "dear old 

Winston." De Gaulle was not even consulted. H The Belgian, the 

Dutch and the Portuguese did not even enter the picture. All talk 

about the "polycentric world" under the principle of some sort of 

inter-state equality belongs to the realm of pure fantasy, if not to 

that of cynical ideological camouflage. Of course. there is nothing 

surprising about that. For "pluralism" in the world of capital can 

only mean the plurality of capitals and within such a plurality there 

can be no consideration of equality. On the contrary, it is always 

characterized by the most iniquitous pecking order of structural 

hierarchies and corresponding power relatiOns, favoring always 

the stronger in their quest to gobble up the weaker. Thus, given 

the inexorabihty of capital's logic, it was only a question of time 

before the unfolding dynamism of the system had to reach the 

stage also at the level of inter-state relations when one hegemonic 

superpower had to overrule all of the less powerful ones, no matter 

how big, and assert its-ultimately unsustainable and for human­

ity as a whole most perilous---exdusive claim to being the state of 
the capital system as such. 
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2.4 

Most significant in this respect is the attitude assumed in 

relation to the question of national interests. On the one hand, their 

legitimacy is forcefully asserted when the issues at stake affect, 

directly or indirectly, the presumed interests of the United States, 

not hesitating to use even the most extreme forms of military 

Violence, or the threat of such Violence, to impose their arbitrary 

decisions on the rest of the world. On the other hand, however, 

legitimate national interests of other countries are arrogantly 

dismissed as intolerable "nationalism'" and even as "ethnic pan­

daemonium. "25 At the same time, the United Nations and other 

international organizations are treated as playthings of the United 

States, and defied with utmost cynicism when their resolutions are 

not palatable to the guardians of the more or less openly declared 

US national interests. Examples are countless. About some recent 

ones Chomsky sharply commented: "The highest authorities ex­

plained with brutal clarity that the World Court, the UN. and other 

agencies had become irrelevant because they no longer follow US 

orders, as they did in early postwar years.... [U]nder Clinton the 

defiance of world order has become so extreme as to be ofconcern 
even to hawkish policy analysts. "26 

To add insult to injury, the United States refuses to pay its huge 

debt of United Nations membership arrears, while imposing its 

policies on the organization, including the cuts of funds for the 

chronically underfunded World Health Organization. This blatant 

obstructionism was noted even by such establishment figures as 

Jeffrey Sachs whose devotion to the cause of a US-dominated 

"market economy" is beyond doubt. He WTote in a recent article: 

"The failure of the United States to pay its UN dues is surely the 

world's most significant default on international obligations.... 

America has systematically squeezed the budgets of UN agencies, 

including such vital ones as the World Health Organization. "27 
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It is necessary to mention here also the efforts-both ideologi­

cal and organizational-invested in bypassing the national frame­
work of decisionmaking. The superficially tempting slogan "Think 

global, act local" is an interesting case in point. For obviously the 

people in general, who are deprived of all meaningful power of 

deciSion-making on a broader scale (other than the abdicating 

electoral ritual), might find it just feaSible to intervene in some 

way at the strictly local level. Moreover, no one could deny the 

potential importance of appropriate local action. However, the 

"global" to which we are expected to pay lUlcritical attention­

meekly subscribing to the theses about the powerlessness of 

national governments and the inevitability of multinational glo­

balization, which tendentiously misdeScribe the national transnational 

corporations (heavily dOminated by the United States) as "multina­

tional" and thereby universally acceptable-is totally vacuous 

Without its complex relations to the particular national communi­

ties. Besides, once the "global" is divorced from its manifold 

national settings, diverting attention from the intertwined contra­

dictory interstate relations, the call to act "locally" becomes utterly 

myopic and ultimately meaningless. 18 If democracy is thus con­
fined to such decapitated "local action," then the "global decision 

making and action" that inevitably affects the life of every Single 
individual can be exercised in the most authoritarian fashion by 

the dominant economic and political forces---and of course pre­

dOminantly the United StateS-in accord with the position occu­

pied by them in the global pecking order of capital. The funds 

invested by the World Bank and other US-dOminated organizations 

in trying to enhance the "local" at the expense of the national, 
attempting to enlist the support ofacademic and other intellectual 

elites through well-sponsored conferences and research projects 

(especially but not exclUSively in the Third World), indicate a 

design to create a "world government" that effectively Sidesteps 

I lie potentially most troublesome decisionmaking processes of the 

j ntermediary national level, with its unavoidable recalcitrance, and 

lu legitimate the blatantly authoritarian domination of social life 

hy a "world government" ruthlessly imposed from above in the 

name of the fictitious democracy synonymous with the pretended 

"local action" of "regular rubbish collections." 

2.5 

The manifestations of US economic imperialism are too numer­

ous to be listed here. I have discussed some of the salient issues in 

the past, including issues which have aroused protests even from 

conservative politicians---against "technology transfer regula­

tions, American protection laws, extraterritOrial controls coordi­

nated through the Pentagon and protected by Congress, "19 and 

"funds channeled into the largest and richest companies on earth 

[in such a way that if the ongOing process continues] unchecked 

it will buy its way through sector after sector of the world's 
advanced technologies. "30 I have also discussed in the same article 

industrial advantage from military secrecy, direct trade pressures 

applied by the US legislative and executive branches of govern­

ment, and the real debt problem in the world: that is, the aStro­

nomical debt of the United States itself, imposed by the dominant 

imperialist power on the rest of the world, for as long as the latter 

can continue to pay for it. 31 

Protests against "dollar imperialism" are often voiced, but to 

no avail. The economic imperialism of the country remains secure 

for as long as the United States retains its overwhelmingly domi­

nant pOsition not only through the dollar as the privileged world 

economic currency, but also in ruling all ofthe international organs 

of economic interchange, from the IMF to the World Bank and 

from GATT to its successor, the World Trade Organization. Today 

in France many people protest against "American economic im­

perialism" 011 account of the punitive tariffs recently imposed on 
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them by the United States under the pretended independent judg­

ment of the WTO. The same kind ofmeasures were unceremoniously 

imposed on Japan several rimes in the past, ending as a rule with the 

reluctant or willing submission by the Japanese authorities to the 

American dictates. If in the last round of punitive tariffs imposed on 

Europe Britain was treated somewhat more leniently, that was only 

as a reward for the total servility of the current British ''New Labour" 

government toward all orders from Washington. But even so, skir­

mishes of an international trade war reveal a very serious trend, witll 

far-reaching potential consequences for the future. 

Similarly, the prepotent intervention ofUS governmental agencies 

in the field of high technology, both military and civil, cannot be 

assumed to endure indefinitely. In a crucial area----eomputer technol­

ogy, both hardware and software-the sitUation is extremely serious. 

To mention only one case, Microsoft enjoys an almost completely 

monopolistic position in the world, and its software monopoly 

massively restricts the choice of sl:litable hardware. But well beyond 

that, it was brought to light a short while ago that a secret code 

embedded in Microsoft software enables the US security and military 

services to spy on everybody in the world who uses Microsoft 

Windows and the Internet. 

In another, literally vital, area-the production of genetic:.illy 

modified foods by giant transnational corporations, like Monsanto­

the US government is dOlllg everything it can to ram down the throats 

of the rest of the world the products whose adoption will compel 

agriculturalists everyvvhere to buy again and again the non-renewable 

seeds from Monsanto and thus secure absoiute domination for the 

United States in the field ofagriculture. The attempts to "patent genes" 

for US corporations serve a similar purpose. 

US attempts to impose "intellectual property rights"J2 on the 

rest of the world through the agency of the WTO----aimed, among 

other things (including vast economic interests), at securing the 
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permanent domination of world cinema and television by the 

third- and even tenth-rate Hollywood products with which we are 

constantly flooded-have generated cries of "US cultural imperi­

alism." At the same time, the phenomenally well financed "busi­

ness culture imperialism," in the form of pushing the penetration 

of the US army of "management consultancy" everywhere in the 

world, is part of the same picture. 
But perhaps the most serious of the ongOing trends of eco­

nomic and cultural domination is the rapaCiOUS and frightfully 

wasteful way the United States grabs to itself the world's energy 

and prime material resources: 25 percent of thern for just 4 percent of the 

world's population, with immense and relentlessly accumulating dam­

age to the environmental conditions of human survival. And that 

is not all. For, in the same vein, the United States continues its active 

sabotage of all international efforts aimed at introducing some 

form of control in order to limit, and perhaps by 2012 to some 

degree reduce, the ongOing catastrophic tTend of environmental 

damage, no longer deniable even by the worst apologists of the 

system. 

2.6 
The mihtary dimension of all this must be taken very seriously. 

It is no exaggeration to say-in view of the formerly quite 

unimaginable destructive power ofarmaments accumulated in the 

second halfof the twentieth century-that we have entered the most 

dangerous phase of imperialism in all history. For what is at stake today is 

not the control of a particular part of the planet-no matter how 

large-putting at a disadvantage but still tolerating the inde­

pendent actions of some rivals, but the control of its totality by 

one hegemonic economic and military superpower, with all 

means--even the most extreme authoritarian and, if needed, 

violent military ones-at its disposal. This is what the ultimate 

rationality ofglobally developed capital requires, in its vain attempt 
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to bring under control its irreconcilable antagonisms, The trouble is, 

though. that such rationabty-which can be written without inverted 

commas, since it genuinely corresponds to the logic of capital at the 

present historical stage of global development-is at the same time 

the most extreme form ofirrationabty in history, including the Nazi 

conception ofworld domination, as far as the conditions required for 

the sillVival of humanity are concerned, 

When Jonas Salk refused to patent his discovery. the polio vaccine, 

insisting that it would be like wanting "to patent the sun," he could 

not imagine that the time would come when capital would attempt 

to do just that, trying to patent not only the sun but also the air, even 

if that had to be coupled with dismissing any concern about the 

mortal dangers which such aspirations and actions carried with them 

for human survival. For the ultimate logic of capital in its processes 

ofdecision making can only be ofa categorically authotitarian "top-down" 

variety, from the microcosms of small economic enterprises to the 

highest levels of political and military decisionrnaking. But how can 

one enforce the patents taken out on the sun and the air7 

, I 
There are two prohibitive obstacles in this regard, even if 

capital-in its drive to demolish its own untranscendable limits­

must refuse to acknowledge them, The first is that the plurality of 

capitals cannot be eliminated. no matter how inexorable and brutal 

the monopolistic trend of development manifest in the system. 

And the second, that the corresponding plurality of social labor cannot 

be eliminated, so as to turn the total labor force of humankind, 

with all its national and sectional varieties and divisions, into the 

mindless "obedient servant" of the hegemonically dominant 

section of capital. For labor in its insurmountable plurality can 

never abdicate its right of access to the air and the sun; and even 

less can it survive for capital's continued benefit-an absolute 

must for this mode of controlling social metabolic reproduc­
tion-without the sun and the air. 
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Those who say that today imperiabsm does not involve the 

military occupation of territory not only underrate the dangers we 

face but also accept the most superfiCial and misleading appear­

ances as the substantive defining characteristics of imperialism in 

our time, ignoring both history and the contemporary trends of 

development. For one thing, the US militarily occupies territory 

in no less than sixty-ninecountrie.s through its military bases: a number 

that continues to expand with the enlargemem of NATO. Those 

bases are not there for the benefit of the people-the grotesque 

ideological justification-but for the benefit of the occupying 

power, so as to be able to dictate policies as it pleases, 

In any case, the direct military occupation ofcolonial territories 

in the past could only be partial in extent. How could the small 

population of England otherwise have ruled the incomparably 

larger population and territories of its immense empire, above all 

India? Nor was such disproportionality an exclusive characteristic 

of the British Empire. As Renata Constantino reminded us in 

relation to the Philippines: 

From its inception, Spanish colonization operated more through 

religion than through force. thus profoundly affecting conscious­

ness, This enabled the amhorities to impose tributes, forced labor 

and conscription despite the small military force. Withom the 

work of the priests. this would have been impossible. The priests 

became the pillars of the colonial establisl:unent; so much so that 

it became a clerical boast that "in each friar in the Philippines the 

king had a captain general and a whole army." The molding of 

consciousness in the interest ofcolonial control was to be repeated 

on another plane by the Americans who after a decade of massive 

repression operated likewise through consciousness, this time 

using education and other cultural institutions. l3 

China, another vitally important example, was never militarily 

occupied, except for a small part of its territory Not even when 
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the Japanese invaded it with massive military forces, Yet, for a long 

time before that the country was completely dominated by foreign 

powers. So much so in fact that the young Mao sarcastically com­

mented that "when the foreigner farts it must be hailed as heavenly 

perfume." What mattered in all imperialist ventures was always the 

ability to impose dictates on the dOminated country on a continuing basis, 
using punitive military interventions only when the "normal" way 

of ruling was challenged. The famous expression "gunboat diplomacy" 
well encapsulated what was feasible and practicable with the available 
military resources, 

The principal characteristics of such imperialist domination re­

main with us also today. The multiplication of the destructive power 

of the military arsenal available today--especially the catastrophic 

potential of aerial weapons-has to some extent modified the forms 

of imposing imperialist dictates on a country to be subdued, but not 

their substance, In all probability the ultimate form of threatening the 

adversary in the future-the new gunboat diplomacy-will be nuclear 
'i,	 blackmail. But its objective would be analogous to those of the past, 

while its envisaged modality could only underline the absurd unten­

ability of trying to impose capital's ultimate rationality on the recal­

citrant parts of the world in that way. Also today, it is qUite 

inconceivable to occupy the whole of China, with its 1,250 million 

people, and keep it occupied even by the largest economically 

sustainable outside military force, Not that such inconceivability 

would deter from their imperialist aims the most extreme adventur­

ists who can envisage no alternative to their world domination; while 

the "more sober" ones-who in the end are not less dangerous­

envisage strategic moves aimed at attempting to break up China, with 

the help offree market ideology, into fragments controllable from the 
hegemOniC center of global capitalism. 

It is self-evident that military forces must be economically 

sustained, which always confines them to limited enterprises both in 
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the size of the military machines themselves and in the timespan 

of their operations. The historical record of past imperialist ven­

tures shows that by the time they are vastly extended-as the 

French first in Indochina and then in Algeria, and later on the 

United States in Vietnam-the failure of the ventures in question 

stares them in the face, even if it may take quite some time to 

disengage from them, With regard to tlle countless US military 

imperialist operations of the past, we have to recall not only the 

Philippines, as well as the failed large-scale war of intervention in 
Viemam, 34 but also Guatemala, the Dominican Repubhc, British 

Guiana, Grenada, Panama and the Congo, as well as some military 

operations in other countries, from the Middle East and from the 

Balkans to various parts of Africa. 

One of the most favored ways of enforcing US imperial interests 

has always been the overthrow of unpalatable governments and 

the imposition of dictators tOtally dependent on the new master, 

so as to rule the countries in question through these well-control­

led dictators. Here we are talking about Marcos and Pinochet, 

Suharto and the Brazilian generals, Somoza and the South Vietnam­

ese puppet generals of the United States, not to forget the Greek 

colonels (called "sons of a bitch" by Lyndon Johnson) and Seseseko 

Mobutu (called in a curious sort of praise "our son of a bitch" by 

a high-ranking State Department official)]5 The contempt with 

which US government figures ordered about their servants in the 

countries under their military domination, while cynically repre­

senting them for public consumption as champions of the "free 

world," is clear enough in each case. 

2.7 
The onset of capital's structural crisis in the 1970s has produced 

important changes in the posture of imperialism. This is what 

made it necessary to adopt an increasingly more aggressive and 

adventurist stand, despite the rhetoric of conciliation, and later 
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even the absurd propaganda notion of the "new world order," wi th 

its never maintained promise of a "peace dividend." It would be 

quite wrong to attribute these changes to the implosion of the 

Soviet system, although it is undoubtedly true that the Cold War 

and the presumed Soviet military threat was very successfully used 

in the past for justifying the unbridled expansion of what General 

Eisenhower, toward the end of his presidency, called "the military­

industrial complex." The challenges calling for the adoption of a 

more aggressive--and ultimately adventurist---stand were there 

well before the collapse of the Soviet system. I described them in 

]983 (eight years before the Soviet implosion) as follows: 

~ the end of the colonial regime in Mozambique and Angola; 

~ the defeat ofwhite racism and the transfer ofpower to ZANU 
in Zimbabwe; 

- the collapse of the US client regime run by d1e colonels in Greece 

and the subsequent victory of Andreas Papandreou's PASOK; 

- the disintegration of Somoza's lifelong, US-backed rule in 

Nicaragua and the striking victory of the Sandinista Front; 

- armed hberation struggles in El Salvador and elsewhere in 

Central America and the end of the erstwhile easy control of 
the region by US imperialism; 

~ the total bankruptcy-not only figuratively but also in a literal 

sense-of' 'metropolitan" inspired and dOminated "develop­

mental strategies" allover the world, and the eruption of 

massive structural contradictions in all three principal indus­

trial powers in Latin America: Argentina, Brazil, and even oil­
rich Mexico; 

- the dramatic and total disintegration of the Shill's regime in Iran 

and Vlith it a major defeat of long-established US strategies in 

the region, calling into existence desperately dangerous substitute strate­

gies-to be implemented direaly or by proxy--ever since. lb 
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What has changed after the collapse of the Soviet system was 

the need to justify the increasingly more aggreSSive posture of 

United States imperialism in different parts of the world. This 

became especially urgent after the disappointments encountered 

in trying to revitalize Western capital through the economically 

sustainable restoration of capitalism-in contrast to the relative 

but still unstable successes in manipulating the state pohtical 

machinery through Western "aid"-in the former Soviet Union. 

The "desperately dangerous substitute strategies implemented 

directly or by proxy" became prominent in the years preceding 

and following the Soviet implosion. But the appearance of such 

dangerous adventurist strategies could not be attributed, as some 

people think, to the fateful weakening of the Cold War adversary. 

Rather, the Soviet collapse itself is intelligible only as an integral 

part of the ongoing structural crisis of the capital system as such. 

The Shah as an American proxy--as well as a presumed 

guarantor against the danger of a new Mossadeq-served his 

purpose by rudllessly controlhng his people and by bUying mas­

sive quantities of arms from the West as the means to do so. Once 

he was gone, another proxy had to be found in order to destroy 

the antagonist who was talking about the "American Satan." 

Saddam Hussein's Iraq seemed to fit the bill, armed to the teeth by 

the United States and other Western countries. But Iraq had failed 

to destroy Iran and became disposable as an element of instability 

in a most unstable region of the world from the pOint of view of 

US imperialist strategy. Moreover, Saddam Hussein as the former 

US proxy could uow serve a greater purpose. He was promoted to 

the status of the mythical all-powerful enemy who represents not 

only the danger attributed in Cold War days to the Soviet Union, but 

much more than mat, someone who threatens Vlith chemical and 

biological warfare-and also Vlith a nuclear holocaust-the whole 

of the Western world. Given this mydlical enemy, we were expected 

I _ 
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to justify not only the Gulf War, but also several major military 

interventions in Iraq since then, as well as the callous killing of 

one million of its children through the sanctions imposed on the 

country as a result of US dictates, shamefully accepted by our 

"great democracies" which continue to boast about their "ethical 
foreign policies." 

But all this is not enough to scratch the surface of the chronic 

instability even in the region of the Middle East, let alone in the 

rest of the world. Those who think that present-day imperialism 

does not require territorial occupation should think again. Military 

occupation for an indefinite length of time is already in evidence 

in parts of the Balkans (also admitted to be an "indefinite Com­

mitment"), and who can show any reason why similar military 

territorial occupations should not follow in the future in other 

parts of the world? The ongoing trends are ominous and the 

deepening crisis of the system can only make them worse. 

In the past we have witnessed two extremely dangerous 

developments in the ideology and organizational framework ofUS 

imperialism. First, NATO has not only expanded Significantly 

toward the east, which may be considered by the Russian authori­

ties a threat, if not today then some time in the future. Even more 

importantly, the aims and objectives of NATO have been radically 

redefined, in conflict with international law, transforming it from 

what used to be a supposedly purely defensive military association into 

a potentially most aggressive offensive alliance, which can do what 

it pleases without any reference to lawful authority---or, rather, it 

can do what the United States pleases and orders it to do. At the 

April 1999 NATO summit in Washington the North Atlantic Treaty 

Organization, under American pressure, "adopted a new strategic 

concept, by which they said they can resort to military action even 

outside the NATO area, without caring about the sovereignty of 

other countries and in disregard of the United Nations."J7 What is 
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also highly signifkantin tllis respect is that the ideological justification 

of the new, unmistakably aggressive, posrure-offered in the form of 

twenty-four "risk factors"-is transparently shaky. It has even been 

admitted that "out of the twenty-foUl riskfactors only five can be considered 

to represent real military danger. "J8 

The second recent development, which is especially dangerous, 

concerns the new Japan-US Security Treaty. This treaty has been 

characteristically railroaded through the Japanese houses of parlia­

ment (tlle Diet and the upper house of Counsellors). It has been 

almost completely ignored in the West, sadly even on the left.J9 In tllis 

case too, the new developments cynically defy international law, and 

also violate the Japanese constitution. As an important Japanese 

political leader, Tetsuzo Fuwa, commented: "The dangerous nature 

of the Japan-US Security Treaty has evolved to the extent of possibly 

dragging Japan into US wars, challenging the Japanese Constitution 

which renounces war. Behind tllis is the extremely dangerous US 

preventive strike strategy by which the United States will interfere in 

another country and arbitrarily attack any country it dislikes."40 It 

goes without saying that the role assigned to Japan in the "preventive 

strike strategy," in which tlle orders emanate from Washington, is (ha( 

of "cannon fodder." At the same time Japan is expected to contribute 

generously to the financial costs of military operations, as they were 

compelled to do also in the case of the Gulf War.4 
I 

One of the most sinister aspects of these developments Canle 

to light recently when Japanese Vice Defense Minister Shingo 

Nishimura was forced to resign for "jumping the gun" and 

aggressively advocating that Japan should arm itself with nuclear 

weapons. And he went even further, projecting in an interview 

the use of military force, with reference to the disputed Senkaku 

Islands. He declared "Should diplomacy fail to settle the dispute, 

(he Defence Agency will tackle it." As an editorial article of the 

journal Akahara pointed out: 



47 
4-6 SOCIALISM OR BARBARISM 

The real problem here is mat a politician who openly argued for 

the nuclear armament of Japan and the use of military force as 

means to solve international disputes was given a cabinet seat. It 

is natural that other Asian nations have expressed grave concern 

over the matter. What is more, under a secret agreement with the US 

government, LDP governments have gutted the three non-nuclear 

principles (not to possess, manufacture, or allow nuclear weapons 

to be brought into Japan). Moreover, the recent "emergency 

legislation" is aimed at giving military operations by the US forces 

and me SDF [Self-Defense Force] priority in the event of war by 

mobiliZing for war cooperation, commandeering commodities, 

land sites, buildings, and controlling ships, aircraft and electric 

waves. Such legislation will undermine me ConstitmionH 

Naturally, the new aggressive posture of the Japan-US Security 

Treaty is justified in the name of the necessities ofJapanese defense. 

In truth, however, the "Common Defense" claimed in the legiti­

mating report (quoted in note 41) has nothing to do with "defending 

Japan" against a fictitious aggressor, but everything to do with the 

protection and enhancement of US imperialist interests. 

The US use meir bases in Japan, including those in Okinawa, to 

carry out military intervention in politically unstable situations in 

South East Asian countries, including Indonesia. In May last year, 

when the Suharto regime went down in Indonesia, US Army 

Special Forces units suddenly returned to the US Torii Station in 

Yomitan Village, Okinawa, via US Kadena Base in Okinawa. They 

had trained the speCial forces of the Indonesian Armed Forces 

(ABRI) which suppressed demonstrations in the country. The 

sudden return of the US Army Special units Forces indicated tbe 

secret activity that US Green Beret units in Okinawa had engaged 

in Indonesia. 43 

These dangerous polides and practices are imposed on the 

countries whose "democratic" governments meekly submit to all 

US dictates. As a rule the changes are not even discussed in the 
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respective parliaments, bypassing them instead through secret 

treaties and protocols. And in the same spirit of cynical evasion, 

when for some reason they appear on the parliamentary agenda, 

they are bulldozed through, dismissing all oppOSition in the most 

authoritarian fashion. The politicians who in this way continue to 

"sow dragon seeds" seem to be oblivious to the danger of real 

dragons appearing on the historical stage in due course. Nor do 

they seem to understand or admit that the devastating flame of the 

nuclear dragons is not confined to a given locality-the Middle 

East or Far East, for instance-but can engulfabsolutely everything 

on this planet, including the United States and Europe 

2.8 
The ultimate target of the projected US preventive strikes 

strategy is, of course, China. Commenting on the aggressive noises 

and leaks in Washington against China in the aftermath of the 

bombing ofthe Chinese embassy in Belgrade, Rear Admiral Eugene 

Carroll. of the Center for Defense Information, an independent 

think-tank, said: "There is a demonization ofChina going on here. 
I am not sure who is doing it, but these leaks are orchestrated to 

show China as the yellow periL "44 

The bombing of the Chinese embassy in Belgrade was at first 

presented and justified by NATO spokesmen as an "inevitable, even 

if regrettable, acddent." When later it became undeniable that the 

embassy was not hit by a stray bomb but by rockets from three 

different directions, hence a carefully targeted attack, Washington 

produced a fairy-tale explanation: that the CIA could not obtain an 

up-to-date map ofBelgrade, available to everybody else in any comer 

shop. But even then the mystery remained complete as to what was 

so important and legitimate about the building that was once sup­

posed to have occupied the space filled by the Chinese embassy or 

what made it a legitimate target. We are still waiting for some credible 
answers, which will obviously never come. Arational explanation that 
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comes to mind is that the operation was designed as a testing 

gro1llld, in two respects. First, it was a test of the way the Chinese 

govenunent would respond to such acts of aggression, compelling 

it to swallow the humiliation that went with them. And second, 

perhaps more importantly, it was a test of world public opinion, 
which proved to be utterly meek and compliant. 

The problems deeply affecting US-China relations could not be 
more serious. In one sense they arise from the inconvenient fact 

that "the party-state has still not found a place in the free market world. "HWhen 

global hegemonic imperialism uses as its ideological legitimation 

the concepts of "democracy" and "free market" any departure 

from such an ideology-backed by a major economic and military 

power-represents a serious challenge. And what makes the chal­

lenge quite intolerable is the prospect of economic developments 

to the disadvantage of the United States, given the comparable 

present rates of expansion, coupled with the fact that China's 

population is greater than that of the United States by a staggering 

one thousand miHion. As the same article puts it, reflecting great 

concerns about the ongoing developments: "By 2020 China's economy 
alone would be three times that of the United States"46 It is not too difficult 

to imagine the alarm raised by such prospects in US ruling circles. 

True to its apologetic role, the Economist tries to put a glaze 
of respectability on this advocacy of military readiness and 

preparedness to die for "democracy" and the "free market." In 

an article on "the new geopolitics" it calls for the acceptance of 

piling up body bags. The United States will not be called upon to 

fill these bags, ofCOurse. Dead bodies were to be proVided by what 

the Economist calls the "local assistants" of the United States. With 

boundless hypocrisy the Economist speaks of a necessary "moral 

commitment" to war by the democracies, asking them in the 

name of that morality to accept that "war is a time of dying as 
well as ofkilling. " 
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To be the devoted "local assistant" of the United States is the 

role aSSigned to Japan, justified in view of the projected Chinese 

threat. The serious opposition in the country to the redefined and 

dangerously expanded Japan-US Security Treaty is characterized as 

"nervousness." Happily, China will make the Japanese see sense 

and strengthen their resolve. For "A growing China will also make 

a nervous Japan readier to cling to its alliance with America." The 

same role of a devoted local assistant is assigned to Turkey and, 

expreSSing the Economist's hope, also to India, argUing that "the 

armies of allied cotmtries whose people do not mind their soldiers 

doing the face-to-face work [i.e. dying] may come to the rescue; this 

is why Turkey matters to the alliance, V and why one day it may be 

a good idea to ask for India's help." In this scheme of things Rnssia, 

too, will occupy an actively pro-American place, [hanks to its 

projected tmavoidable opposition to China. "Worried about the 

vulnerability of its eastern territories, Russia may at last choose to 

put some substance into its flimsy Partnership-far-Peace links with 

NATO." The characterization of countries as "nervous" and "wor­

ried"-if not today then tomorrow-is all on account of their 

expected conflicts with "the rising giant of the East," China. In the 

"new geopolitics," China is presented as the common denomina­

tor of all trouble, and Simultaneously also as the solution cement­

ing all the "worried" and "nervous" into an "Alliance for 

Democracy" and a "Partnership-for-Peace, "48 which "might even 

draw a democratic India [a traditionally non-aligned country] into 

a new, South Asian version of the Partnership-for-Peace" under the 

United States. We are not told, however, that we shall live happily 

ever after, or indeed live at all. 

Naturally, this kind of "doctrine," inspired by Washington, is 

not confined co the London Economist. It had found its spokesmen 

also in the Far East, where Australia's Prime Minister,John Howard, 

proclaimed the "Howard doctrine" according to which his own 
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councry should fulfUl the role of the faithful US "local assistant." 

To the consternation of Southeast Asian political opinion he de­

clared "Australia will act as the United States' 'deputy sheriff' in 

regional peace-keeping."49 Malaysia's opposition leader, Lim Kit 

Siang, responded to this idea by saying that "Mr. Howard had done 

more than any previous Auscralian Prime Minister to damage 

Australia's relations with Asia since the 'White Australia' policy was 

abolished in the 19 60s. "so Hadi Soesastro, an American-educated 

Indonesian academic, hit the head of the nail by pointing out that 

"It is always the deputy sheriff who gets killed.">' Indeed, that is 

precisely the role of the US "local assistants": to kill and co get 

killed for the cause handed down to them from above. 

Marx wrote in his Eighteenth Brwnaire of Louis Bonaparte that historical 

events often appear twice, in concrasting forms: first, as a (Napole­

onic) tragedy, and later as the farce of Napaleon Ie petit. The role assigned to 

Japan in the recendy revised, unconstitutional Japan-US Security 

Treaty could only produce a major cragedy in Southeast Asia, and an 

equally cragic devastation to Japan itself The muscle-flexing "US 

deputy sheriff' role proclaimed in the Howard doctrine can only be 

deSCribed as the farce eagerly running ahead of the cragedy. 

The history of imperialism has three distinct phases: 

1. Early modem colonial empire-building imperialism, brought about 

through the expansion of some European countries in the rela­

tively easily penetrable parts of the world; 

2. "Redistributive" imperialism, antagonistically contested by the major powers 

on behalf of their quasi-monopolistic corporations, called by Lenin "the 

highest stage of capitalism," involving only a few real contenders, 

and some smaller survivors from the past hanging on to their 

coattails, coming to an end in the immediate aftermath of the 

Second World War; and 
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3. Global hegemonic imperialism, with the United States as its overpow­

ering force, foreshadowed by Roosevelt's version of the "open door" 

policy, with its pretenses of democratic equity. This third phase was 

consolidated soon after the Second World War, and became sharply 

pronounced with the onset of the capital system's scructural crisis in 

the 1970s, when the imperative to constitute the all-embracing 

political command scructure of capital under a "global government" 

presided over by the globally dominant country became preSSing. 

Those who entertained the illusion that postwar "neo-coloni­

alism" had brought into being a stable system in which politi­

cal/military domination had been replaced by straightforward 

economic domination tended to assign too much weight to the 

continued power of the former colonial imperialist masters after 

the formal dissolution of their empires, underrating at the same 

time the exclUSionary aspirations of global US hegemonic domi­

nation and the causes sustaining them. They imagined that by 

setting up institutes of development studies-for the purpose of 

"further educating" the postcolonial political and administrative 

elites of their former dependencies, inducing them to adopt the 

newly promoted theories and policies of "modernization" and 

"development"-the former colonial rulers could secure a sub­

stantive continuity with their old system. What had put an end to 

such illusions was not only the overwhelmingly greater power of 

penetration of the American corporations (forcefully backed by 

the US government) but, even more, the collapse of the whole 

policy of modernization everywhere, as discussed above. 

The fact that US hegemonic imperialism proved to be so 

successful, and still continues to prevail, does not mean that it can 

be considered stable, let alone permanent. The envisaged "global 

government" under US management remains wishful thinking, 

like the "Alliance for Democracy" and the "Partnership for Peace," 

projected-at a time of multiplying military collisions and social 
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explosions--as the solid foundation of the newest version of the 

"new world order." We have been there before--after the implo­
sion of the Soviet system-when such vision 

Found favor in a US anxious to keep the capitalist dynamo going 

at the end of the Cold War. Selective engagement with key 

"emerging market" states provided an alternative foreign policy 

(Q the defunct containment strategy. The policy enVisaged the 

United States at the hub of "One World" driving toward shared 

prosperity, democracy and better living conditions for all. Western 

corporations would pour technologies into the poorer regions of 

the world, where labor was abundant, cheap and talented. Global 

financial markets, no longer under political lock and key, would 

proVide capital. Within a couple of decades, there would arise a 
huge transnational market for consumers. 51 

Over ten years of the projected couple of decades are over, and 

we are in a much worse condition than ever before even in an 

advanced capitalist country like Britain, where-according to the 

latest statistics--()ne in three children lives below the poverty line, and 

in the last twenty years their numbers multiplied threefold. And no one 

should have illusions about how the structural crisis of capital 
affects even the richest country, the United States. For there too 

conditions deteriorated greatly in the last two decades. According 

to a recent report of the Congressional Budget Office-and no one 

could accuse that office of a left-wing bias-the richest one percent 

of the population earns as much as the bottom 100 million (i.e. 

nearly forty percent). And significantly, this appalling number has 

doubled since 1977, when the top one percent's income was equivalent 

to that of "only" 49 million of the poorest, i.e. less than twenty percent 
of the population.5J 

As to the rest of tlle optimistic projections quoted above, no 

longer are we treated to the mirage of "a huge transnational 

market" bringing "prosperity to all," including the people in the 
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East. The Chinese Prime Minister. Zhu Rongji, is now praised for 

his "bold attempts to bring reform to the state sector, which now 

means lUlemployment for millions of Chinese workers. "54 How many more 

millions of workers---or indeed hundreds of millions of them­

must be made unemployed before it can be said that China has 

finally qualified "for a place in the free market world"? For the 

time being the editorial of the Economist can only express its hope, 

and prognosticate its realization, that the Chinese system will be 
overthrown from inside,55 and project the external military solu­

tion in other articles, as we have seen above. What is common to 

the two approaches is the complete absence of any sense of reality. 

For even if the Chinese system could be overthrown today or 

tomorrow, that would solve absolutely nothing as regards the total 

failure of the sanguine expectations once attached to the "emer­

gent market states" and tlleir projected impact "to keep the 

capitalist dynamo going at the end of the Cold War." 

In the meantime the contradictions and antagonisms remain 

ineradicable and continue to intensify Under the rule of capital, 

which is structurally incapable of resolVing its contradictions­

hence its way of postponing the moment of truth, until the 

accumulated pressures result in some kind of explosion-there 

is a tendency to misrepresent historical time, in the direction of 

both the past and the future, in the interest of eternalizing the 

present. The tendentious misreading of the past arises from the 

ideological imperative to misrepresent the present as the neces­

sary structural framework of all possible change. For precisely 

because the established present must be timelessly projected 

into the future, the past must also be fictionalized-in the form 

of a projection backwards--as the domain of the system's 

eternal presence in another form, so as to remove the actual 

historical determinations and the time-bound limitations of the 

present. 
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As a result of the perverse interests at the roots of capital's relation 

to time, it can have neither a long-term perspective, nor a sense of urgency 
even when an explosion is about to take place. Enterprises are oriented 

toward, and their success is measured in, the fulfillment ofprojections 

conceived on the most myopic timescale. This is why the intellectuals 

who adopt the standpoint of capital like to argue that whatever 

worked in the past-encapsulated in the idealized method of doing 

"little by little"-is bound to work also in the future. This is a 

dangerous fallacy. For time is not on our side, given the accumulating 

pressure of our concradictions. The projection of the Economist about 

the happy aligrunenc of all the "nervous" and "worried" councries 

with US scrategies is, at best, an arbitrary projection of the present 

inco the future, ifnot a complete misrepresentation ofpresent realities 

in order to make them suit the wishfully anticipated future. For even 

the presenc-day contradiccions between the United States and Japan, 

as well as between Russia and the United States, are much greater than 

the adopted scheme of things allows for, not to mention their 

potential unfolding in the future. Nor should one ignore the objeccive 

conflicts of interest between India and the United States in order to 

cransfigure them into perfect harmony on account of the postulated 

"nervousness" about China. 

Moreover, even the apparently prevalent harmony of the United 

States with the European Union in the framework of NATO should 

not be taken for granted to persist in the future, given the clear signs 

of inter-imperialist conflicts both within the EU and between the 

EU and the United States.56 At times even the Economist gives away 

its concern that not everything is going as it should in the 

conflict-ridden power relations of the West, although insisting that 

no one should even dream about challenging US domination. As 

an editorial article of the journal puts it: 

Even the motives for a common foreign policy vary. Some Euro­
peans want it as an expreSSion of Europe's common political will; 
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otbers as a rival to, and restraint upon, the United States. Ifit tUrned 
into nothing more than a form of anti-Americanism, it would be 

a disaster. For the foreseeable future, NATO, preferably in synch 
with the UN, will be the linchpin of western security. America 

must still take the lead in dealing with most of the world's danger 

zones. But in near-at-hand places like the Balkans, America will 
happily defer to Europe. And even in areas like the Middle East or 

Russia, Europe ought to be able to playa complementary role to 
America. Europe can and should exercise a greater influence in the 

5i 
world, but it will not be a superpower for many years yet. 

The meaningless phrase "Europe can and should exerdse a greater 

influence in the world" (like what? and where?) is thrown in as an 

empty consolation prize, so as to legitimate in the eyes of the 

feeble-minded the absolute supremacy of the United States, propa­

gandized by the Economist. In trUth, however, the question is not at all 

How long will it take for Europe to become a "superpower" matching 

the military might of the United States? Rather: In what form and 

with what intensity will the simmering inter-imperialist antagonisms 

erupt into the open in that by no means distant future? 
As a matter of fact, the US adminiscration has been quite 

concerned about the prospects of European developments. 

Strobe Talbot, former deputy Secretary ofState, said, the last thing 

Washington wanted to see was a European defense identity "which 
begins witbin NATO, but grows out ofN ATO, and then away from 

NATO." The risk, he told a seminar at the Royal Institute of 
International Affairs, is of an EU defense structure that "first 

duplicates the alliance and then competes with the alliance." Mr 
Talbot's words ... also touch America's basic ambivalence about 

greater European unity: that it is fine so long as it does not threaten US 

global pre-eminence.58 

Thus the US State Department misses no opportunity to ham­

mer home the plain cruth about its determination to keep the rest 
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of the world subservient to the demands of its "global pre-eminence." 

Naturally, the most subservient of all Western governments, the 

British, hastened to oblige and voice its unqualified reassurance at 

the same seminar of the Royal Institute of International Affairs. 

"Trying to allay US anxieties, Lord George Robertson, the outgoing 

Secretary of State for Defense who takes over at NATO from Xavier 

Solana next week, declared that the Atlantic alliance remains the 

cornerstone ofBritish defense policy. "59 That may be so, for as long 

as the "Trojan horse" role assigned by the United States to the 

British government in Europe remains unquestioned. However, 

such reassurances are no more than whistling in the dark as regards 

the existing objective contradictions ofinterest among the Western 

powers, which are bound to intensify in the future, no matter how 

forcefully the US State Department reminds the EU of who is really 

entitled to call the tWle even when refusing to pay for it. 

3. HISTORICAL CHALLENGES FACING 

THE SOCIALIST MOVEMENT 

3.1 

As we have seen earlier, the anti-imperialist movement in the 

United States at the turn of the nineteenth to twentieth century 

failed because oflabor's "conciliation with the trusts and support 

for their foreign policy." The conclusion of Lincoln's former 

associate, George S. Boutwell, in 1902, that "The final effort for 

the salvation of the republic is to be made by the laboring and 

producing classes" sounds prophetiC today. For the conditions of 

success remain the same, and only the American "laboring and 

producing classes" can bring to an end the destructive drive of 

global hegemonic imperialism. No political/military power on 

earth can accomplish from the outside what must be done from inside 

by a movement offering a positive alternative ro the existing order 

in the United States. 

Naturally, this does not mean that everyone else can sit back and 

wait until the required action is over, because it can never be 

completed in isolation. The problems and contradictions are so 

inextricably intertwined that their solution reqUires profound 

changes also in other parts of the world. The deep-seated causes of 

the explosive contradictions must be addressed everywhere, 
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through the comrnianent ofa truly international enterprise whose 

particular constituents confront their own share of capital's jun­

gle-like network ofcontradictions, in solidarity with the "laboring 

and producing classes" in America and elsewhere in the world. 

American labor's "conciliation with the trusts and support for their 

foreign policy" at the turn of the century60 was due, on the one 

hand, to the availability of outlets for imperialist expanSion and 

thereby the postponing displacement of capital's contradictions; 

and on the side of labor, to the absence of the objective and 

subj ective condi tions61 ofaviable hegemonic alternative to capital's mode 

of controlling societal reproduction. Such an alternative is incon­

ceivable withom international solidarity oriented toward the crea­

tion of an order of substantive equality. 

One does not have to be a militant socialist to realize the 

dangers we face. It is relevant to recall in this context the alarm 

raised in 1997 by Nobel Prize winner Joseph Rotblat concerning 

the profit-driven research activities pursued in the field of 

biotechnology and "cloning." As we know, under the rule of 

capital such activities---entrapped by the system's expanSionary 

imperatives, whatever the human and environmental conse­

quences-represent a new dimension of humanity's potential 

self-destruction. This new dimension is now being added to the 

already existing arsenal of nuclear, chemical and biological 

weapons: each capable of inflicting on us a universal holocaust 

many times over. 

Denis Noble, a distinguished liberal scientist who was most 

prominent in the protest movement that prevented Margaret 

Thatcher's election to the chancellorship of Oxford University, 

extended Rotblat's argument to point out the danger of uncon­

trollable and potentially self-destructive ways in which scien­

tific knowledge is produced and utilized in our social order. He 

wrote in a recent paper on academic integrity: 
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The structures ofsociety-social, political. religious-are creaking 
heavily with our inability to absorb what we know into ethical and 
social systems that are capable of being Widely accepted. The 
problem is urgent. ... One possible OUlcome is, ofcourse, a retreat 
into fundamentalism of various forms, which would certainly 
challenge academic integrity severely. The alternative is to ac­
knowledge that there is an obligation on the part of the creators 
of this stOckpile of knowledge to work out how to disann its ability to 

destroy US.
6l 

The social responsibility of scientists for fighting against such 

dangers cannot be overstated. Indeed, the scientists who took part 

in this enterprise in the twentieth century included some of their 

greatest. Thus Einstein, for instance, conducted for many years his 

struggle against the militarization ofscience and for the vital cause 

of nuclear disarmament. In a message he drafted for a planned­

but, as a result ofgross interference, never actually convened-national 

congress of sdentists, Einstein \¥rote: 

I am sincerely gratified that the great majority of s<;ientists are fully 
conscious of their responsibilities as scholars and world citizens; 
and that they have not fallen victim to the widespread hysteria that 
threatens our future and that of our children. It is horrifying to 
realize that the poison of militarism and imperialism threatens to 
bring undesirable changes in the political attitude of the United 
States ... What we see at work here is not an expressiou of the 
sentiments of the American people; rather, it reflects the will of a 
powerful minority which uses its economic power to control the 
organs of political life. Should the government pursue this fateful 
course, we scientists must refuse to submit to its immoral de­
mands, even if they are backed hy legal machinery. There is an 
unwritten law, that ofour own conscience, which is far more binding 
than any bills that may be devised in Washington. And there are, of 
course, even for us, the ultimate weapons: non-cooperation and 

strike.63 
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The cancellation of the meeting, scheduled for January 10-12, 

1946, disappointed Einstein's publicly declared belief in the con­

sdously accepted sodal responsibility of the great majority of 

scientists. Nevertheless, he continued his struggle until he died, 

defying threats and public denundations. He knew very well that 

"men have never freed themselves from intolerable bondage, 

frozen into law, except by revolutionary action, "6{ and he insisted 

that "Deeds, not words are needed; mere words get pacifists 

nowhere. They must initiate action and begin with what can be 

achieved now."&S Yet, despite his immense prestige and quite 

unparalleled access to heads of governments as well as co the 

media, Einstein was in the end completely isolated and defeated 

by the political apologists of the growing military!industrial 

complex. They even called for his prosecution,6& with a view to 

expulsion from the United States, with a Mississippi delegate 

thundering in Congress, "This foreign-born agitator would have 

us plunge in to another European war in order to further the spread 
of Communism throughout the world. "67 

Thus, even the protest of the century's greatest socially con­


cerned and politically conscious scientist had to remain a cry in
 

the Wilderness. For it was not amplified by a mass movement that could
 

confront and disarm the deeply entrenched destructive forces of
 

capital through its own practically viable alternative vision of how
 

to order human affairs. Boutwell presented such an alternative
 

when he insisted that "The final effort for the salvation of the 

republic"-as against the empire-building, adventurist big corpo­

rations and their state-"is to be made by the laboring and 

producing classes." Boutwell uttered these words nearly a century 

ago, and their truth has been intenSifying ever since. For the 

dangers have illuneasurably increased for the whole of humanity, 

not only compared to ] 902, when Boutwell spoke, but even in 

comparison to Einstein's time. The megatons in the nuclear arsenal, 
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which worried Einstein, have not only multiplied since the time of his 

death, but also proliferated, despite all self-deluding talk about the "end 

of the Cold War." We were reminded of the real state of affiirs quite 

recently when President Yeltsin tried to justiry the "sovereign right" of 

his counrry's gruesome war against Chechnya by warning the rest of 

the world that Russia still possessed a full arsenal of nuclear weapons. 

Today, in addition to the nuclear threatofMAD (' 'Mutually Assured 

Destruction"), the knowledge of how to employ chemical and 

biological weaponry in the service of mass extermination is at the 

disposal of all those who would not hesitate to use such weapons if 

the rule of capital was threatened. And that is by no means all. For by 

now environmental destruction, in the service of capital's blindly 

pursued interests, has assumed such proportions that even if the 

process is reversed tomorrow, it would take decades to produce any 

significant change in this respect by neutralizing capital's pernidous 

self-propelling and self-sustaining articulation, which must pursue 

its "rational," and in immediate terms "economic," line of least resistance. 

The scale of this destruction is dramatically illustrated by the terrible 

calamity inflicted in the dying days of the twentieth century on the 

people of Venezuela, as a result of irresponsible deforestation and 

speculative "development." Moreover, the potentially lethal implica­

tions of tampering with nature through recklessly used biotechnol­

ogy, cloning, and through the uncontrolled genetiC modification of 

food products, under the dictates ofprofit-seeking giant corporations 

and their governments, represent the opening ofa new Pandora's box. 

"These are the clearly visible dangers on our horizon, as things 

srand today; and who knows what additional dangers will appear 

through capital's destructive uncomrollability for our children's to­

morrow! However, what in the light of our historical experience is 

absolutely clear is that only a genuine socialist mass movement can 

counter and defeat the forces that are now pushing humankind 

toward the abyss of self-destruction. 
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3.2 

The urgently needed constitution of the radical alternative to 

capital's mode of social metabohc reproduction cannot take place 

without a critical reexamination of the past. It is necessary to 
examine the failure of the historical left to hve up to Marx's 

optimistic expectation in 1847 that the trade unionist "combina­

tion" and ensuing political development of the working class 

would take place in close parallel to the industrial development of 
the various capitalist COuntries. As he put it: 

The degree to which combination has developed in any country 

clearly marks the rank it occupies in the hierarchy ofthe world market. 

England, whose industry has attained the highest degree of develop­

ment, has the biggest and best-organized combinations. In England 

they have not stopped at partial combinations ... they went on simulta­

neously with the political struggles of the workers, who now consti­

tute a large political party:, under the name of the Chartists. 68 

Marx expected this process to continue in such a way that 

The working class, in the course of its development, will substitute 

for the old civil society an association which will exclude classes 

and their antagonism, and there will be no more political power properly so 

called, since political power is precisely the official expreSSion of 
antagonism in civil society69 

However, the historical development of the working class was 

characterized by ongoing partiality and sectionality These charac­

teristics were not confined to "partial combinations" and to the 

various trade unions that arose from them. Inevitably at first, 

partiality affected every aspect of the socialist movement, includ­

ing its political dimension. So much so, in fact, that a century and 

a half later it still presents an immense problem, to be resolved 
some time in the hopefully not very distant future. 

The labor movement could not help being sectional and partial 

in its beginnings. This was not simply a question of subjectively 
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adopting the wrong strategy, as often claimed, but a matter of 

objective determinations. As mentioned earlier, the "plurality of 

capitals" could not and cannot be overcome within the framework 

of capital's social metabolic order, despite the overpowering ten­

dency toward the monopolistic concentration and centraliza­

tion-as well as the transnational, but precisely in its transnational 

(and not genUinely multinational) character necessarily partial 

development-of globaliZing capital. At the same time, the "plu­

rality oflabor," too, cannot be superseded on capital's ground of 

social metabolic reproduction, no matter how much effort is 

invested in trying to turn labor from capital's structurally irrecon­

Cilable antagonist into its Uniformly compliant servant; attempts 

ranging from the mystifying and absurd propaganda of share­

holding "people's capitalism" to the all-embraCing direct political 

extraction of surplus labor exercised by the post-capitalist personi­

fications of capital who tried to legitimate themselves through 

their spurious claim to be the embodiment of the true interests of 

the working class. 

The sectional and partial character of the labor movement was 

combined with its defensive articulation. Early trade unionism­

from which the political parties later emerged-represented the 
tendentially authoritarian centralizotion of sectionality, and thereby the 

transfer of the power of decision making from the local "combi­

nations" to the trade union centers, and subsequently to the 

political parties. Thus already the early trade union movement as a 

whole was ineVitably sectional and defensive. Indeed, due to the inner 

logiC ofdevelopment of this movement, the centralization of sectionali ty 

carried with it the entrenchment of defensiveness as compared to the 

sporadic attacks through which the local combinations could 

inflict serious damage on their local capital antagonists. (The more 

distant Luddite relatives tried to do the same in a more generalized 

destructive, and therefore within a very short run of time quite 
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unviable form.) The entrenchment of defensiveness thus repre­

sented a paradOxical historical advance. For through its early trade 

unions labor became also tile interlocutor of capital, witIl0Ut ceasing 

to be objectively its structural antagonist. From this new position 

of labor's generalized defensiveness certain advantages could be 

derived, underfavorable conditions, for some sections oflabor. This was 

possible so long as the corresponding cOnstituencs of capital could 

adjust memselves on a countrywide scale-in tune with the 

dynamic of potential capital expansion and accumulation-to the 

demands conveyed to them by the defensively articulated labor 

movement. This movement operated Within me structural prem­

ises of the capital system, as a legally constituted and state-regu­

lated interlocutor. The development of the welfare state was the 

ultimate manifestation of this logic, workable in a very hmited 

number of countries. It was limited both as regards the favorable 
conditions of undisturbed capital expanSion in the countries con­

cerned, as the precondition of the welfare state's appearance, and 

in relation to its time scale, marked in the end by me "radical right';' 

pressure for the complete liqUidation of the welfare state in the 

last three decades, as a result of the structural crisis of the capital 
system as a whole. 

Wim the constitution oflabor's political parties-in the form 

of me separation of the "in1ustrial arm" of labor (the trade 

unions) from its "political ann" (the SOCial-democratic and the 

vanguardist parties)-the defenSiveness of the movement was 

further entrenched. For both types of parties appropriated for 
themselves the exclUSive right of overall decision making, which 

was already foreshadowed in the centralized Sectionality of the 

trade union movements themselves. This defenSiveness was ren­

dered worse still through the mode of operation adopted by the 

political parties, obtaining certain successes at the cost ofderailing 

and diverting the socialist movement from its original Objectives. 
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For in the capitalist parliamentary framework, in exchange for the 

acceptance by capital of the legitimacy oflabor's political parties, 

it became quite uulawful to use the "industrial arm" for political 

purposes. This amounted to a severely constraining condition to 

which we parties of labor consented, thereby condemning the 

immense combative potential of materially rooted and potentially 

also politically most effective productive labor to total powerless­

ness. Acting in this way was all the more problematical since 

capital, tlrrougll its structurally secured supremacy, remained the 

extra-parliamentary force parexceIJence, which could dominate parliament 

as it pleased from the outside. Nor could the situation be consid­

ered any better for labor in post-capitalist countries. For Stwn 

degraded the trade unions to the status ofbeing what he called the 

"transmission belts" ofofficial propaganda, exempting simultane­

ously the post-capitalist political form of authoritarian decision 

making from any pOSSibility of control by the working class base. 

Understandably, therefore, in view of our unhappy historical 

experience with bom main types of political parties, there can be 

no hope for the radical re-articulation of the socialist movement 

without fully combining labor's "industrial arm" with. its "political arm"; by 

conferring the power of meaningful political decision making on 

the trade unions (thus encouraging them to be directly political), 

on the one hand, and by making the political parties themselves 

defiantly active in industrial conflicts as the uncompromising 

antagonists of capital, assuming responSibility for their struggle 

inside and outside parhament. 

The labor movement tmoughout its long history remained 

sectional and defensive. Indeed, mese two defming characteristics 

constituted a veritable vicious circle. Labor in its divided and often 

internally torn plurality could not break out of its paralYZing 

sectional constraints, in dependency to the plurality of capitals, 

because it was articulated defensively as a general movement; and 
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vice versa, it could not overcome the grave limitations ofits necessary 

defensiveness vis-a.-vis capital. because up to the present time it 

remained sectional in its organized industrial and pohtical articula­

tion. At the same time, to make the vicious circle even tighter, the 

defensive role assumed by labor conferred a strange fonn of legiti­

macy on capital's mode of social metabolic control. For, by default, 

labor's defensive posture explicitly or tacitly consented to treating the 

estabhshed socioeconomic and political order as the necessary frame­

work of, and the continuing prereqUisite to, what could be conSidered 

"realistically feasible" out of the advocated demands, demarcating at 

the same time the only legitimate way of resolving the conflicts that 

would arise from the rival claims of the interlocutors. This amounted 

to a kind of self-censorship, much to the delight of capital's eager 

persOnifications. It represented a numbing self-censorship, resulting in a 

strategic inactivity that continues to paralyze even the more radical 

remnants of the organized historical left, not to mention its once upon 

a time genuinely reformist but by now totally tamed and integrated 
constituents. 

So long as the defensive posture of capital's "rational interlocu­

tor"-whose rationality was defined a priori by what could be fitted 

into the practical premises and constraints ofthe ruling order--eould 

produce relative gains for labor, the self-proclaimed legitimacy of 

capital's overall political regulatory framework remained fundamen­

tally unchallenged. Once under the pressure of its structural crisis, 

however, capital could not yield anything of significance to its 

"rational interlocutor" but, on the contrary, had to take back also its 

past concessions. ruthlessly attacking the very foundations of the 

welfare state as well as labor's protective/defensive legal safeguards 

through a set of "democratically enacted" authoritarian anti-trade 

union laws. In this way, the legitimacy of the established political 

order was eroded, exposing at the same time the total untenability 
of labor's defensive posture. 
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The "crisis of politics" cannot be denied today even by the system's 

worst apologists. Of course, they try to confine it to the sphere of 

political manipulation and its unholy consensus, in the spirit of 

New Labour's "third way." But this crisis of politics represenrs a 

profound crisis of legitimacy of the established mode of social meta­

bolic reproduction and its overall framework of political control. 

This is what has brought with it the historical actuality of the socialist 

offensive, 70 even iflabor's purSUit of its own "line ofleast resistance" 

continues to favor for the time being the maintenance of the 

existing order, despite that order's more and more obvious failure 

to "deliver the goods"-even in the most advanced capitalist 

countries--as the ground of its once overwhelmingly accepted 

legitimacy. "New Labour" today, in all of its European varieties, is 

the facilitator for "delivering the goods" only to the entrenched 

capital interests, whether in the domain of fmance capital cynically 

championed by the Blair government even in conflict with some 

of its European parmers---{)r some industrial and quaSi-monopo­

listic commercial sections of it. At the same time, in order to defend 

the system under the conditions of capital's narrowing margins of 

reproductive viability, the concerns of the working class are totally 

ignored. Thus capital's vital interests are facihtated by retaining all 

of the authoritarian anti-labor legislation of the recent past/ 1 and 

by using the power of the state to support capital's push for the 

massive casualization of the labor force, as a cynically deceptive 

"solution" of the unemployment problem. This is why the need 

for a socialist offensive cannot be removed from the historical 

agenda by any given or conceivable variety of labor's defenSive 

accommodation. 

It should be of no surprise that under the present conditions 

of crisis the siren song of Keynesianism is heard again as a wishful 

remedy, appealing to the spirit of the old "expansionary consen­

sus" in the service of "development." However, today that song 
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can only sound as something very faint, emerging through a long 

pipe from the bottom of a very deep Keynesian grave. For the type 

ofconsensus cultivated by the existing varieties of accommodated 

labor in reality has to make palatable the structuml failure of capital 

expansion and accumulation, in sharp contrast to the conditions 

that once enabled Keynesian policies to prevail for a very limited 

historical period. Luigi Vinci, a prominent figure in the Italian 

Rifondazione movement, rightly stressed that today the proper self­

definition and autonomous organizational viability of the radical 

socialist forces is "often badly hindered by a vague and optimistic 

left-Keynesianism in which the central position is occupied by the 

magic word 'development.' "72 Even at the peak of Keynesian 

expansion this notion of "development" could not bring one inch 

nearer the socialist alternative, because it always took for granted 

the necessary practical premises of capital as the orienting frame­

work of its own strategy, firmly under the internalized constraints 
of the "line ofleast resistance." 

It must also be stressed that Keynesianism is by its very nature 
conjill1ctural. Since it operates within capital's struCtural parame­

ters, it cannot help being conjunctuml, irrespective of whether the 

prevailing circumstances favor a shorter or a longer conjuncture. 

Keynesianism, even in its "left-Keynesian" variety, is necessarily 

situated witllin, and constrained by, capital's srop-80 I08ic. Even at its 
best Keynesianism can represent nothing more rban the "go" 

phase of an expansionary cycle. which sooner or later must be 

brought to an end by the "stop" phase. In its origins Keynesianism 

tried to offer an alternative to this stop-go logic, by managing both 

phases in a "balanced" way. However, it failed to do so, remaining 

instead tied to the one-sided "go" phase, due to the very nature 

of its capitalist state-oriented regulatory framework. The quite 

unusual length of postwar Keynesian expansion-but even that 

confined, significantly, to a handful of advanced capitalist coun-
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tries-was largely due to the favorable conditions of postwar recon­

struction and to the dominant position assumed in it by the over­

whelmingly state-financed military-industrial complex. On the other 

hand, the fact that the corrective-coill1teracting "stop" phase had to 

acquire the exceptionally harsh and callous form of "neo-liberalism" 

(and "monetarism" as its pseudo-objective ideological rationaliza­

tion)-already ill1der Harold Wilson's Labour government, whose 

monetarist financial policy was presided over by Denis Healy, as 

Chancellor of the Exchequer-was due to the onset of capital's (no 

longer traditionally cyclic) structural crisis, embracing an entire histori­

cal epoch. This is what explains the exceptional duration of the 

neo-liberal "stop" phase, by now much longer than the postwar 

Keynesian "go" phase. And there is no end in Sight yet, as it is 

perpetuated ill1der the watchful eyes of Conservative and Labour 

governments alike. 

Both the anti-labor harshness and the frightening duration of the 

neo-liberal stop phase, together with the fact that neo-liberalism is 

practiced by governments that were supposed to be situated on the 

oppOSite sides of the parliamentary political divide, are in reality 

intelligible only as the manifestations ofcapital's structural crisis. The 

brutallongeYity of ilie neo-liberal phase is ideologically rationalized 

by some laborite theoreticians as the "downward long cycle" of 

normal capitalist development, which is certain to be followed by 

anoilier "expansionary long cycle." This drcurnstance only ill1der­

lines the complete failure of refOrmist "strategic thinking" to grasp 

ilie nature of the ongoing trends ofdevelopment. For the savagery of 

neo-liberalism continues its course, quite unchallenged by accom­

modated labor, and we are now running out of the years predicated 

even by the fanciful notion of the coming "positive long cycle" as 

theorized by capital's laborite apologists. 

Thus, given the structural crisis of the capital system, even if a 

conjunctural shift could bring back for a while an attempt to 
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institute some form ofKeynesian state financial management, that 

could be done only for an extremely limited duration, due to the 

absence of the material conditions that would favor its extension 

for a longer time even in the dominant capitalist countries. More 

importantly still, such limited conjunctural revival could offer 

absolutely nothing for the realization of a radical socialist alterna­

tive. For it would be impossible to build a viable strategic alterna­

tive to capital's mode of social metabolic control on an internal 

conjunctural way of managing the system. a way that needs the 

healthy expansion and accumulation of capital as the necessary 

precondition of its own mode of operation. 

3.3 

As we have seen in the last few pages, the sectional limitations 

and defensiveness of labor could not be overcome through the 

movement's trade unionist and political centralization. This his­

torical failure is now strongly underlined by capital's transnational 

globalization to which labor does not seem to have any answer. 

It must be recalled here that in the course of the last century 

and a half no less than four Internationals have been founded in an 

attempt to create the required international unity of labor. How­

ever, all four of them failed even to approximate their stated 

objectives, let alone to realize them. This cannot be made intelli­

gible simply in terms of personal betrayals. Even if these terms are 

accurate at a personal level, they still beg the question and ignore 

the weighty objective detenninations that must be kept in mind if 

we want to remedy the situation in the future, For it remains to be 

explained why the circumstances actually favored such derailments 

and betrayals over a very long historical period. 

The fundamental problem is that the sectional plurality oflabor 

is closely linked to the hierarchically structured conflictual plural­

ity ofcapitals, both within every particular country and on a global 

scale. If it were not for the latter, it would be much easier to 
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envisage the successful constitution of labor's international unity 

against unified or unifiable capital. However, given the necessarily 

hierarchical!conflictual articulation of the capital system, with its 

incorrigibly iniquitous internal and international pecking order, 

the global unity of capital-tO which in principle the correspond­

ing international unity oflabor could be unproblematically coun­

terposed-is not feasible, The much deplored historical fact that 

in major international conflicts the working classes of the various 

countries sided with their countrywide exploiters, instead of 

turning their weapons against their own ruling classes as the 

socialists invited them to do. finds its material ground of explana­

£ion in the contradictory power relationship here referred to, and 

cannot be reduced to the question of "ideological clarity." By the 

same token, those who expect a radical change in this respect from 

the unification ofglobalizing capital and its "global government" -which 

would be combatively confronted by internationally united and 

fully class-conscious labor--are also bound to be disappointed. 

Capital is not going to oblige and do such a "favor" to labor for 

the simple reason that it cannot do so, 
The hierarchical!conflictual articulation of capi tal remains the 

system's overall structuring principle, no matter how large, indeed 

how gigantiC even, its constitutive units might be. This is due to 

the innermost nature of the system's decision-making processes. 

Given the irreconCilable structural antagonism between capital and 

labor, the latter must be categorically excluded from all meaningful 

decision making, This must be the case not only at the most 

comprehensive level but even at the constitutive "microcosms" in 

,the particular productive units. For capital, as the alienated power 

lof decision making, cannot possibly function without making its 

decisions absolutely unquestioned (by the labor force) in the 

particular workshops, or by the rival production complexes at the 

intermediary level, in a given country, or even at the most com­
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prehensive scale (by the commanding persoill1el in charge ofother 

internationally competing units). This is why capital's mode of 

decision making-in all known and feasible varieties of the capital 
system-must be a top-down authoritarian way of managing the various 

enterprises. Understandably, therefore. all talk about labor "sharing 

power" with, or "partidpating" in the decision-making processes of 

capital belongs to the realm of pure fiction, if not to the cynical 
camouflage of the real state of affairs. 

This structurally determined inability to share power explains why 

the wide-ranging twentieth-century monopolistic developments had to 

assume the form of rakeovers-"hostile" or "non-hostile" takeovers 

(ubiquitous today on a mind-boggling scale), but invariably take­

overs, with one of the parties involved COming out on top, even when 

the ideological rationalization of the process is misrepresented as the 

"happy marriage ofequals. " The same inability explains, for our time 

even more significantly, the important fact that the ongoing globali­

zation of capital produced and continues to produce giant tmnsna­

tional corporations, but not genuine multinationals, despite the much 

needed ideological convenience of the latter. No doubt in the future 

there will be many attempts to rectify this situation through the 

creation and operation ofproper multinational companies. However, 

the underlying problem is bound to remain even in that drcumstance. 

For the future "shared boardroom arrangements" of genuine multi­

nationals are workable only in the absence of Significant conflicts of interest 

among the particular national constituents of the multinationals in 

question. Once such conflicts arise, the former "harmonious collabo­

rative arrangements" become unsustainable. and the overall decision­

making process must revert to the customary authOritarian top-down 

variety, under the overpowering weight of the strongest member. For 

this problem is inseparable from the relationship of the particular 

national capitals to their own labor force, which remains always struc­
turally antagonistic/ conflictual. 

Accordingly, in a situation of major conflict no particular 

national capital can afford--or permit-to become disadvantaged 

by decisions that would favor a rival national labor force, and by 

implication its own rival national capital-antagonist. The wishfully 

projected "world government" under the rule of capital would 

become feaSible only if a workable solution could be found to this 

problem. But no government, and least of all a "world govern­

ment," is feasible without a well-established and efficiently func­

tioning material basis. The idea of a viable world government 

implies as its necessary material base the elimination of all signifi­

cant material antagonisms from the global constitution of the 

capital system, and thereby the harmonious management of social 

metabolic reproduction by one uncontested global monopoly, em­

bracing all facets of societal reproduction with the happy coopera­

tion of the global labor force-a veritable contradiction in terms. 

Without this material base, it would require the totally authoritar­

ian and, whenever necessary, extreme violent rule of the whole 

world by one hegemonic imperialist country on a permanent basis: 

an equally absurd and unsustainable way of running the world order. 

Only a socialist mode of sodal metabolic reproduction can offer a 

genuine alternative to these nightmare solutions. 

Another vital objective determination we have to face, however 

uncomfortable it might be, concerns the nature of the political 

sphere and the parties within it. For the centralization of labor's 

sectionality-a sectionality which its political parties were ex­

pected to remedy-was due to a large extent to the necessary mode 

of operation of the political parties themselves, in their unavoid­

able oppOSition to their political adversary within the capitalist state 

reprJsenting the overall political command structure of capital. 

Thus all of labor's political parties, including the Leninist, had to 

appropriate for themselves the comprehenSive political dimen­

sion, so as to be able to mirror in their own mode of articulation 
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the \.Ulderlying political strucmre (the bureaucratized capitalist state) 

to which they were subjected. What was problematical in all this was 

that the politically necessary and successful mirroring of the adver­

sary's political structuring principle could not bring with it the 

practicable vision ofan alternative way ofcontrolling the system. Labor's 

political parties could not elaborate a viable alternative because they 

were centered in their negating function exclusively on the adver­

sary's political dimension, remaining thereby utterly dependent on the object of 

their negation. 

The vital missing dimension, which political parties as such cannot 

supply, was capital not as political corrunand (iliat aspect was undoubtedly 

addressed) but as the social metabolicregulator of the material reproduction process, 

which ultimately determines also the political dimension, but much 

more than that besides. This unique correlation in the capital system 

between the political and the material reproductive dimension is what 

explains why we witness periodic moves, at times ofmajor sodoeco­

nomic and pOlitical crises, from the parliamentary democratic articu­

lation ofpolitics to its extreme authoritarian varieties. These shifts take 

place as they are required or permitted by sodal metabolic processes 

in tunnoll. And the political framework regulated by the formal 

democratic rules of adversariality is restored in due course, on capital's newly 

reconstituted and consolidated social metabolic ground. 

Since capital is actually in control of all vital aspects of the sodal 

metabolism, it can afford to define the separately constituted sphere 

of political legitimation as a strictly formal matter, thereby a priori 

excluding the possibility of being legitimately challenged in its 

substantive sphere ofsodoeconomic reproductive operation. Conform­

ing to such determinations, labor as the antagOnist ofactually existing 

capital can only condemn itself to permanent impotence. The post­

capitalist historical experience tells a very sad cautionary tale in this 

respect, regarding its way of misdiagnosing and tackling the 

fundamental problems of the negated social order. 

HISTORICAL CHALLENGES FACING THE SOCIALIST MOVEMENT 

The capital system is made up from incorrigibly centrifugal 

(conflicting/adversarial) constituents, complemented as their co­

hesive dimension under capitalism not only by the unceremoniously 

nverruling power of the "invisible hand," but also by the legal and 

political functions ofthe modem state. The failure of post-capitalist 

societies was that they tried to counter the centrifugal structuring 

determination of the inherited system by superimposing on its par­

ticular adversarial constituents the extreme centralized command strncture 

of an authoritarian political state. This they did in place of address­

ing the crucial problem of how to remedy-through internal re­

structuring and the institution of substantive democratic control-the 

adversarial character and the concomitant centrifugal mode of 

functioning of the particular reproductive and distributive units. 

The removal of the private capitalist personifications of capital 

therefore could not fulfill its role even as the first step on the road 

of the promised socialist transformation. For the adversarial and 

centrifugal nature of the negated system was in fact retained 

through the superimposition of centralized political control at the 

expense oflabor. Indeed, the social metabolic system was rendered 

more uncontrollable than ever before as a result of the failure to 

productively replace the "invisible hand" of the old reproductive 

order by the voluntarist authoritarianism of the "visible" new 

personifications of post-capitalist capital. 
In contrast to the development of so-called actually existing 

socialism, what is reqUired as the vital condition of success is the 

progressive reacquisition of the alienated powers ofpolitical-and 

not only political--decision making in the transition toward a 

genuine socialist society. Without the reacquisition of these powers 

neither the new mode of political control of society as a whole is 

conceivable, nor in~eed the non-adversarial and thereby cohesive and 

pJannabJe everyday operation of the particular productive and dis­

tributive units by their self-managing associated producers. 
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The reconstitution of the unity of the material reproductive and the political 

sphere is the essential definina characteristic of the socialist mode of social metabolic 

control. Creating the necessary mediations toward it cannot be left 

to some faraway future. This is where the defensive articulation 

and sectional centralization of the socialist movement in the 

twentieth century demonstrates its historical anachronism and 

untenability. Confining the comprehensive dimension of the radi­

cal hegemonic alternative to capital's mode of social metabolic 

control to the political sphere can never produce a successful 

outcome. However, as things stand today, the failure to address the 

vital social metabolic dimension of the system remains characteristic 

of labor's organized political embodiments. This is what represents 

the greatest historical challenge for the future. 

3.4­

The pOSSibility ofmeeting this challenge by a radically rearticu­

lated sociahst movement is indicated by four major considerations. 

The first is a negative one. It arises from the constantly 

aggravated contradictions of the existing order that underline the 

vacuity of the apologetiC projections of its absolute permanence. 

For destructiveness can be scretched very far, as we know only too 

well from our constantly worsening conditions of existence, but 

not forever. Ongoing globalization is hailed by the defenders of 

the system as the solution to its p~oblems. In reality, however, it 

sets into motion forces that put into relief not only the system's 

uncontrollability by rational deSign but Simultaneously also its 

own inability to fulfill its controlhng functions as the condition of 

its existence and legitimacy. 

The second consideration indicates the possibility-but ouly the 

possibility-<:l a positive turn ofevents. Nevertheless, this possibihty 

is very real because the capital/labor relation is not a symmetrical one. 

That means in the most important respect that while capital's depend­

ency on labor is absolute-in that capital is absolutely nothing without 

HISTORICAL CHALLENGES FACING THE SOCIALIST MOVEMENT 

labor, which it must permanently explOit-labar's dependency on 

C::lpital is relative, historically created and historically surmountable. In other 

words, labor is not condemned to remain permanently locked into 

capital's vicious circle. 
The third consideration is equally important. It concerns a 

major historical change in the confrontation between capital and 

labor, bringing with it the necessity to look for a very different 

way of asserting the vital interests of the "freely associated pro­

ducers." This is in sharp contrast to the reformist past that had 

brought the movement to a dead end, liqUidating at the same time 

even the mose limited concessions squeezed out of capital in the 

past. Thus, for the first time in history, it has become quite 

untenable to maintain the mystifying gap between immediate aims 

and overall strategiC objectives-which made the pursuit of the reformist 

blind alley so dominant in the labor movement. As a result, the 

question of real control of an alternative social metabolic order has appeared 

on the historical agenda, no matter how unfavorable the conditions 

of its realization for the time being. 
And fmally, as the necessary corollary of the last point, the 

question of substantive equality has also surfaced, in contrast to the 

formal equality and the most pronounced substantive hierarchical inequal­

ity of capital's deciSion-making processes as well as the way in 

which they were mirrored and reproduced in the failed post-capi­

talist historical experience. For the socialist alternative mode of 

controlling a non-adversarial and genuinely plannable social metabolic 

order-an absolute must for the future-is quite inconceivable 

without substantive equalitY as its structuring and regulating 

principle. I 



4. CONCLUSION 

Following in Marx's footsteps, Rosa Luxemburg expressed in a 

striking way the dilemma we have to face: "socialism or barbarism." 

When Marx first formulated his early version of chis idea, he 

situated it within the ultimate historical horizon of me contradic­

tions then unfolding. In his view these contradictions were bound 

to confront the individuals sometime in the indeterminace future 

with the imperative to make the right choices about the social 

order to adopt, so as to save their very existence. 

By me time Rosa Luxemburg talked about the scark alternative, 

the second historical phase of imperialism was in full swing, 

causing on a vast scale the kind of destruction that was qUite 

unimaginable at an earlier stage of development. But the cimescale 

of how long the capital system could continue to assert itself in 

the form of its "productive destruccion" and "destructive produc­

tion," was still indeterminate in Rosa Luxemburg's lifetime. For 

no single power-not even all of them put together-were capable 

of destroying humankind at the time wim their devastating conflicts. 

Today the situation is qual,itatively different, and for that reason 

Rosa Luxemburg's sentence h~s acqUired a dramatic urgency. There 

are no escape routes for workable conciliatory evasions. Yec, even 

if it can be asserted with certainty that the hiscorical phase ofglobal 
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hegemonic imperialism, too, must fail. because it is incapable of 

resolving or postponing forever the system's explosive contradic­

tions, this can promise no solution for the future. Many of the 

problems we have to confront-from chronic structural unem­

ployment to the major international economic and political/mili­

tary conflicts indicated above, as well as to the ever more 

widespread ecological destruction in evidence everywhere-re­

qUire concerted action in the very near future. The timescale of 

such action may be measured perhaps in a few decades, but 

certainly not in centuries. We are running out of time. Thus, only 

a radical alternative to the established mode of controlling social 

metabolic reproduction can offer a way out of capital's structural 

crisis. 

Those who talk about the "third way" as the solution to our 

dilemma, asserting that there can be no room for the revival of a 

radical mass movement, either want to deceive us by cynically 

calling their slavish acceptance of the ruling order "the third way," 

or fail to realize the gravity of the situation, putting their faith in 

a Wishfully non-conflictual positive outcome that has been prom­

ised for nearly a century but never approximated even by one inch. 

The uncomfortable truth of the matter is that if there is no future 

for a radical mass movement in our time, there can be no future 

for humanity itself 

If I had to modify Rosa Luxemburg's dramatic words, in 

relation to the dangers we now face, I would add to "socialism or 

barbarism" this qualification: "barbarism if we are lucky." For the 

extermination of humaniry is the ultimate concomitant of capital's 

destrUCtive course of development. And the world of that third 

pOSSibility, beyond the alternatives of "socialism or barbarism," 

would be fit only for cockroaches, which are said to be able to 

endure lethally high levels of nuclear radiation. This is the only 

rational meaning of capital's third way. 

HISTOR1CAL CHALLENGES FACING THE SOCIALIST MOVEMENT 

The now fully operative third and potentially deadliest phase 

I ,f global hegemonic imperialism, corresponding to the profound 

'ItruCtural crisis of the capital system as a whole on the political 

,LOd military plane, leaves us no room for comfort or cause for 

:,elf-assurance. Instead, it casts the darkest possible shadow on the 

(uture, in case the historical challenges facing the socialist move­

ment fail to be successfully met in the time still within our reach. 

This is why the century in front of us is bound to be the century 

of "socialism or barbarism." 

./' 
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MARXISM, THE CAPITAL SYSTEM,
 

AND SOCIAL REVOLUTION
 

AN INTERVIEW 

The following interview was given to the quarterly journal Naghd (Critique) on 

June 2, 1998 (no. 25, Spring 1999). The author gratefully acknowldeges the fim 

English publication in Science and Society, 63:3 (Fall 1999). 

NAGHD: In your opinion which of the Marxian models can ex­

plain the capitalist crises of the modem age? 

1. The model of reproduction of total social capital? 

2. The model of overproduction? / 

3. The tendency for the profit rate to fall? 

4. Or can we combine all these models into one? 

ISTVAN MESzAROS: Yes, fundamentally you can combine them. 

But what takes precedence is after all a global view of capital. It is 

quite ironical that people have been recently discovering that we live 

in a world of "globalization." This was always self-evident to Marx, 

and I discussed it in the same way in my Isaac Deutscher Memorial 

Lecture ("The Necessity of Social Control," 1971 ; this lecture is now 

reprinted in Part IV of Beyond Capital). There I talk at length about 

"globalization"-not using that word, but the crucial equivalent 

categories of "total social capital" and the "totality of laboL" The 

conceptual framework in which you can make sense of the capital 

system can only be a global one. Capital has absolutely no way of 

restraining itself, nor can you fmd in the world a counterforce that could 
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restrain it without radically overcoming the capital system as such. 

So capital had to run its course and logic of development: it had to 

embrace the totality of the planet. That was always implicit in Marx. 

The other things you have mentioned, like the "declining rate of 

profit," etc. are in a way subsidiary to the globally expansionary logic 

of capital, so that you can incorporate all in the global vision. The 

capital system has a multiphcity of particular constituents, full of 

contradictions. You have a plurality of capitals, both nationally 

confronting one another as well as internal to any national commu­

nity. In fact the plurality of capitals within particular national com­

munities constitutes the theoretical basis ofliberalism, deluding itself 

that it is the champion of Liberty writ large. Capital is not a homo­

geneous entity. This carries with it great complications to the whole 

question of "globalization." The way it is customarily presented, 

"globalization" is a complete fantasy, suggesting that we are all going 

to live under a capitahstic "global government," unproblematically 

obeying the rules of this unified global government. That is quite 

inconceivable. There can be no way of bringing the capital system 

under one big monopoly that would proVide the material basis of 

such a "global government." In reahty, we have a multiplicity of 

divisions and contradictions, and "total social capital" is the compre­

hensive category that incorporates the plurality of capitals, with all 
their contradictions. 

Now, if you look at the other side, also the "totality oflabor" 

can never be considered a homogeneous entity for as long as the 

capital system survives. There are, of necessity, so many contra­

dictions that you flnd under the given historical conditions among 

sections of labor. opposing and fighting one another, competing 

against one another, rather than simply confronting particular 

sections of capital. This is one of the tragedies of our predicament 

today. And it cannot be Simply wished our of existence. For, as Marx 
had put it a long time ago: 
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Competition separates individuals from one another, not only the 

bourgeois but still more tbe workers, in spite of the fact that it 

brings them together. Hence every organized power standiug over 

against these isolated individuals, who live in conditions daily 
reproducing this isolation, can only be overcome after long strug­

gles. To demand the oppOSite would be tamamonnt to demanding 
that competition should not exist in this definite epoch of history, 
or that the individuals should banish from their minds conditions 

over which in their isolation they have no control. 

These divisions and contradictions remain with us and ultimately they 

are all to be explained by the nature and functioning of the capital system 

itself. It is an insuperably contradictory system based on social antagonism. 

It is an adversarial system, based on the structural domination onabor by 

capital. So there are of necessity all kinds of sectional divisions. 

But we must also bear in mind that we are talkipg about a 

dynamically unfolding system. The dynamically unfoldi~g tendency 

of the global capital system cannot help being a totally and inextri­

cably intertwined, and at the same time deeply contradictory, system. 

This is why all those other models you have mentioned can be 

subsumed under the iutrinsic determinations of globally unfolding 

"total social capital" and the corresponding "totality oflabor." This 

general framework has its own logiC, in the sense of inexorably 

unfolding in accordance with its intrinsic structural determinations 

and limitations. There are some absolute-historically untranscend­

able-limitations to this system. I have tried to spell these out in 

Chapter 5 of Beyond Capital entitled "The Activation of Capital's Abso­

lute Limits." 

N: What is the validity ofcriticism regarding Marx's theory ofthe "con­

versionofvalue to price" and the Marxian response to that criticism? 

1M: Well, I think it may be too technical to go into the details. You 

know the way in which modem economic theory has questioned 

these points. But I don't think that we can make much of it, in that 



86 87 MARXISM, THE CAPITAL SYSTEM, AND SOCIAL REVOLUTION 

the market system under which we operate makes it necessary to 

provide this conversion. This takes ns back w the question of the 

"labor theory of value." The foundation of the Marxian conceptual 

framework is the labor theory ofvalue, concerning the way ill which 

"surplus value" is generated and appropriated under me rule of 

capital. Since under our present conditions of socioeconomic repro­

duction in most countries we have a market framework in which the 

plurality of capitals that I mentioned earlier must adjust itself. You 

mentioned the "profit rate" which is also in me process of constant 

adjustment. But this adjustment cannot take place without the inter­

mediary of conversion. 

If (and where) capital had a straightforward political way of 

controlling the system's expanded reproduction, mere would be (and 

there was) no need for the intermediary of genuine conversion. The 

process could be more or less arbitrarily settled on the basis of 

political decisions, as it actually happened under me Soviet-type 

capital system. In other words, we are again concerned with a 

subSidiary element of the overall theory. It is a matter of secondary 

importance whether surplus labor is appropriated politically or eco­

nomically. What is of primary importance is that under all conceiv­

able varieties of the capital system surplus labor must be appropriated 

by a separate body superimposed on, and structurally dominating, 

labor. Here, as you can see, the fundamental category is "surplus 

labor," and not "surplus value," as people often erroneously assume. 

"Surplus value" and me specific forms of its appropriation and 

realization are absolutely essential under capitalism. But the capital 

system embraces much more than its capitahst variety. There have 

been-and indeed even today there are still in existence-forms of 

the capital system mat carmot be simply described as capitalist. 

You know that many people have ai.ed to charaCTerize me now 

defunct Soviet system as "state capitalist." I do not think that such 

characterization makes any sense at all. The Soviet system was not "state 
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capitalist"; it was "post-capitaJist." Nevertheless, this system also operated 

011 the basis of the appropriation of surplus labor by a separate body, 

structurally dominating labor and operating the politicaJ extraction of surplus 

labor. In other words, the Soviet labor force was not in control of the 

regulation and allocation of its own surplus labor, which in that system 

did not have w be converted inw surplus value. The Soviet-type system 

was a historically specific form of the capital system in which the 

appropriation of surplus labor had to be politicaJIy controlled. 

That is what has come to an end in the former Soviet Union, but by 

no means everywhere. In the Chinese system you still fmd the predomi­

nance of the political control ofsurplus labor extraction. Although many 

people talk about the "market framework of the Chinese system," in / 

reality-when you consider the totality of China's social metabolic 

reproduction-the market is very much subSidiary to it. So, primarily, 

in the Chinese system the political appropriation of surplus labor is still 

going on, and indeed on a massive scale. In this sense, when you look 

at the problem of conversion from the angle of "surplus labor," rather 

than "surplus value"-which must be present in a particular variety of the 

capital system----then you find that in the capitalist variety (based on surplus 

value) it is essential to operate with the intermediary of conversion whose 

particular details are historically contingent. They also depend on the 

historic phases of capitalist developments. Thus the more advanced mo­

nopolistiC phases of capitalist development must obviously operate in a 

significantly different way the conversion of surplus value into prices, as 

compared to a much earlier phase of development known to Marx. 

N: Under what conditions would the "Theory ofValue" not have 

any validity? Are such conditions technological. economic or 

related to the human factor? 

1M: The "labor theory of value" can cease to operate only as a resulc 

of a radical socialist transformation. That is the fmt thing to stress. 

In order to do away with the labor theory of value. you have w do 
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away with the extraction and allocation ofsurplus labor by an external 

body of any son, be that political or economic. But to do away with 

it, you have to change the whole system altogether. In other words, 

we can only speak about socialism when the people are in control of 

their own activity and of the allocation of its fruits to their own ends. 

This means the self-activity and self-control of society by the "asso­

ciated producers," as Marx had put it. Naturally, the "associated 

producers" cannot control their activity and its objectives unless they 

also control the allocation of the socially produced surplus. It is 

therefore inconceivable to institute socialism if a separate body 

remains in control of the extraction and appropriation of surplus 

labor. Under socialism the labor theory of value has absolutely no 

validity; there is no room for it. 

Marx talks about the "miserabldoundation" under which in the capital 

system the perverse extraction of surplus labor must be the regulator 

of the social reproduction process. To be sure, in every society you 

need a way of dealing with the problem of how to allocate the 

resources. For what is the meaning of "economy"? It is fundamentally 

a rational way of economizing. We do not have infmite resources to 

squander at will, as it happens-to our peril-under the capital 

system. We do not have an infmite amount of anything, whether you 

think of material resources or of human energy, at any particular 

time. Thus we need a rational regulation of the social reproduction 

process. The important thing is the viability of the social reproduction 

process on a long-term basis, rather than within the irresponsibly 

myopiC and thoroughly unsustainable confmes of the capital system. 

This is why it is necessary to reorient societal interchange from the 

tyranny of surplUS value and from the expropriation of the surplus 

labor of the producers by a separate body to a qualitatively different 

one. In the latter, in which the "associated producers" are in control 

of both the production and the allocation of their products, there is 

absolutely no room for surplus value to impose itself upon the social 
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individuals. That is to say, there is no room for the imperatives of 

capital and capital accumulation. 
This is because capital is not simply a material entity. We must 

think ofcapital as a historically determinate way of controlling social 

metabolic reproduction. That is the fundamental meaning of capital. 

It penetrates everywhere. Of course, capital is also a material entity; 

gold, banking, price mechanisms, marker mechanisms, etc. But well 

beyond that, capital also penetrates in the world of art, in the world 

ofreligion and the churches, running society's cultural institutions. 

You cannot think of anything in contemporary life that is not 

controlled by capital in that sense under the present circurystances. 

That is why the "labor theory of value" is vahd for the historical 

period when capital is all-embraCing, when the regulation process 

itself is fundamentally irrational. 
And this is by no means the end of the story. It is further 

complicated by the fact that in the difflCult historical period of 

transition from the rule of capital to a very different system the labor 

theory ofvalue and the law ofvalue function in a very imperfect way. 

This is one of the reasons why the Soviet-type capital system was 

doomed. It was a transitional system that could go either in one 

direction, towards a socialist transformation of society, which it did 

not do; or it had to implode and embark on the road of capitalist 

restoration sooner or later. This is what we have witnessed, because 

at a certain pOint in time the Soviet system was, so to speak, "falling 

between two stOols." It had no way of regulating the economy by 

some sort of economic mechanism like the market, the price system, 

and so on. Therefore it could not have the kind oflabor-disciplining 

force that we have under the capitalist market system. 
In our society so many things are settled automatically by market 

forces; labor is ruthlessly subjected to the prevailing conditioning 

tyranny of the market. The crucial question in this regard is, precisely, 

the labor market. rfyou look back to the time when the Soviet system 
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under Gorbachev collapsed, you will see that the system's demise 

coincided with the ill-conceived and futile attempt to introduce into 

it the labor market. That was the end of the much-advertised per­

estroika. For the labor market can work properly only under capitalist 

conditions. That is where the law of value prevailed-not partially 

or marginally, but in prinCiple as a matter of course-in the "ex­

panded reproduction of capital." There were all kinds of limits 

beyond the capitalist world-namely the global framework-under 

which also the Soviet system had to operate. Under the conditions of 

twentieth century development many things that could work in the past 

within the framework of the economically regulated extraction of 

surplus labor have become most problematical. Today the imperfections 

of the market and the far from unproblematical operation of the law of 

value are clearly in evidence also in our system in the advanced capitalist 

countries of the West. The ever-greater role assumed by the state-with" 

Out which the capital system could not survive today in our societies­

putS very serious constraints on the law ofvalue in our system. Here we 

are talking about potentially far-reaching limitations that are of course 
the system's self-contradiCtions. 

It must be also added that it is one thing to attempt the full 

restoration of capitalism in the former SOviet Union, and quite 

another to succeed with it. Because fifteen years after Gorbachev had 

started the process of capitalist restoration one can only talk about 

partial successes, confined primarily to the mafia-ridden business 

circles of the major Cities. The endemic and chronic crisis in Russia, 

strikingly manifest also in the form that many groups ofworkers-for 

instance, the miners--do not have even their miserable wages paid 

for several months, sometimes up to a year and a half, which is 

inconceivable in a proper capitalist framework where the fundamen­

tal regulator ofsurplus-labor extraction is economic and not political. 

This highlights a vital trend of twentieth century development. It is 

a fact of world-historical significance that the capital system could 
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not complete itself in the twentieth century in the form ofits capitalist 

variety, based on the economic regulation of surplus-labor extraction. 

So much so, that today apprOximately one-half of the world's popu­

lation-from China to India and to important areas of Africa, South 

East Asia and Latin America--do not belong to the world ofcapitalism 

proper, but live under some hybrid variety of the capital system, either 

due to chronically underdeveloped conditions, or to massive state 

involvement in regulating the socioeconomic metabolis~, or indeed 

to a combination of the two. The endemic crisis in Russia-which 

may well end in cotal destabihzation and potential explosion--can only 

be explained in this context. Understandably, the true signmcance of 

this world-histOrical fact-i.e. of the failure of capitalism to successfully 

impose itself everywhere, despite all self-complacent talk about "glo­

balization"-is bound to take some time to sink in, given the mytholo­

gies of the past and the now predOminant triumphalism. However, this 

cannot diminish the significance of the fact itself and of its far-reaching 

implications for the future that must arise from the deepening structural 

crisis of the capital system. 

N: Where is the proletariat today and what role does it play in 

social change? Where can we find the agency for social change 

today? 

1M: I think what you are really asking concerns the social agency of 

transformation. For that is what the word "proletariat" summed up 

at the time of Marx. At that time, the word often meant the industrial 

prole[ariat. The industrial working classes are on the whole manual 

workers, from mining co various branches of industrial production. 

To confme the social agency of change to manual workers was 

obviously nm Marx's own position. Marx was very far from thinking 

that the concept of "manual workers" would prOVide an adequate 

framework of explanation of what is reqUired for radical social 

change. You must recall that he was talking about how through the 
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polarization ofsociety ever greater numbers of people are "proletari­

anized." So, it is the process ofproletarianization-inseparable from 

the global unfolding of the capital system-that defmes and ulti­

mately settles the issue. That is to say, the question is how the 

overwhelming majority of individuals fall into a condition whereby 

they lose all possibilities of control of their lives, and in that sense 

they become proletarianized. Thus, again, everything comes down to 

the question of "who is in control" of dle social reproduction process 

when the overwhelming majority of individuals are "proletarianized" 

and degraded to the condition of utter powerlessness, as me most 

wretched members of society-dle "proletarians"-were at an earlier 

phase of development. 

There are degrees and pOSSibilities of control, up to a certain point in 

capital's history, which means that some sections of the population are 

more in control man others. In fact, Marx in one of the chapters ofCapitaJ 

was describing the capitalist enterprise as almost a military operation in 

which you have officers and sergeants, and the foremen like sergeants 

are overseeing and regulating the direct labor force on the authority of 

capital. Ultimately all of the control processes are under the authority of 

capital, but with certain leverages and pOSSibilities of limited autonomy 

assigne d to the particular overseeing sectlons. Now, when you talk about 

advancing "proletarianization," it imphes a leveling down and the 

negation of even the most limited autonomy some groups of people 

formerly enjoyed in the labor process. 

Just think of the once sharply stressed distinction between "wrnte­

collar" and "blue-collar" workers. As you know, the propagandists 

of the capital system who dominate the cultural and intellectual 

processes like to use the distinction between me two as yet another 

refutation ofMarx, arguing that in our societies blue-collar manual work 

altogether disappears, and the wrnte-collar workers, who are supposed 

to enjoy a much greater job security (wrnch happens to be a complete 

fiction), are elevated into the "middle classes" (another fiction). Well, 
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1 would say even about the postulated dlsappearance of blue-collar 

work hold on, not so fast! For if you look around the world and 

focus on the crucial category of the "totality of labor," you fmd that 

the overwhelming majority of labor still remains what you might 

de~cribe as "blue-collar." In this respect it is enough to think of the 

hu~eds of millions of blue-collar workers in India, for instance. 

N: can~addsomething to it? Is Marx's distinction between pro­


ductive and non-productive labor sufficient?
 

1M: Well, it is sufncient in the sense that you can make that distinc­


tion. When you consider the overall reproduction process, you fmd
 

that certain constituents of the overall reproduction process are 

becoming more and more parasitic. Think of the ever-rising admini­

stration costs and insurance costs in thiS regard. The most extreme 

form of parasitism in our contemporary reproduction process is, of 

course, the financial sector, constantly engaged in global speculation, 

with very severe-and potentlally extremely grave-repercussions 

on the production process properly so called. The dangerous parasit­

ism of the speculative international fmandal sector-which, to add 

insult to injury, continues to be glorified under the propagandlst 

slogan of unavoidable and universally beneficial "globalization"­

has an important bearing on the future prospects of social transfor­

mation. This takes us back to the vital question of the social agency 

of change. What decides the matter is not the historically changing 

relationship between "blue-collar" and "white-collar" workers, but 

the socially untranscendable fundamental confrontation between 

capital and labor. This is not confmed to this or that particular section 

onabor but embraces the totality oflabor as the antagonist of capital. 

In other words, labor as the antagonist of capital-i.e. of globally 

self-asserting "total social capital," can only be the "totality oflabor," 

on a global scale-subsumes under itself all sections and varieties of 

labor, whatever their socioeconomic configuration at the present 
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stage ofhistory. We have witnessed what is going on in our societies, 

in the so-called advanced capitalist societies of the West. As it 

happened and COntinues to happen, vast numbers of white-collar 

workers were and are ruthlessly ejected from the labor process. 

Indeed, hundreds of thousands of them in every major coumry. 

Look at this question in the United States. Once upon a time the 

white-collar workers had some sort of job security. accompanied by 

a relative little autonomy for their kind of actiVity. All this is now 

disappearing. going out of the window. Here computerized "ad­

vanced machinery" and the question of technology very much enter 

the picture. But even in this comext technology always takes the 

secondary place to the imperative of capital accumulation. That is 

what ultimately decides the issue, using the "inevitable progress of 

technology" as its alibi for crushing human lives on a massive scale. 

So, we have the proletarianization ofa labor force that was once upon 

a time more secure. This is an ongOing process. Unemployment is 

endemic and ubiqUitous; you cannot fmd a Single country today that 

does not have it to an increasing degree. I mentioned in my Intro­

duction to the Farsi edition ofBeyond Capital that in India there are three 

hundred and thirty-six million people (336,OOO,OOO!) on the unemploy­

mem registers; and you can imagine how many more millions are not 

registered at all. This is the predicament of humanity today. Just look 

around, what is happening in Latin America, the growing unemploy­

ment in Africa, and even in Japan: not so many years ago hailed as the 

"miracle" country. Now every month I read in Japanese publications 

about new record levels of unemployment. In fact, Japan today has a 

considerably higher rate ofunemployment than the United States. What 

an irony. For not so long ago the Japanese way of dealing with these 
problems used to be considered the ideal solution. 

The cancerous growth of unemployment is affecting every Single 

country today, including those that did not have it in the past. Take 

Hungary, for instance. Now it has an unemployment rate higher than 

the very high rate in Germany. Here you can see the big difference 

between the capitalist and the Soviet type post-capitalist system. 

There was no unemployment in the Soviet-type countries in the past. 

There were various forms of underemployment, but no unemployment. 

Now in Hungary unemployment is equivalent to something much 

higher than we have not only in Germany but also in Britain and in 

Italy. Look at what is happening in Russia. Russia once did not 

experience >m.emptoyment, and now its unemployment rate is mas­

sive. An((~s mentioned earlier, even if you are employed in Russia, 

like the miners, you may not receive your wages for months. You 

have to bear in mind all the time that we are talking about a dynamic 

process of unfolding and transformation. This process threatens 

humanity with devastation, and the social agency that can do some­

thing about it-indeed the only feasible agency capable of instituting 

an alternative way of controlling the social metabolism-is labor. Not 

particular sections of labor, but the totality oflabor as the irreconcilable 

antagonist of capital. 

N: Before I start asking about the objective possibility/the real 

possibility of socialism, I would like to ask about Marx.. What 

aspects of Marx's theory are vulnerable or need to be renewed? 

Which parts do you think need it? Methodology, sociology, his­

torical or economic theory? 

1M: The Marxian framework is always in need of renewal. Marx was 

writing in the middle of the nineteenth century and died in 1883. 

Things have changed immeasurably since that time. The tendencies 

of transformation which we have witnessed in the recent past, with 

their roots going back to the first few decades of our century. are of 

such a character that Marx could not even dream about them. Above 

all, this concerns the way in which the capital system could adjust 

and renew itself, so as to postpone the unfolding and maturation of 

its amagonistic contradictions. Marx was not in a situation in which 
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he could have assessed the various modalities and the ultimate 

limitations of state intervention in prolonging the lifespan of the 

capital system. A key figure in twentieth century economic develop­

ment is ]olm Maynard Keynes. Keynes' fundamental aim was pre­

cisely to save the system through the injection ofmassive state ftmds 

for the benefit of private capitalist enterprise, so as to regulate on a 

permanent basis within the framework of undisturbed capital accu­
mulation the overall reproduction process. 

Now, more recendy "monetarism" and "neo-liberalism" have 

pushed Keynes aside and indulged in the fantasy of doing away with 

state intervention altogether, envisaging the "rolling back the b01.U1daries 

of the state" in a most absurd way. Narurally, in reality nothing could 

correspond to such self-serving fantasies. In fact the role of the state in 

the contemporary capitalist system is greater than ever before, including 

the time of the postwar two and a half decades of Keynesian develop­

ments in the capitalistically most advanced cotumies. This kind of 

development is totally new as compared to Marx's lifetime. 

Adding even more to the complicatiOns, is what happened in the 

former Soviet Union and in general to the Soviet-type system. When 

you have a revolution that wants to be SOCialist, with the objective of 

bringing about a socialist transformation of society, that is one thing. 

But when you look at the type of society that came out of it, you must 

say that it is something qUite different. Because the rule of capital 

continued---even if in a very different way-in the Soviet-type 

post-capitalist system. Looking at it more closely, we fll1d an impor­

tant connection with Marx. For Marx talks about the "personifications 

of capital," which is a very important category. Marx uses this 

category when he talks about the private capitalists, since there was 

no other form visible in his lifetime. But he perceives, with great 

inSight, that what truly defines the commanding personnel of the 

capital system is that they are personifications of capital. They have (Q 

operate under the objective imperatives of capital as such. 

The ideologists and propagandists of capitalism like to perpetuate 

the mythology of the "enlightened capitalist" and the "benevolent 

caring capitalist" who are bound to take very good care of the workers 

as the general rule, referring to those who behave differently as "the 

unacceptable face of capitahsm," to use former Conservative British 

Prime Minister Edward Heath's expression. This is a grotesque fan­

tasy, even when it is not voiced with complete cynicism. For all 

capitalists have (Q submit to the objective imperatives emanating from 

the unalterable logic of capital expanSion. If they do not do so, they 

will quickly cease (Q be capitahsts, unceremgpiously ejected from the 
/

overall reproduction process as viable;ommanding personnel by the 

selfsame logic. It is inconceivable f6r the capitalists to function on 
I 

the basis of being the helpers ofworking class aspirations. That would 

be a contradiction in terms, given the necessary structural domination 

of labor by capital in all conceivable varieties of the capital system. 

That takes us back to the question of the "personifications of 

capital" as the connecting link with Marx's vision. For the "personi­

fications of capital" must obey and impose on the workers the 

objective imperatives emanating from the logiC of capital. according 

to the changing socio-historical circumstances. And that is highly 

relevant co 1.U1derstanding d1e way in which you can have the variety of 

different "personifications of capital" which we have witnessed in the 

twentieth-cenrury. Marx knew only one form in which capital was 

personified: the private capitalist, whether a single individual or combi­

nation of shareholders. But we have seen several different forms. and may 

still see some new and quite 1.U1expected permutations in the finure, as the 

structural crisis of the global capital system 1.U1folds. 

One of the principal reasons why I wrote Beyond Capital was 

precisely to consider the future. We must focus on the future with 

critical eyes in order (Q be active participants in the hiscorical process, 

fully aware of and concerned about the fateful implicHions of 

capital's destructive power at the present stage ofhisrory. Capital has 
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been with us for a very long time in one form or another; indeed in 

some of its more limited forms for thousands of years. Nevertheless. 

only in the last three to four hundred years in the form of capitalism 

which could fully work out the self-expansionary logic of capital. no 

matter how devastating the consequences for the very survival of 

humanity. This is what must be put in perspective. When we are 

thinking about the future, in the light of our painful historical 

experience we cannot imagine a situation in which the overthrow of 

capitalism-in terms of which in the past we used to think about the 

socialist revolution-solves the grave' problems confronting us. For 

capital is ubiqUitous; it is deeply embedded in every single area of 

our social life. Consequently, if we are to have any success at all, 

capital must be eradicated from everywhere through a laborious 

process ofprofound social transformation. The aspirations ofsocialist 

change on a lasting basis must be related to that, with all its diffIcul­

ties. It is necessary to guard constantly against the potential personi­

fications of capital imposing themselves on the objectives of future 

socialist revolutions. Our perspective must orient itself toward devising 

and successfully asserting the necessary safeguards against the reappear­

ance of the personifications of capital. in whatever new fonn. 

The Marxian framework must be constantly renewed in that sense. 

so as to be able to cope with the bewildering twists and turns of ''[he 

cunning of history." There is no area of theoretical activity--and 

Marx would be the first to agree to this proposition; in fact he did so 

explicitly-which could escape the need for thorougWy renewing 

itself with every major historical change. And the fact is that from 

Marx's lifetime to our present conditions there has been a massive 

historical change. 

JUSt to mention one more important consideration in conclusion 

to this question. Marx was to some extent already aware of the 

"ecological problem." i.e. the problems of ecology under the rule of 

capital and the dangers impliCit in it for human survival. In fact he 

was the first to conceptualize it. He talked about pollution. and he 

insisted that the logic of capital-which must pursue profit. in 

accordance with the dynamic of self-expansion and capital accumu­

lation--cannot have any consideration for human values and even 

for human survival. The elements of this discourse you can fmd in 

Marx. (His remarks on the subject are discussed in the 197-1.-1ecllu~e 

on The Necessity of Social Control mentioned earlier.) 
What you cannO( fmd in Marx, ofcourse, is an account of the utmost 

gravity of the situation facing us. For us the threat to human survival is 

a matter ofimmediacy. We can easily destroy humanity today. The means 

and weapons are already at our disposal for the total destruction of 

humanity. Nothing of the kind was on the horizon in Marx's lifetime. 

The underlying destructive imperatives can only be explained in tenns 

of the mad logic capital applies to the question of economy. As I stressed 

earlier. the true meaning of economy in the human situation cannot be 

other than economizing on a long-term basis. Today we fmd the exact 

opposite. The way in which the capital system operates makes a mockery 

of the necessity of economizing. Indeed. it pursues everywhere with 

utmost irresponsibility the oppOSite of economy: total wastefulness. It is 

this profit-seeking wastefulness that directly endangers the very survival 

ofhumanity. presenting us with the challenge ofdoing something about 

it as a matter of great urgency. This was unthinkable under the conditions 

when Marx had to write, although you can project the words on pollution 

which he wrote in his critique of Feuerbach's ahistorical assessment of 

nature, amounting to an idealization of nature taken completely out of 

its social context and torally ignoring the impact on nature necessarily 

exercised by capital's labor process. You can fmd Marx's critical remarks 

in TheGennanideology, but obviously not a full development of this complex 

of problems as they confront us in their immediacy and urgency. 

In March 1998 we celebrated the 150th anniversary of The Com­

munist Manifesto. The question is: has humanity got another 150 years 

to go? Certainly not if the capital system survives I What we have to 
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face is either total catasttophe, due to the capital system's monstrous 

wastefulness, or humanity must fInd a radically different way of 

regulating its social metabolism! 

N: How do you describe the objective/real possibility ofsociaIism? 

1M: For the moment this is a very difficult question, because of what 

has happened in the recem past and in some ways is still happening. 

What we have co bear in mind is that the great historical challenge 

for presem and future generations is co move from one type of social 

metabolic order to a radically different one. It cannot be stressed 

enough what an immense and difflCult historic task this is. It never 

had to be faced in the past with the dramatic urgency that is 

inescapable today. 

The social order of capital that we are all familiar with has 

culminated in an all-embraCing and dominating system in the last 

three to four hundred years. In the twentieth century it has also 

succeeded in suffocating, tmdermining or corrupting every major 

political effort aimed at going against and beyond it. But it would be 

a great illusion to assume that this means the end of socialism. This 

is how in the last few years, neo-liberal propaganda tried to describe 

what has happened, triumphalistically shouting "We have done away 

with socialism once and for all." Mrs. Thatcher, during her decade 

as Prime Minister of Britain, boasted that she had "seen off socialism 

for good." She was talking about the working class movement, 

groups of workers and trade unionists, especially the miners. At the 

time there was a miners' strike that has been defeated by the 

combined efforts of the capitalist state and the Labour Party leadership 

under Neal Kinnock. Mrs. Thatcher characterized the miners as "the 

enemy within." Despite its liberal pretenses her side has no fear of, 

nor reservations about, talking of you and of all those who maintain 

their aspirations for the establishment of a socialist order as "the 

enemy" and "the enemy within." 
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At the present time, ifyou look around the world you find that capital 

has the upper hand everywhere. But is it abte to solve the grave problems 

constantly created by the functioning ofits own mode ofsocial metabolic 

reproduction? Far from it. On the contrary, given its insuperable 

amagonistic contradictions, capital is unable to address these problems. 

Instead, it continues [Q generate them on an ever-increasing scale. This \ 
is what keeps on the historical agenda the question of socialism. despite 

even the most massive and concerted efforts aimed at doing away with 

ir. Capital's success consists only in postponing the time when it becomes 

an unavoidable necessity co confront the grave problems of its system. 

which still continue co accumulate. There have been many social 

explosions in the past in response to the contradictions of the established 

social order, going back to 1848 and 1871, and in some ways ro the 

French Revolution of 1789 and its aftermath. Yet the aspirations of 

people for a truly equitable social order have been frustrated until now, 

and on the whole even the most heroic attempts have been countered 

and repressed by the power ofcapital, in one way or in another. So many 

of the encotmtered problems remain perilously unsolved. What is in this 

sense quite untenable is precisely the kind of adversarial, antagonistic 

mode of social reproduction process that both continues to generate our 

grave problems and at the same time prevents their solution. For the 

adversarial structural determinations constitute an absolute necessity for 

the functioning and reproduction of the existing system, whatever the 

consequences might be. These determinations are ineradicable. Not­

withstanding all triumpha!ism, they are not going to go away. The 

devastating consequences of such a structure will come back again and
 

again. There can be only one kind of sotution: the removal of the
 

structural antagonism from our social metabolic reproduction. And that
 

in its terms is conceivable only if the transformation embraces every­


thing, from the smallest constitutive cells of our society to the largest
 

monopolistic transnational corporations that continue to dominate
 

our hfe. 
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Thus, although in a superficial sense capital is undoubtedly trium­

phant, in a much more fundamental sense it is in the gravest possible 

trouble. This may sound paradoxical. Yet, if you recognize the way in 

which capital can dominate the social reproduction process everywhere, 

you must also recognize that it is structurally incapable of resolving 

its problems and contradictions. Wherever you look you fmd that 

what appears to be-and is loudly advertised as-a rock-solid lasting 

solution, sooner or later crumbles intO dust. For instance, just try to 

survey in your mind the ephemeral history of "economic miracles" 

we had in the postwar decades. What sort of "miracles" were they? 

We had the "German miracle" and the "Japanese miracle," followed 

by the Italian, Brazilian, etc. "miracles." As we may well remember, 

the latest of them was the most tendentiously advertised miracle of 

the "Asian tiger economies." And what happened to that "miracle"? 

Like all the Others, it has evaporated, leaviug its place to a severe crisis. 

Today you cannot fmd one single country in the world that is not 

facing some absolutely fundamental problems, including the recent 

calamities on the stock exchanges of Russia aud several Eastern 

European countries. Well, ifyou now read the bourgeoiS newspapers, 

they art all in some sort of panic. Their headlines frighten even 

themselves as to what is really going on. I remember that at the time 

when the "Asian miracle" was at its ptak, the notion of this pretended 

"miracle" was also used as an overwhelming diSCiplinary argument 

against the working classes of the Western capitalist countries. "Be­

have yourself! Accept the standard of living and the work practices 

of the kind which the workers in the Asian tiger economies do, or 

you will be in deep trouble!" A system which claims to have resolved 

all its problems in the "post-industrial" Western "advanced capital­

ist" cOlilltries, and then has to rely for its continued health on such 

an authoritarian blackmailing message, does not promise much for 

the future even in its own terms of reference. Again, in this respect 

there is, and there can only be, one viable and sustainable solution. 

lr is socialism: socialism in the sense which I mentioned earlier; Le. 

the elimination of the now given adversariallantagonistic framework 

in which one section of the population-a tiny minority-has to 

dominate the overwhelming majority as a matter of insurmountable 

structural determination. That is to say, a form of domination that 
/totally expropriates for itself the power of decision making. Labor as 

the antagonist of capit-alJla-s-a15solutely no power of decision making; 

not even in the most limited context. That is the vital and unavoidable 

question for the future. And in that sense, I am convinced that the 

chances for the revival of the socialist movement sooner or later are 

absolutely great and fundamental. 

N: The concept of "revolution" in your opinion? 

1M: Yes, the concept of revolution remains very important and valid 

if we defIne it as a profound ongoing revolutionary transformation 

of all facets of our social life. One should not take the concept of 

revolution to meau "one big push that settles everything once and 

for all," nourishing the illusion that after cutting off a few heads you 

have won. For Marx's use of the concept of revolution--clearly staled 

in many contexts-was "social revolmion." He said that the big 

difference between past revolutions and a SOCialist "social revolmion" 

was that the revolutions of the past were essemially political in 

character, which meant changing the ruling personnel of society, 

while leaVing the overwhelming majority of the people in thelr 

position of structural subordination. ThiS is also the context in which 

the question of the "personifications of capital" mUSt be considered. 

It is relatively easy La break a smaller or greater number of heads 

during the "big push" to overturn something; and this usually 

happens in the political sphere. This is the sense in which the concept 

of "revolution" was defined even recently. 
Now, we know from bitter experience that it did not work. To 

proceed in that way is not enough. So we have to go back to what 
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Marx was saying about the "social revolution." I must also emphasize 

that this concept of the social revolution was not originally Marx's 

own idea. It is a concept that emerged from Babeuf and his movement 

way back during the turbulent aftermath of the 1789 French Revo­

lution. Babeuf was executed at that time, accused with his group of 

"conspiracy." In reality he was pressing for "a society ofequals." The 

same concept reappeared in the I 830s and during the revolutions of 

1848. In such times of revolutionary upheaval the idea of "social 

revolution" was in the foreground of the most progressive forces, 

and Marx very rightly embraced it. 

In a radical social transformation-we are talking about a socialist 

revolution-the change cannot be confmed to the ruling personnel 

and hence the revolution must be all-embracing and truly social. That 

means that the transformation and the new mode of controlling the 

social metabolism must penetrate into every segmem of society. It is 

in that sense that the concept of revolution remains valid; indeed, in 

the light of our historical experience, more valid than ever before. A 

revolution, in this sense, not only eradicates but also implants. The 

eradication is as much a part of this process as what you put in the 

place of what has been eradicated. Marx says somewhere that the 

meaning of "radical" is "to grasp matters at their roots." That is the 

literal meaning of being radical, and it retains its validity in the social 

revolution in the just mentioned sense oferadicating and implanting. 

So much of what is today firmly rooted has to be eradicated in the 

future through the laborious processes of an ongoing-if you Ji)ee 

"permanent"-revolutionary transformation. But the terrain on 

which this is done cannot be left empty. You have to put in the place 

of what has been removed something capable of taking deep roots. 

Talking about the social order of capital, Marx uses the expression 

"an organic system." I quoted a passage where he talks about it in 

the Introduction to the Farsi edition of Beyond Capital. The capital 

system under which we live is an organic system. Every part ofit supports 
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and reinforces the others. It is this kind of reciprocal support of the parts 

that makes the problem of revolutionary transformation very com­

plicated and difficult. If you want to replace capital's organic system 

you have to put in its place another organic system in which the parts 

support the whole because the parts also reciprocally support each 

other. This is how the new system b,tomes viable, capable of 

standing firm, growing, and successfullYFoving in the direction that 

secures the gratification of every memjier of society. 

Clearly, then, "revolution" cann9~imply be a question of "over­

throwing." Anything that can tf'e overthrown can only be a very 

partial aspect of the social revolution. The historically known varieties of 

capitalism can be overthrown-in some limited contexts it has already 

happened-but capital itself cannot be "overthrown." It has to be 

eradicated, in the sense described above, and something must be put 

in its place. Likewise, the capitalist state can be overthrown. However, 

once you have overthrown the capitalist state, you have not removed 

the problem itself, because the state as such cannot be overthrown. This is 

why Marx is talking about the "withering away of the state," which is 

a fundamentally different concept. Moreover, the thorniest of these 

problems concerning the £ask ofrevolutionary transformation is that labor 

as such cannot be "overthrown." How do you "overthrow" labor as­

together with capital and the state-<)ne of the three supporting pillars 

of the capital system? For labor is the basis of the reproduction ofsociety. 

In the last few decades there have been all hnds of fantasies that 

the "information revolution" has done away with labor for good, 

and we live happily ever after in the "post-industrial society." The 

idea of work becoming play has a respectable lineage, going back to 

Friedrich Schiller. However, its capital-apologetic recent renewals con­

stitute a complete absurdity. You can abolish wage labor by decree. BUt 

that is very far from solving the problem onabor's emancipation, which 

is conceivable only as the self-emancipation of the associated produc­

ers. Human labor as productive activity always remains the absolute 
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condition of the reproduction process. Tbe natural su bstratum of the 

individuals' existence is nature itself tbat must be rationally and 

creatively controlled by productive activity-as opposed to being irre­

sponsibly and destructively dominated by the irrational, wasteful and 

destructive imperatives of capital-expansion. The social metabolism 

involves the necessary interchange among individuals themselves and 

between the totality of individuals and recalcitrant nature. Even the 

original, non-apologetic idea of work as play in the eighteenth 

century was inseparable from the idealization of nature: the igno­

rance or denial of its necessary recalcitrance. But the recent capital­

apologetic rejoinders defy all belief, given the overwhelming 

evidence of the wanton destruction of nature by capital that the 

proponents of such theories cynically ignore. 

You must have read books and articles in the last two or three 

decades about the so-called post-industrial society. What does that 

mean? "Post-industrial"? For so long as humanity survives, it must 

be industrious. It has to work to reproduce itself. It has to create the 

conditions under which human life not only remains possible but 

also becomes richer in human fulfillment. And that is conceivable 

only through industry in the most profound sense of the term. We 

will always be industrial. The idea that the "information revolution" 

will render all industrial work completely superfluous will never be 

more than a self-serVing propagandist fantasy. 

Characteristically, at the same time that the champions of capital­

apologetics were talking aboUt the "post-industrial" paradise, they 

were also approVingly talking about transferring the "smoke-stack 

industries" to India, or to China, to the Philippines, or [0 Latin 

America. So the "smoke-stack industries" have to be removed from 

the "advanced capitalist" West l But where do the "captains of 

industry" put the poisonous smoke-stacks of Union Carbide? They 

are transferred to Bhopal in India, with catastrophic consequences, 

killing several thousand people and blinding and injuring countless 

thousands more. Does that make society "post-industrial"? Far from 

it. Such "transfers of technology" only mean that the capitalist West 

sends its dirty linen to some "underdeveloped" part of the world­
\the so-called Third World. At the same time, with utmost ;micism 

the ideologists and propagandists of the system also mail1'tain that 
/

such transfers mean "modernization" on the Americanfodel, as a 

result of which in due course people everywhere will be rich and 

happy in a fully automobilized society. 

The much needed revolution means a fundamental thange to all 

that. Nothing can be solved by overthrow alone. The overthrow or 

abolition of some institutions in specific historical situations is a 

necessary first step. Radical political acts are necessary in order to 

remove one type of personnel and to make it pOSSible for something 

else to arise in its place. But the aim must be a profound process of 

ongoing social transformation. And in that sense the concept of 

revolution remains absolutely fundamental. 

N: Western workers, having organized unions, try to adjust their 

idea of Marx to the work situation in today's world. Their voice 

and struggle do not go beyond limited actions for welfare, higher 

wages, etc. In the East, on the other hand, because ofdictatorship, 

delayed economic pressures and lack oftheoretical knowledge the 

social movements aim not only at a better life, but also at the 

overthrow of their capital system. Globalization and pri~atization 

have created opportunities for movements against capitalism. The 

radical movement seems to originate from the East rather than the 

West. What do you think? 

1M: I think we have to examine the facts, and then you will find that 

some of what you say is right, but with historical qualifications. That 

is to say, what you describe reflects conditions of perhaps two or 

three decades ago, and less and less those of today. When you 

consider some crucial demands of the labor movement in Western 
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capitalist countries, like France and Italy, they cannot be described as 

simply demands for improving wages. Take, for example, the de­

mand for the 35 hours week without loss of pay, which has been 

granted by the French government. There is now in France a law-to 

be implemented in 2000-0 l-according to which the working week 

will be reduced to 3S hours. This is not a wage demand. The same 

thing is happening in Italy, where there is a very important push for 

the realization of the same objective. I can perhaps find a quoration 

for you from one of the leading figures in the Italian movement for 

the 3S hours week, Fausto Bertinotti. He had to answer a question 

coming from a woman reader of the daily paper of Rifondazione. As you 

know, the condition of women workers in all capitalist societies is 

worse than that of men. (Not that it is rosy by any means for their 

male counterparts.) She was asking the question: "If we have mare 

hours for ourselves," as a result of the 3 5 hours working week, "how 

shall we utilize them?" This was Bertinotti's answer: 

When we say that it is not only a matter of trade union objectives, 
but of civilization, we are referring precisely to the horizon of the 
question you are pOSing: the important question of time, and the 
relationship between work-time and life-time. First of all, we 

know, from Marx, that the theft of work-time, at a certain stage 

of historical development, becomes a very miserable foundation 
of production and wealth and organization of society: moreover 

we know that the struggle against exploitation can only go to­
gether, be intertwined and closely connected with, the struggle 
against alienation; that is to say, against that mechanism deeply 

inherent in the nature of capitalism, which nOt only takes away 
from each worker the product of 'liVing labor', but induces 

estrangement, heterodirection and the oppreSSive regulation of 
lifetime. In this sense, the 35 hours, beyond the benefits they will 
be able to trigger ofT from the point of view of employment, do 

come back to the central question of the betterment ofone's own 

life: of the self-government of time, to put it in non-contingent 
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political terms. Because there will not be a real social transforma­

tion without a project of collective self-government of working 

time and lifetime: a real project, not a hypotheSiS elaborated from 
the outside of [he social subject and of individual subjectivities. 

This too is a great challenge for politiCS and for our party. \ 

Now that is where you can see that the flght for the 35-hour ~eek 
is not simply a "trade union demand." It challenges the whole sys~m 
of social metabolic reproduction, and therefore it would be most, 

inaccurate t~ describe it as nothing more than a "trade union 

demand." 

You are right that for a long time economistic demands constituted 

the horizon of the labor movement in the advanced capitalist coun­

tries. But this narrow orientation cannot be maintained any longer. 

This connects us with the question of the chances for socialism. The 

labor movement is now pushed .in the direction that it has to raise 

the question of work-time and lifetime. The reduction of work-time 

is to a very limited extent only a wage demand, The workers do not 

want simply an improvement in wages. True, they say, "We do not 

want to lose what we already have." But the objective logic of the 

situation is that they are losing it anyway for other reasons. One of 

the important losses of the last thirty years of capitahst development 

is what I call "the downward equalization of the differential rate of 

exploitation." (This is discussed in section 7 of The Necessity of Social 

Control, 1971, on "The IntensifIcation of the Rate of Exploitation"; 

see Beyond Capital, 890-2.) In Western capitalist countries the working 

classes for a long time could enjoy the beneflts of the "differential rate 

ofexploitation." Their conditions ofexistence, conditions ofwork, were 

immeasurably better than what you had in the "underdeveloped coun­

tries" of the so-called Third World. (Tbis is a concept that I have always 

rejected as the self-serving propaganda of Western capitalism, because 

the Third World is an integral part of the one and only, profoundly 

interconnected, world.) 
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Now, however, we fmd deteriorating conditions everywhere, The 

"downward equalization" is evidenced also in the most advanced 

capitalist countries. Now workers have to face being threatened in their 

basic conditions of existence, because unemployment---ofteu camou­

flaged as "flexible" casualization-is spreading everywhere. Fighting 

against lUlemployment cannot be considered Simply awage negotiation. 

The time has passed a long time ago when you could treat "marginal 

lmemployment"-at the peak ofKeyuesian expanSion-in those terms. 

Thus the working classes even in the most advanced capitalist countries 
have to face up to this challenge. 

You are, ofCourse, right that the conditions are incomparably worse 

in the East. But it is important to stress that the countries concerned are 

an integral part of the system of "total sodal capital" and the "totality of 

labor." Anything that happens in one part has an impact on the 

conditions somewhere else. The conditions of the labor market are 

deteriorating everywhere, including the Western capitalist COwltries. 

This is tme in Canada as much as in the United States, or in England, 

Germany, France a11d Italy. The pressures are intensifying and, I may 

add, this means a uecessary change in the orientation of the Western 

working class movement. If you examine the history of the working 

class movement in the twentieth century, you will frnd that one of the 

great tragedies of this history was the internal division described as the 

separation of the so-called industrial arm of the movement (the trade 

unions) from the political arm (the political, parties). This separation has 

meant the severe constraining of the labor movement, through conflll­

ing its action [Q very narrow linlirs, The political parties are confmed [Q 

a situation whereby the people they are supposed [Q represem have the 

chance to vote-to put a piece ofpaper into the ballot box once in every 

four or five years-and thereby renOlUlce their power of decision 
making in favor of whoever is in parliament. 

Now what is significant about the ongoing changes is that it 

becomes necessary to make the trade union movement itself (the 
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"industrial arm") become directly political. Tills is now beginning 

to happeu in some European capitalist countries (notably in France 

and Italy) as well as in Japan. And I trust that it will happen in the 

not too distant future also in Canada and in the United States. This is 

the qualification I would add co your question. Things have been and 

are significantly' changing lillder the impact of the tendentiallaw of 

capital's development for the downward equalization of the differ­

ential rate of explOitation in the age of the structural crisis of the capital 

system as such, and not simply of capitalism. You know what I am talking 

about; I discuss this problem in great detail in Beyond Capital. Under 

these conditions it is no longer possible for people to be kept in 

submission. 

I can mention to you the British miners who waged a year-long 

struggle; not for wage improvement alone. It would be inconceivable 

to endure for a whole year the hardship, the misery, the discrimina­

tion, the hostihty and the repression of the state for the sake of 

improving their wages by ten, twenty, or even fifty dollars per week, 

when they were losing much more even in fmandal terms in the 

course of their struggle. The miners in Britain were eventually 

defeated through the concerted action of the state and, sadly, as 

mentioned already, also of the Labour Party, their presumed "pOliti­

cal arm," And what happened co the labor force of the British miners? 

At the time of the strike their numbers were in the region of 150,000; 

today this number is down to less than 1O,OOO! This is the reality of 

the situation. This is what the workers had to fIght against: the 

extermination of their numbers, the transformation of their mining 

towns and villages into the wasteland of unemployment. Thus, now 

more and more groups of workers also in the advanced capitalist 

countries are forced to proceed in the same way as the British miners 

did. I can also mention to you another case, the Liverpool dockwork­

ers, who endured the extreme hardship of strike not for one year but 

for two and a half. This kind of actiou, this kind of struggle that is 
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simultaneously industrial and political, is quite unthinkable within 

the narrow framework of "trade union objectives." 

N: Thank you for accepting our interview. Would you like to add 

anything for the Persian reader?
 

1M: I can only wish great success to you all in our joint enterprise
 

and struggle for a radical social transformation that we all badly need.
 

And I trust that you will be moving in that way.
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