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  What people are saying about China, the USA and Capitalism’s Last Crusade


  A book that anyone concerned about the human future would do well to read. Written lucidly and rich in its insights, it offers a distinctive interpretation of the US-China relationship, in many ways the defining relationship of our time. Though the two societies may have vastly different cultures and histories, William Briggs is at pains to show that both are set on a capitalist trajectory, and that neither the American neo-liberal or Chinese authoritarian model has much to commend it. These two capitalist titans, he tells us, are now locked in an increasingly turbulent relationship which, if mismanaged, could inflict immense devastation on an already deeply fractured world. His thought provoking yet dispassionate analysis is a welcome antidote to the now fashionable but highly dangerous sport of China bashing.


  Professor Joseph Camilleri, Emeritus Professor of Politics at La Trobe University in Melbourne and one of Australia’s leading international relations scholars and authors


  We live in a precarious time. As insecurity, poverty, and inequality are growing, the world is engulfed by the antagonisms between capital and labor as well as between nation-states. Capitalism has brought the planet to the brink through climate change and pandemics. Briggs correctly argues that the rise of China has been based on a capitalist economic system. Rather than helping to resolve the world’s urgent problems, China’s challenge to the US hegemony brings the world closer to the dangerous interplay between two superpowers. Will the current historical era prove to be capitalism’s last crusade and what has to change to bring hope to the future? To understand these important questions, one has to read this book.


  Professor Minqi Li, Department of Economics, University of Utah, author of The Rise of China and the Demise of the Capitalist World Economy 2015 Monthly Review


  What I like about this book is that it looks at China, the United States and their relations through the lens of big-picture history. I like the way it considers not only countries, but more importantly economic and political systems. The role of capitalism in the rise of the American state is well known, and Briggs’s interpretation is well worth looking at. Even more interesting is his portrayal of contemporary China, which claims to be ‘socialism with Chinese characteristics’, as essentially a capitalist state in a globalised capitalist world. He contends, rightly in my view, that the “threats” are more against China than from it, the threatener being a state that sees its hegemony challenged by any rising power. We don’t know if it will lead to war, but we’d best watch out.


  The author is an extraordinarily prolific and capable author, who has written very widely on many topics relating to political theory and economy.


  This is an excellent account by somebody who really knows what he is talking about and provides an enlightening alternative to the heavily biased mainstream press.


  Emeritus Professor Colin Mackerras, Foundation Professor, Griffith University, School of Modern Asian Studies, Department of International Business and Asian Studies
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  Introduction


  The sun sets and the sun rises. It sets on the old and rises on the young. The old often cling to a fading power, or the memory of power, and the young feel their strength and test their strength. And so it is with the United States and China. The global hegemon no longer enjoys absolute dominion and yet remains fearsomely powerful. Its military might is unparalleled. Its economic clout is enormous. It still has political sway over much of the world, and holds hundreds of millions in thrall, but even so, the sun is setting on it and is rising on China. It is a truth and, for the United States, an unpalatable truth. There is another truth. The USA will not give up its hold on power lightly and this truth must concern us all.


  The passing of American global domination is not something to be lamented. Nor is the rise of China as a global superpower anything to be applauded. While this book focuses heavily on the waxing and waning of power it most certainly does not take sides. It cannot. These arguments are connected to a broader observation, that economic formations are impermanent structures. As such, the book sees the rise and fall of capitalist empires within the broader framework of economic and political history. Empires rise and fall, and so too do entire economic formations have a beginning, a middle and an end.


  There has been a veritable avalanche of books and commentaries on the rise of China and its implications for the world. This book is different. While it is about the rise and fall of empires, it is about much more than that. It is about capitalism, about power, about the clash between capital and the nation-state, about ideology, about war and about peace. It has a wide scope. It asks and answers questions that resonate and certainly have relevance for today and into the future. Its relevance is immediately obvious. The world today exists in an atmosphere of threat and insecurity. Global powers face off and it is not difficult to see parallels from the not so distant past.


  Great power rivalries are once more bubbling to the surface. The wheel turns and history, it would seem, repeats. The names might have changed but there is a disturbing sense of déjà vu accompanying the headlines, the opinion pieces and statements from government agencies and from world leaders. The growth of capitalism, its globalising effect and the antagonisms it engenders is not something new. The turn of the twentieth century was just such a time. Globalisation and the integration of capitalist relations was met with a ferocious return to economic and political nationalism as imperialist rivalries and the requirements of nation states to reposition themselves clashed. Globalisation was paused, but not reversed. Capitalism does not and nor can it work that way. Millions died in the cause of determining which capitalist power would prevail. The alliances that confronted each other in WWI no longer exist, but the problems and contradictions that plunged the world into war remain virtually unchanged.


  While it is obvious that today’s ‘great powers’ are different players, the rules of that macabre game have not changed. Since the end of WWII, the United States has enjoyed the unchallenged status of dominant capitalist economy. For the better part of half a century it waged an ideological campaign against ‘communism’ in the form of the Stalinist regime in the Soviet Union and simultaneously came to dominate the global economy. It was that heady time of ‘pax Americana’. The problem with all of this is that empires come, and empires go. It is clear for all to see that the American era is on the wane. As capitalism still rules, then what will follow pax Americana? What happens if the usurped refuses to be replaced? These are questions that are central to the arguments that motivate this work. The ruling class in the United States will not simply say, ‘Oh well, we had a good run. It looks like it’s over to you, China.’ There will be no simple and smooth passing of batons. The shift in power, influence and the geo-political centre of gravity will be painful and it will be the working people who will, as always, be made to suffer the most, economically, materially and not inconceivably at the hands of competing military machines.


  This book explores several interconnected themes. It looks at the nature of capitalism, of the nation-state and its relationship to capital and power, of the rise of China, and how this might be observed through the lens of Marxist theory. It is about threats, real and perceived, about the rise in insecurity and inequality, about the very real threat that hangs over the planet and its people as capitalism desperately seeks to survive. It is about history, although it is not a history book. It is about economics, although it is not an economics text. It is about the political economy of late capitalism and about the dangers that go with nuclear threats. It is about politics, the economy, the future, and above all it is about how we, the people, might forge a future.


  War and Peace – questions and answers


  The Cold War ended in 1991. The Soviet Union collapsed and the real or imagined threat from what had been termed ‘communism’ disappeared. For some, like Francis Fukuyama (1992), this meant the ‘end of history’ and the ultimate and eternal victory of democracy and capitalism. The threat of war receded. Ideological opponents of capitalism had been vanquished. We were told that all would be well in what was, after all, the best of all possible worlds. Before history ‘ended’ there had been a real sense of danger. The Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists (Spinazze 2020) has, each year, set the hands of the ‘doomsday clock’. In 1984, at the height of the Cold War, the clock was set at 3 minutes to midnight. They were days of fear and anxiety. With the collapse of the Soviet Union the hands of the clock were moved out to 17 minutes to midnight. The world seemed to breathe a little easier. Then, even as the years of peace and stability that marked that ‘post-history’ era went by, something began to happen. As this decade dawned, the world discovered that the clock’s hands had been moved on to 2 minutes to midnight. This is closer to annihilation point than at the height of US-Soviet rivalries and the chilling threats of mutually assured destruction. Then in 2020, the hands moved once more, to 100 seconds to midnight! This can but send shivers up and down the collective spines of us all and it begs the question; why?


  This book seeks to answer that question and in doing so will ask and answer other connected questions. Why do half of the world’s millennials fear a nuclear attack in the coming decades (ICRC 2020)? Why do they believe that they will live to see WWIII? Why is there so clearly a Cold-War mentality in a world when there are no appreciable ideological causes? Why have those born in the last 20 years only known the USA and its allies to have been at war? Why is it that the Pentagon and US policymakers have changed their military doctrine and now claim that global ‘great power’ rivalries must re-occupy centre stage in military thinking and preparedness, and that the ‘war on terror’ is no longer central to their thinking? Why is the USA spending over a trillion dollars on re-equipping its nuclear arsenal? Why are low yield ‘useable’ nuclear weapons being virtually mass-produced? Why is there such a threat perception being pursued by governments and the media around the world that sees China as a threat to global peace and security? Why does the influential International Institute for Strategic Studies (IISS) make the statement that ‘for its part, the USA is not likely voluntarily, reluctantly or after some sort of battle, to pass any strategic baton to China’ (IISS 2019)? All these questions are, understandably, keeping people awake at night. They all have a common thread, a common cause, a common answer. That common cause is capitalism. Capitalism has always existed with crisis and contradiction but has reached a point of near breakdown. While this is unfolding, the major capitalist economy and the most powerful nation-state the world has ever seen is threatened by a rising economy and political power. China looms as a real threat to the continued power of the USA. There can be no ‘sharing’ of power and influence. It is not how capitalism works.


  Key issues


  Among a range of questions that the book will address are key issues around which the discussion must inevitably flow. The first of these is just how capitalism works. Nation-state economies may develop at different paces and assume developmental strategies that appear to be more dependent upon local conditions and internal factors, but ultimately they conform to inherent laws of capitalist development.


  The second issue is that capitalism, while doubtless an enduring and dominant economic formation, is not some immutable force. Such a proposition was first promoted and validated in Marxism’s theory of historical materialism (Engels 1966, Plekhanov 1976). Entire socio-political-economic formations have risen and fallen, to be replaced by new and more efficient, more effective formations. A central element of this historical materialist view includes the development of society and economy, from primitive communism, to slavery, to feudalism, to bourgeois or capitalist society and into the future to socialism and finally communism. It is a progression that has been criticised by some as being either too euro-centric or too simplistic, but Karl Marx was careful to point out that what he was presenting was simply a guideline to historical research. As a guideline it remains rather effective. That ‘big picture’ view of the world can be used as a model to examine what happens within economic formations as well. This is especially so when we observe the sun setting on the American century and see the sun rising on China’s.


  Capitalism had a beginning, a middle and inevitably will have an end. Just as feudalism replaced slave society, and capitalism replaced feudalism, then so capitalism will be replaced. And, just as each economic formation resisted change, then so too will capitalism resist. This simple observation assumes some significance for the discussion that follows. The rise of China within the overarching capitalist world system is in many ways a microcosm of that larger, historical change that haunts capitalism.


  The USA has enjoyed total domination, economically, politically and militarily, for well over half a century. China is threatening this power on all fronts. The USA will resist and is resisting any paradigm shift. The growth in influence of China, economically, and within international politics and international relations, most assuredly threatens the USA. It could be no other way. An old order is coming to an end. Whether Chinese capitalism and Chinese power is better, or preferable, or whether it poses a threat to all that is ‘good and pure’ is not the issue. What is important is that its rise is being resisted. The waves of vitriol that have been unleashed are often less than edifying. The anti-China syndrome has assumed a life of its own. Governments, media, opinion-moulders, all join the queue to produce ever more chilling stories. All of this is understandable. The world capitalist order is changing, but there is a degree of inevitability to it all, just as there is an inevitability to the passing of capitalism. The difference between these two examples is the passing of capitalism will herald a better future, or at least will offer a future for us all. Changing the capitalist guard will not make life more secure or offer us greater social or economic equality.


  So why is this book relevant?


  If the noise around the US-China dispute is simply about changing the guard, then why the fuss? This brings us to the centre of the discussion and with it some rather unsubtle messages being broadcast by capital and its supporters. It can be accepted that the United States, as global hegemon, would not be prepared to give up its place of primacy. It can be accepted that it would seek to ‘call in favours’ from traditional allies to ensure that China’s rise is resisted. Some of the anti-China rhetoric is ridiculous and some of it justified. A blurring of lines is unavoidable. China’s domestic policies and the treatment of its working class is simply unjustifiable, but then many of America’s domestic policies and the treatment of its working class are hardly a blueprint for how to manage an equitable and just society. China is accused of seeking to manipulate political and economic decisions in other countries. They may, just possibly, have learned this from studying US foreign policy. What is certain is that an anti-Chinese sentiment has been engendered and that this has some echoes to historical moments that have preceded mass slaughter. The lead ups to both world wars are cases in point.


  China has been accused of many things but to argue or claim that it represents socialism, or communism, is perhaps the most ludicrous. China is a capitalist economy. The USA is a capitalist economy, as are just about all the nation states on earth. Washington knows this. Wall Street knows this. All world leaders know this and yet on an almost daily basis the lie is trotted out that China is a ‘communist’ country and, by definition, an enemy of the free market, the free world and all that is worth defending. The USA and its allies, in building and presenting the case against China, are treading a dangerous path, but a path that has been deliberately chosen. It is a path that could so easily lead to war and devastation for both parties and for the world. While China is hardly a paragon of virtue and is hard to defend, the threatening posture of the USA is quite another matter.


  The vehemence of the US attacks on China are all the more alarming when considered against the backdrop of the crisis that confronts capitalism. If it were simply a matter of one superpower being removed and another put into place, then it would be irritating for the losing side, but life would go on. However, we are at a confluence of extraordinary events. At once the greatest hegemon the world has seen is losing power, while at the same time an entire economic formation is experiencing a crisis that it cannot overcome. It is a dangerous time to be alive. Change is in the air.


  Another element of the book and one that makes it especially relevant is the fact that it closely describes and discusses how capitalism developed, and how its various contradictions effect that development. An understanding of how Marxists regard capitalism is important to this work. As Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels explained, capitalism cannot but end up ‘creating a world in its own image’ (Marx 1977: 71). The paths taken to reach that point may differ depending on any number of factors, but the end point is simply...capitalism. These different paths have been described by some as proving that there are ‘different’ forms of capitalism. Much has been written about China’s rise, from just such a standpoint. Some argue that what we see in China is ‘state’ capitalism (Naughton and Tsai 2015). Others assert that there is a ‘Confucian’ capitalism, while a body of thought insists that globalisation is leading to a ‘hybrid’ capitalism in China (Yeung 2004). The Chinese government still maintains the charade that they are ‘building socialism with Chinese characteristics’ but in the economic sense that China exists in the world today, it is a capitalist system, pure and simple. This argument will be developed, in some detail, as will the claim that capitalism has all but run its race. It will be shown that capitalism, once a relatively progressive system, has exhausted its capacity for development and is in a process of ‘breakdown’. This systemic disintegration coupled with the rise of China and the relative decline of the USA sets the scene for an intensely dangerous period ahead.


  War is a very real possibility, as is attested to by documents from Washington and the Pentagon (National Defense Strategy 2018). What ought to be unthinkable is being thought and openly discussed. The potential to unleash devastation in order to maintain power and hegemony must be linked to the real and imminent dangers to the planet that stem from climate change. The same centres of power that can countenance using ‘low yield’ nuclear weapons to secure military victories and thus maintain an economic supremacy are the same people that hold all the cards when it comes to changing policies that might just save the planet from environmental disaster. It is hardly an optimistic scenario. At the same time, despite war and disaster being imminent, they are conditions that are not inevitable.


  This book presents an overview of the world and of its discontents in the twenty-first century. It will show that the USA will continue its economic and therefore its political decline. It will show that China’s rise is one that the world must simply acknowledge. Significantly, it will not take sides, although the potential for crisis and catastrophe is manifestly an issue of the United States’ making. It will show that capitalism and the nation-state, regardless of how powerful that nation-state might be, are locked in an unresolvable set of contradictions that will hasten the demise of both state and economic system. All of these issues are important and make the book more than relevant.


  Structure


  The main premise remains that the rise of China and the subsequent eclipse of America is inevitable and that this is a reflection of the historical materialist view of the rise and fall of economic formations. The discussion that will support that primary argument is arranged through a series of discrete but interrelated chapters. The work begins with some theoretical observations. Consequently Chapter 1 takes as its focus the issue of capitalism and presents an analysis of what capitalism is, and how it developed. The chapter also discusses the relationship between capitalism and the state and of how the state exists to facilitate capitalist development. While capitalism and the capitalist state have not developed evenly across all nations, the fact remains that states ultimately conform to capitalist norms.


  Chapter 2 continues this theoretical exposition by presenting and describing how this materialist conception of history operates. I argue that this becomes a valuable tool in understanding how history and especially the history of economic formations has progressed. Its strength lies in helping to appreciate how things work – or in other words in understanding the world. The chapter explains how issues such as globalisation are inevitabilities in the historical development of capitalism and that globalisation and the clash of nationalism reveal what is, effectively, a final and inescapable crisis for capitalism.


  From here, the discussion will move from the domain of the theoretical world to observe how these theories are played out in real life and in real time. Chapter 3 uses the theoretical arguments relating to the often-conflicted relationship between state and capitalism. Nation states, in the twenty-first century, are increasingly engaged in rivalries and have resorted to regressive policies of nationalism and economic nationalism. This has echoes to past eras of capitalist development and particularly to the period of economic nationalist upsurge that came immediately before WWI. The history of capitalism has unfolded alongside the rise and fall of economic empires. The sun finally set on the British Empire, as it had to. Inevitably there was a new paradigm.


  The two protagonists, the USA and China, become the focus of attention in the next chapters. Chapter 4 looks briefly at the astonishing history of the United States and tracks its journey from an optimistic birth of an idea, of how that idea came to represent how it viewed itself and the world, to the point where it became a global power. It looks at the concept of American ‘exceptionalism’ and of how it shaped the development of the USA and of how it still embodies the ‘idea’ that remains, in the minds of many: America. The chapter looks at the rise of American capitalism, its slave past and pauses, momentarily, to discuss the arguments that have come to dominate debate in that country.


  Chapter 5 further tracks the path of the United States’ economic rise. It has at times been both expansionist and isolationist although it has always had a very exceptional way of viewing isolationism. The chapter describes how the USA managed to acquire such power – economic, political and military – the like of which has never been rivalled. Just as British capitalism and imperialism waned, so too are we witnessing the beginning of the decline of the American megalith. The power that the USA still wields is enormous and has implications for the entire world and especially for the power that waits in the wings: China.


  China is clearly the major player in contemporary international relations and the global economy. Chapter 6 begins a discussion of China and its rise as a global superpower. The chapter looks at the political and economic history of China, from the turn of the last century until the opening up to capitalist relations in the late 1970s. It traces the turbulent twentieth century of Chinese history, set against an earlier backdrop of imperialist domination and reactions against imperialism. It was a period of rebellion, of rising nationalism and oppression as China began its ever so long march. The chapter describes the growth of both Chinese capitalism and the creation of a Chinese working class and of political responses to the events of the twentieth century. Focus is given to the creation and activities of the Chinese Communist Party (CCP), its relationship with Stalinism, its shift in theory from the working class to the peasantry and of its eventual seizure of power. The chapter also traces developments in Chinese politics and economics from the time of the 1949 revolution until 1978 and the shift in economic policies that ensued.


  This economic shift in China is the focus of Chapter 7. The chapter also looks at the often confused and confusing characterisation of capitalism in China. Is it ‘state’ capitalism or is China now a capitalist economy in the fullest meaning of that term? How that question is answered is of more than mere ‘academic’ interest. If, as it will be shown, the Chinese economy is fully capitalist, then it puts the lie to the absurd claim that it has anything to do with socialism or communism. It also places it full square at odds with the USA. Which economy, which entity, will enjoy supremacy?


  Chapter 8, then, looks at the dangerous interplay between these two giants and their struggle. This by no means infers that the protagonists have the same immediate aims and motivations. The USA, for its part, has a long and bloodied history of intervention, war and interference in the affairs of just about everyone. China’s track record has been vastly different. It does not share the belligerent history of its rival. Many of the propagandist claims levelled at China do not hold up to scrutiny. However, while this may be the case, there is little to suggest a peaceful accord, or any sense of harmonious relationships developing. Daggers, both figuratively and literally, have been drawn. The world waits with bated breath and as is inevitably the case, sides are being taken and alliances are being forged.


  This scenario is bleak. The potential for cataclysm is real. There is more than a chance of war. However, war, while imminent, is not inevitable. Chapter 9 examines this dangerous perspective. If looked at purely through the prism of realist international relations theory, then there is really no hope and yet dystopia cannot be an option. This in no way seeks to diminish or dismiss the very real chance of disaster. A real and present danger hangs over us all. What the chapter does is explain how things have reached this point, how capitalism as an economic formation has reached its ‘use-by-date’. It shows that the prize that both the USA and China so desire is a poisoned chalice. Insecurity, poverty, inequality and a growing sense of antagonism between capital and labour are growing. Capitalism is bringing the planet to the brink through climate change and pandemics which are linked to climate disruption. Something has to change and in this the chapter indicates that there is hope for the future.




  Chapter 1


  Capitalism and the state


  Our media, political leaders and governments assail us on an almost daily basis with ‘analysis’, either to keep us ‘informed’ or possibly more likely, to assuage our collective fears. There are issues that escape too much scrutiny. Issues of the state, of capitalism, of the relationship between the two are seldom offered up for any serious analysis. The state and capitalism are presented as simple facts of life, givens, and as such require no more than a passing reference. This omission by our leaders and opinion makers is by no means accidental but is a deliberate and strategic element of the ideology of the state and of capital. It may make life simple but cannot help but leave confusion, especially when changes are in the wind and those changes are monumental.


  The task that this chapter undertakes is to look critically at the state and capitalism and at the relationship between the two. It has a direct implication for what is transpiring in the world today as capitalist nations vie with one another for economic and political hegemony. It also has implications for changes and challenges to capitalism itself. Capitalism has long dwelt in a world of crisis. It has been crisis that has driven it forward and it is crisis that is ultimately the rock upon which it is set to founder. The key to capitalism’s ability to maintain its dominance is not that it is in any way an admirable system. It has no special gifts of resilience. It is not a mystical phenomenon. That key is in its relationship with the state. The state, for its part, exists to facilitate the smooth operation and development of capitalism. Each needs the other and they have developed alongside each other.


  There has been more than a little debate concerning state development, of what has been described as the ‘relative autonomy’ of the state, and of the potential for people to use the state and its institutions to ameliorate some of the more negative aspects of capitalism. A brief examination of some elements of state theory is required. It is required to help understand just what the state is and what its role is in maintaining a sense of equilibrium and an ideological framework that has ensured relative stability between antagonistic classes in society. Understanding the state is central to understanding what is taking place within the global political economy and within interstate relations. Finally, it is important to appreciate how the state responds to an increasingly globalising capitalism.


  Capitalism, its development and, ultimately, whether it can survive, is central to the arguments that follow. Therefore, the chapter offers a view of how capitalism developed, its initial progressive position and the contradictions that have at once impelled its growth and signal its breakdown. This development has seen the requirements of capitalism, as an incessantly globalising force, come more into conflict with the nation-state. What we are seeing in the twenty-first century is a resurgence of regressive nationalism and economic nationalism. Great power rivalries have inevitably resurfaced as nations and nation states do battle for power and economic influence in a crisis-riven global setting.


  Capitalism rules – but how?


  The rise of the modern state mirrors the development of capitalism, or is it the other way around? This is not a riddle, although it has a certain chicken and egg feel to it. Capitalism could not have become the dominant political force without the state. Capitalism is the dominant idea, the overriding ideological force. The state ultimately is the state of and for the ruling idea. Each needs the other. What then is this thing called ‘the state’ and how does the relationship between state and capital work?


  That question, like so many things in our world, seems at first glance to be almost inconsequential. But as with so many things, complexity is never far away. The state, it would seem, is simply the state. It is the source of governance and the administrator of society. It is an entity unto itself. At least that is how things have been presented. However, despite the claims made to the effect that the state enjoys a degree of autonomy, the relationship is far less simple. A brief overview of what the state is and how people see it is required. Whenever the state is discussed, it seems that the discussion almost always starts with Max Weber (2004) and his famous description of what constitutes the legitimate state. Much has been made of his definition that the state is that organised institution that enjoys the right to claim a monopoly on the use of coercion and violence in a given territory. Traditionally this ‘violence’ was and remains the province of police or military. In today’s reality this can also include the privatisation of security but this ‘right’ to the use of force has remained closely guarded by the state and its institutions. Weber had much more to say than this, but violence and the state remain closely linked as does the coercive nature of the state, which is more or less evident depending on any number of internal or external factors.


  While there are many interpretations of the state, this work is based on a Marxist world view. That ought to simplify the issue, but unfortunately does not. Marxism maintains that the state is ultimately about power and class interests. Colin Hay (1999: 153-5) has identified four ever-so-slightly different and competing interpretations of the state that all fit within a Marxist world view. This might have something to say about the divergent schools of Marxist thought but Hay’s four ‘states’ are worth considering. Hay’s interpretations of states are: the state as the repressive arm of the bourgeoisie; the state as an instrument of the ruling class; the state as the ideal collective capitalist and the state as a factor of social cohesion.


  Much time and energy has been spent in argument and disputation about these four interpretations of the role and purpose of the state. In all likelihood, the time spent has served very little purpose. We need to keep in mind that, as Marx and Engels (1964: 36) made clear, the state evolves and responds to issues depending upon social, political and economic necessities as they arise. It might be argued that much of the ‘theoretical’ work concerning the state by various interpreters of Marx are simply different shades of the same colour, or possibly theorists seeking to put a personal stamp on things. At the end of the day it is abundantly clear that the state advantages class interests and, depending upon historical and economic conditions, can present in any of the above formulations.


  Marxists, however, are not the only ones to have considered the state, its role and purpose. Two influential schools of thought need to be, if only cursorily, outlined. The first of these is often described as the pluralist concept. Under such a vision, liberty is seen as the most important value that a society can hold, and state sovereignty should represent an ‘ideal’ means of regulating society. Under such an arrangement, no single political group or interest group is able to exercise complete control, but negotiation and dialogue can resolve conflicts within society (Dahl 1967). In contrast, elite theory (Michels 1962) argues that the state inevitably becomes controlled by a small and powerful group of actors. C Wright Mills (1963: 167-9) depicts the scenario whereby the executive branch of government, major capitalist interests and representatives of the military establishment jointly exercise power.


  It takes little imagination to see aspects of both theories playing out in states in this twenty-first century. Just as Marx and Engels explained, the state evolves to meet the requirements that present themselves. When economic conditions allow it, the state appears, to an extent, to fit some of the requirements of the pluralist world view. Economic conditions, over the past few decades, however, have been such that there is less and less ‘obvious’ liberality in the structure of the state. This is reflected in people’s responses to their own states. There have been monumental upheavals across many countries and continents. These would have been virtually unthinkable just a decade ago, but economic conditions and crisis have meant that the state has been compelled to become more authoritarian. Under such conditions and as conditions worsen rather than improve, the elitist theory of the state assumes a sharper detail.


  The question, then, is why does the state feel such a compulsion to change tack so markedly? If the state was simply a representation of the people, their needs and aspirations, then why do news reports feature such unrest and why do we see images of military-style police actions against civilian populations? Why do we see tear gas becoming the crowd control weapon of choice? The answer is tied up with the symbiotic relationship between the state and capitalism. The state exists to facilitate capitalist development and, in this case, to defend capitalism.


  Capitalism’s irresistible rise


  Capitalism has so infused the very psyche of the world that it appears to need neither definition nor explanation. It is just capitalism. If pushed someone might say that it is about free enterprise, or the market, or about an individual’s right to make profit from endeavour. They might equate it with democracy and freedom. They might say that they are in favour of it or that they are against it, but are less inclined to offer much by way of explanation of what it is, how it came to dominate our lives, or why it has become all but impossible to imagine a world without capitalism. Opinion polls regularly show that a majority of Americans aged 18-24 no longer regard capitalism in a favourable light. These figures can be replicated throughout other leading capitalist states. For anti-capitalists, these are doubtless encouraging figures, but what is this thing called capitalism, from whence did it spring, how has it come to dominate our world, our lives, consciousness, our every waking moment?


  A definition is as good a place to start as any. There are many to choose from but this should certainly suffice. ‘Pure capitalism is defined as a system wherein all of the means of production (physical capital) are privately owned and run by the capitalist class for a profit, while most other people are workers who work for a salary or wage (and who do not own the capital or the product)’ (Zimbalist and Sherman 1984: 6-7). It must be acknowledged that as an economic system, this format has been most successful. It has created vast wealth and in its early days revolutionised the way people lived and worked. It has a long and often turbulent history. It developed from its early agrarian roots, through the great mercantilist period to grow into its industrialist form, replete with the ‘dark satanic’ mills that went with the industrial revolution and into the all-encompassing forms that we see around us. Along the way, it appeared to shift, from the brutal slave-trading entity to a seemingly benign bastion of freedom and democracy. Its constant evolution and development, however, does not change the most basic element of capitalism; its need to grow, to produce a profit and to devour anything that might impede this development. Just the same, this forward motion is constantly threatened by internal contradictions that simply cannot be resolved.


  Capitalism has, from the very beginning, been enmeshed in this web of irresolvable contradictions. These have at once promoted capitalism’s forward motion while, over time, deepened the contradictions and problems that remain an inherent part of the system. Among these contradictions are: the private ownership of the means of production and the social nature of the production process; the drive to maximise profit by expanding the productive processes and surplus value, which necessitates limiting real wages growth; the imperative to increase labour productivity which acts to contribute to the tendency for profit rates to fall; and what becomes especially important not merely for this work, but for the future of capitalism itself, the drive to a globalised economy while relying on the nation-state system to administer capitalist relations. At the same time, and as a response to the expansionary nature of capitalism, its progressive role, as described by Marx in the nineteenth century, has dissipated but its underlying motivation of survival has remained unchanged.


  Capitalism’s constant striving to overcome these contradictions has meant that it has remained expansionary and outward looking. Marx wrote of the political economy in a setting of a growing capitalism that was still essentially national in character. Significantly, he saw that capital, if it was not only to survive but to grow, was compelled to break from the confines of this national boundary and expand to become, as he described it, a world economy, or as we now categorise it, a global economy (Marx and Engels 1977: 39). What we see in such a telling of the capitalist story is a continual cycle of crisis, recovery, forward motion and then a return to crisis. Marxism is clear in its analysis that the cycle is, however, not endless, and that crisis will ultimately overpower the juggernaut.


  The fact is that capitalism has grown to become that very juggernaut and along the way has achieved phenomenal results. These are increasingly being overshadowed by the damage it is inflicting in an era of existential crisis. It is a system that divides opinion. While ‘anti-capitalist’ arguments abound, it is not without vocal and influential supporters.


  Robert Gilpin (2000: 3) described capitalism as the most successful wealth-creating economic system the world has ever seen. It is a statement that is clear, precise and completely true. His work focused on the challenges that capitalism faces in the twenty-first century, especially as it assumes an ever more encompassing global character. Significantly he called for the United States to resume its leadership role within global capitalism (Gilpin 2000: 357). Central to this analysis is a monumental contradiction facing capitalism. It is the contradiction between the relentless tendency towards globalisation and of the necessity of maintaining a sense of hegemony within the nation-state system. The last 2 decades have made this dilemma one of extreme importance, for the capitalist economy, for nation states and for the people of the planet. Gilpin enthusiastically spoke of a new age of global capitalism. ‘Americans, other citizens of the industrialized world, and many people in other parts of the international economy have entered what the financial expert and economic commentator Hale has called “The Second Great Age of Global Capitalism”’ (2000: 15). An almost messianic zeal sometimes creeps in. ‘Thanks to capitalism, Americans as a nation are living dramatically better and longer than they did at the beginning of the twentieth century’ (Forbes and Ames: 2009). Such claims are widely debated and disputed. We shall leave them to other forums. It simply shows that capitalism divides thought and is in a perpetual and, for many, an emotional turmoil. Along the way it has revolutionised the world. It is, as Marx and Engels stated in the Manifesto of the Communist Party, because of capitalism’s ‘need of a constantly expanding market for its products [that it] chases the bourgeoisie over the whole surface of the globe. It must nestle everywhere, settle everywhere, establish connexions everywhere’ (Marx and Engels 1977: 39).


  It soon became clear that for capitalism to not only ‘establish these connexions’ and expand across the globe, but to maintain a sense of order and ‘harmony’, force alone was never going to be enough. The relationship between worker and capitalist was and remains one based on exploitation. It is a simple fact of economic life. This is where that special relationship between capital and state becomes so important. Max Weber’s view of the state was one of a ‘legitimate’ use of force and coercion. This does not always mean brute force. It cannot. Force ultimately will be met by force. Many decades of careful work resulted in the great majority of the people coming to willingly accept the rule of capital and the administration of this rule, through the state. The most appealing version of this comes through a sense of common ownership of decision making, regardless of the fact that power devolves upward and has little to do with any idea of participatory democracy. However, the people have learned to accept this as being a system that not only allegedly works to serve their best interests but is one ‘controlled’ by the people. It is a remarkable sleight of hand. Keeping the show on the road might have been difficult but through a highly skilled ideological apparatus, successive generations have come to believe that there is some common bond that unites us, regardless of where we might be placed in the economic pecking order.


  Keeping the peace


  The simple fact that capitalism, as an economic system predicated on class division and exploitation, has survived for so long is a testament to the ‘beauty’ and ‘symmetry’ in its relationship with the state. Capitalism assumed a position of economic and political dominance in an historically short period of time. It was at times a brutal path. The destructive nature of the industrial revolution has been well-documented but was inevitable, as capitalism destroys in order to build. This burn and build logic translated to capitalist development on a global scale. As Marx and Engels described, capitalism:



   on the one hand enforced destruction of a mass of productive forces; on the other, by the conquest of new markets, and by the more thorough exploitation of the old ones. That is to say, by paving the way for more extensive and more destructive crises, and by diminishing the means whereby crises are prevented (1977: 42).




  Capitalism as an inevitably expansionary process must destroy older, pre-existing economic systems in order to create new ones (Marx 1975: 200-1). Otherwise no forward movement is possible.


  Such a path was, of course, unpalatable to many. Here is where the state stepped in. Its role became one to make the path appear to be smoother, more palatable. The ‘magic’ was that it overlaid an ideological framework that made dissent more and more difficult to even consider, let alone enact. Put simply, ideology is essentially an expression of the world view of the dominant class in society. Terry Eagleton offers a definition of ideology as ‘processes whereby interests of a certain kind become masked, rationalized, naturalized, universalized, legitimized in the name of certain forms of political power’ (Eagleton 1991: 202). There is an intrinsic link, in such a construction, between the notion of ideology as the legitimisation of political power and the shrinking of class consciousness. Marx described how the development of capitalism acted to promote such a state of affairs:



   The advance of capitalist production develops a working-class, which by education, tradition, habit, looks upon the conditions of that mode of production as self-evident laws of Nature. The organisation of the capitalist process of production, once fully developed, breaks down all resistance (1986a: 689).




  The importance of ideology is outlined by Richard Miller when he describes Marx’s conception of the power of ideology within society, pointing out that ‘the economically dominant class requires the existence of false beliefs for its dominance and has resources for perpetuating beliefs that are in its interests’ (Miller: 1991: 74). It would have become obvious very early on that an economic and political structure so clearly based around antagonistic class interests could expect to survive by force alone. Capital and the state quickly built that ‘better mousetrap’. The twentieth century, for capitalism, was both the best and worst of times. There were moments of crisis that were, in effect, existential moments for capitalism. The century ended, however, with capitalism still largely secure. The state may take a bow. That ‘better mousetrap’ has served it well.


  Capitalism remains dominant, despite a growing tendency toward crisis and inherent instability. The contradiction between the private nature of capitalism and the social nature of the production process remains. There is also a constant need for capitalism to acquire greater returns on its investments as a counter to a tendency for the rate of profit to fall. The inescapable and irreconcilable contradictions of capitalism would indicate that the system itself must proceed to a point of breakdown as portrayed in Marxist theory. Capitalism holds power not through any inherent strengths it might possess. On the contrary capitalism and its tendency towards crisis displays weakness. It is in the lack of effective challenge that capitalism has managed to survive. Capitalism is in a perpetual state of crisis, and yet the working class and its allies remain largely acquiescent. Why?


  The answer, already alluded to, can be found in the way the state has acted resolutely to reduce and, if not eliminate, then mask any obvious expressions of class antagonisms. The state operates for and in the interests of the capitalist ruling class. It exists, as Engels pointed out when commenting on apparent ruling class accommodation to the needs of the working class, for a reason (Engels 1984: 27). For a class-based society to function in relative harmony, there must be a degree of acceptance that the status quo represents the best interests of all.


  Marx and Engels (1964: 78-9) argued that once the bourgeoisie assumed the ascendancy, it became imperative for the state to preserve the existing balance and state of affairs, by force if necessary. At the same time the link between the bourgeoisie and state is ‘more internal and essential than the contingent use of control...the state, as such, is intrinsically a bourgeois form of social relationship’ (Sayer 1985: 241). This relationship has advantaged capitalism while limiting the use of force to maintain that status quo.


  The use of ideology as a means of legitimising the economic structures upon which society rests assumes on-going importance. This task is made easier if the views of the working class can be aligned with those of the ruling class. An effective integration of the working class and of its organisations occurs. This integration into the structure of the state serves to both reduce more obvious expressions of class antagonism and at the same time promote capitalist development. As capitalism globalises, the role of securing the acquiescence of the working class acquires an even greater significance. Workers are less able, under such conditions, to develop an independent political perspective. As capitalism developed, the tendency towards limitation of class struggle became ever more pronounced (Moore Jr 1978: 472-5). This is a theme that is revisited by Benjamin Selwyn (2013: 50) who regards the integration of labour into the capitalist state as a two-fold process, with labour’s role and power being diminished due to the very real threat and prospect of the dispersal of production. In this sense, he is referring to the globalisation of capitalist relations. It is a process that has long been in evidence, although the enormous upheavals of 2019 and 2020, which saw a resurgent working class in many countries, indicate that cracks are emerging.


  Michael Lebowitz (2004: 21-3) eloquently argues that capitalism maintains its position of ideological power by masking the exploitative nature of the economic system itself. The idea of labour power and the extraction of surplus value are never explicitly divulged. Capitalism, therefore, is not visibly exploitative which leads to a degree of ‘mystification’ of capital itself. Society, according to Lebowitz’s argument, does not appear to depend on capital but rather gives the impression of autonomy. Workers are not simply dependent on capital, but on particular sections of capital. As these sections are often in competition with each other then so too are individual groups of workers in competition with other workers. This serves to intensify an already dependent relationship on capital.


  State power is maintained by a combination of economic power and control of the broad machinery of state: the institutions of control. The effectiveness of state control and of its ability to evoke a feeling, not merely of acceptance, but of willing acceptance on the part of the working class has been extraordinarily successful.


  The capitalist state has been forced to inculcate at least a semblance of social harmony. It has been an objective necessity for the stability of an inherently unstable mechanism to function. Harmony, that elusive quality, is further enhanced by the infusion of a deep sense of nationalism and national symbolism. The nation-state as we have come to recognise it is in historical terms a relatively new formation. The nation-state has come to occupy a special place in the hearts of many. What also needs to be borne in mind is that the nation-state is ultimately a political formation and not a geographical location. The antagonistic nature of capitalist relations has been hidden from view for a long time by exhortations to the unifying nature of the ‘nation’. It has little to do with reality and a lot to do with the ability of the state apparatus to promote an illusion of unity. It is the illusion that sees workers believing that they have more in common with their ruling class than with workers in another country. It is an illusion that has permitted the slaughter of millions in the name of nationalism and which could so easily be repeated.


  When state and capitalism are in conflict


  A range of contradictory factors that go to the very core of capitalism have already been briefly outlined. Of these contradictions, the requirement of capitalism to globalise and integrate while maintaining a strong system of nation states remains singularly important.


  Any serious appreciation or understanding of the irresolvable contradictions existing within capitalism cannot but include an appreciation of Marx’s theory of the tendency of the rate of profit to fall. Marx was by no means the first to consider this tendency. Both Adam Smith and David Ricardo had written extensively on the question. Marx’s proposition was quite straightforward. It asserted that capitalists seek to increase competitiveness by increasing productivity. The means of production (machinery etc.) grows more rapidly than the labour force and so profitability rises. However, the degree of investment needed to meet the cost of the added means of production also grows. Profit, Marx argued (1986c: 211-31), must come from the accumulation of surplus value which can only come from labour. If less labour is used as a means of reducing costs, then there is a downward pressure on profit. Capitalists seek to redress the problem of falling profits through a range of measures: intensifying the degree of exploitation of workers through longer hours, reducing wages and increasing the use of technology. At best this can only mean a limited reprieve before the cycle repeats.


  While Marx wrote about the tendency for the rate of profit to fall, he was careful not to indicate that it would be a seamless process. Among the influences that Marx identified as acting against this tendency is the area that he described as ‘foreign trade’. This assumes even greater significance when capitalist globalisation is considered. Capitalism is compelled, both in its search for markets and in its struggle against the potential for a fall in profits, to globalise. Susan Jellissen and Fred Gottheil (2009) argue that it is the tendency for the rate of profit to fall that has acted as a trigger mechanism for globalisation. Their argument is that astute capitalists, in seeking to eliminate the possibly negative consequences of a fall in profits, have no real alternative but to expand; to globalise. Embedded in this strategy, of realising greater profits while simultaneously developing an industrial base, lies another important contradiction; on the one hand destroying the economic and social bases of the less developed states while, on the other hand, replicating the economic bases of the more developed. They share, with Marx, the perspective that this is ultimately a positive outcome and, for Marx, an inevitable one. ‘The country that is more developed industrially only shows, to the less developed, the image of its own future’ (Marx 1986b: 19).


  That capitalism must grow and globalise is obvious. Productive forces have developed on a global scale. Capitalism now skims across the globe. It has no other allegiance but to itself and to its driving purpose of accumulating profit. This again is obvious. So too is the fact that the social and political superstructure, legal jurisdictions, property and all the rest, not the least of which are populations, remain firmly entrenched within the bounds of the nation-state. A clear problem emerges. Are we moving into a new form of capitalism that discards the nation-state and its structures? Are we likely to see the emergence of a new organisational structure? Already there is a clearly defined global working class. Is there a corresponding global ruling class and does this imply the end of the nation-state? It is a debate that has exercised the minds of scholars for some time. Foremost among those that see the nation-state as being effectively ‘finished’ is William I Robinson. Robinson (1998: 567), described as a hyperglobalist, consistently and vigorously argues that the development of an interstate capitalist system was an historical inevitability but that those relations are being superseded by the globalisation of capitalism. Robinson, in collaboration with Jerry Harris (2004), asserts that significant changes in capitalism are well established. They regard these changes as heralding the arrival of a new global capitalist class. Georgina Murray characterises this ‘new’ capitalism in terms of ‘the rise of transnationalised capital, the hegemony of a transnational capitalist class, the emergence of a transnational apparatus, and the appearance of new forms of power inequality’ (Murray 2012: 199).


  These authors may well be correct. Capitalism may, over time, force such changes but will do so at enormous cost. There is a huge dilemma facing capital. The formation of national states and the establishment of national markets gave a tremendous boost to the development of the productive forces. But, as we well know, economic development did not stop at the national border and capitalism increasingly and swiftly outgrew its national framework. What remains, and these are objective realities, are enormously strong national bourgeoisies, whose task was and remains to achieve domination of the global market. This has, time and again, led to collisions with rival national states and rival bourgeoisies. This, after all, was what triggered WWI. Each major capitalist power sought to become a world power. If we move forward a century or so, we can see disquieting slogans across the globe. ‘Make America Great’ is effectively being re-badged to fit the national requirements of any number of rivals.


  A question remains. Can there be an intelligent way of organising the productive forces of the world? If there is, then all is well and good. The hyperglobalists may well be proven correct. Just what form such a transition may take is yet to be seen but it can, rationally, be only as a continuation of capitalism in a fully globalised form, or in a global socialist system. Either way nation-state power will have to be considered. Who is likely to voluntarily relinquish position, power and life itself? The bourgeoisie cannot solve this problem because in seeking to subordinate the world market to its own profit needs, it strives to eliminate its competitors through competition, trade war and ultimately military conflicts.


  Globalised and integrated capitalist relations are not about to go away. World leaders and especially those controlling the dominant economies of the world will speak of the pursuit of ‘free trade’ as an objective, while manipulating public opinion to support nationalist perspectives and promote retrograde tariff and trade war policies. It is in this pursuit of nationally based responses to global questions that dangers lurk.


  Empire and nationalism


  The fact that capitalism relies on continual expansion and a globalisation of the productive forces can easily be accepted. The evidence is before us on a day-to day-basis. The growth in nationalist sentiment, the advancement of nationalist symbolism, the move to reinvigorate economic nationalism as state policy are no less evident. The dilemma this presents to capital and state is obvious and the ramifications are potentially deadly. In a great many ways, we are witnessing a tragic repeating of history. The difference being that the stakes are so much higher. The hands of the Atomic Scientists’ doomsday clock attest to that grim fact. If history is repeating, then it is important to know how and why? This is not because we are simply an inquisitive species. Knowledge, in this sense, becomes a tool and a tool by which change can be effected.


  The history of capitalism has been a history of war, conquest and imperialism. Sometimes aims have been achieved by the blatant use of force. Sometimes by threat and intimidation, and economic power has been exerted to gain political and strategic influence. The events that are shaping our world are closely related to events that unfolded at the turn of the twentieth century. A comparison is in order. In 1902, John Hobson published his Imperialism: a study (2005). He wrote of the tendency of states to expand beyond their national boundaries. He was speaking of nationalism being ‘transformed’ into imperialism. Vladimir Lenin in Imperialism, the highest stage of capitalism (1977a) described imperialism as a special stage of capitalism: the monopoly stage of capitalist development. Like most things, the notions of imperialism and nationalism quickly become contested. For many, nationalism becomes almost the enemy of imperialism. There is a certain logic to this. Such a perspective sees imperialism causing a nationalist backlash in the country being adversely affected by an imperialist power. Nationalism, therefore, fights against imperialism. This has led to concepts of progressive nationalism and regressive nationalism. It is a debate that is hardly going to be resolved easily. The point that needs to be borne in mind is that without nationalist symbolism, without the ideological manipulation of populations to serve capitalist advances, then imperialism as we recognise it from the nineteenth century could not have developed. The antithesis of nationalism is not imperialism. It is internationalism.


  What we might term the negative power of nationalism was at the very centre of the drive to WWI. Nicolai Bukharin published his Imperialism and World Economy in 1917, at the height of the war. He described the interplay of states and:



   the struggle between national states, which is nothing but the struggle between the respective groups of the bourgeoisie... One cannot picture this gigantic conflict as the conflict of two bodies in a vacuum. On the contrary, the very conflict is conditioned by the special medium in which the ‘national economic organisms’ live and grow...the struggle between modern ‘national economic bodies’ must be regarded first of all as the struggle of various competing parts of world economy (Bukharin 2003).




  Critics might argue that Bukharin had the benefit of hindsight, writing as he did during the imperialist war. Even so, events did support his general theoretical position. The lead up to war was a period marked out by intense polemic and debate and not a little of this debate centred on the question of imperialism. Karl Kautsky (1914) developed the theory that what the world was witnessing was the growth of ‘ultra-imperialism’. By this he claimed that in international relations, the ferocity of rivalry between states would be negated by their ‘cartel’ relationship. In other words, the integration of capital across states would ensure a mutual necessity to ‘behave’ well. Some of the debates around the idea of globalisation and capitalism have a very loud echo in the ideas of Kautsky. History very quickly despatched his theory to a nether world. Imperialist powers sought to resolve their differences at the point of a bayonet.


  The period immediately following the end of the Cold War and the collapse of the Soviet Union for the briefest moment in time may have seen the ideological fortunes of Kautsky’s theory rise. The appalling doctrine of mutually assured destruction disappeared with the Cold War. There was talk of a new ‘unipolar’ world. History after all, or at least in Fukuyama’s view, had ended and with it the threat of conflict. But no, even in this climate, Kautsky’s views remain stubbornly out of step with reality. What happened was that the world seemed to be dividing into trading blocs. Trade is essential to the well-being of capitalism, the global economy and to the people whose livelihoods depend on that trade. The problem with blocs is, however, the same as with competition between individual states. There are ultimately winners and losers. While this is crudely put, its truth remains.


  As this twenty-first century has progressed the threat of war has grown rather than diminished. Why? The answer is simple if painful. There are, today, 193 member states of the United Nations. Many are relatively minor players. Some observers might describe them as little more than vassal states to the major nations and most powerful economies in the world. Even so, each of these 193 states are seeking, wherever possible, to gain some comparative advantage, politically or economically. There are small powers, middle powers and great powers. What doesn’t exist is a regime of harmony and accord. To consider, even for a moment, that the world is fundamentally different from the world that willingly slaughtered millions for the sake of economic, political and strategic advantage is ludicrous. What drove those states to war was the inability of capitalism to resolve its life-threatening contradictions. None of those contradictions have been resolved but, rather, have become more acute with the passing of the decades. None of this is difficult to see and yet it is a fact that is kept from the public gaze.


  War, we have often been told, is a relic of the past. Democracies do not go to war with democracies. The ‘democratic peace theory’ is often cited to prove that there is really little to see here. If only it were so simple. The United States and its allies have effectively been at war for decades. Whether Syria or Iraq deserve the title democratic or not is not entirely relevant. The carnage that unfolded in the former Yugoslavia was undeniably between states that were multi-party ‘democracies’. Points can be made, and arguments used to sway opinion in any direction. The simple fact of the matter is that war is so much a part of the ‘normal’ that it becomes unremarkable. Chris Hedges (2003) shows, for instance, that the world has only been at ‘peace’ for 268 of the last 3400 years. That is just 8 per cent of that vast historical period. The twentieth century resulted in 108 million war dead. In 2003, when Hedges’ book was published, there were 30 wars taking place. There are 2.1 million global soldiers. Since 1975, the USA has spent between 15-30 per cent of its budget on the military.


  When there is war, or the threat of war, then all manner of ‘reasons’ are trotted out. It may have something to do with the psychological make-up of a given leader. It might have a religious undertone. It might be the result of forced migrations due to famine or civil war. It might be the threat from an ideology, or from a threat to ‘our’ economy from another country. It is never due to a stated or unstated need to bolster ‘our’ economy at the expense of another state’s. It is never about a faltering economic base, or to increase ‘our’ power. And it is never ‘our’ fault.


  War and capitalism go hand-in-hand. War and interstate relations similarly go together. It is beyond the realm of logic to regard this in any other way. History is replete with examples. The present threat perceptions simply prove the point. Why? It is because capitalism is ultimately competition writ large. Individual capitalists are engaged in a constant battle for survival. You grow or you disappear. Capitalist conglomerates are equally engaged in struggle, one with the other. States are necessarily accomplices in this. Nicolai Bukharin (2003) all those years ago argued that capitalist competition can only go so far without there being a clash. At this point the state and its capacity for power, ideologically and militarily, assumes a position of ultimate significance.


  This brings us back to the core business of this book. The world is witnessing the fall of an empire. The USA, arguably the most outstanding economic, political and military power that the world has seen, is beginning a slide that is unstoppable. Its economic power is still vast, but it is soon to be surpassed. Its political sway is already waning. Its most active, vocal and loyal allies are becoming fewer. Its last card, the colossal military machine, remains. Empires have a nasty habit of not reading the tea leaves. They do not leave the world stage willingly. The military force that the USA can and will project for many years to come is a constant reminder of why the doomsday clock is now just 100 seconds to midnight.


  While the world watches this not to be lamented decline, it also watches uneasily the ascendance of China as the new hegemon. Its economic might is growing to the point that it will overtake the USA. Its projection of ‘soft power’ across the region and the world is being portrayed by the USA as a threat. Its military budget is growing. It is not in the same league as that of the USA but is a substantial and lethal force. It maintains an authoritarian hold on power but is fully a capitalist economy.


  Two forces appear set to clash at some point in the not-too-distant future. There has been economic war and the possibility of actual war is not to be discounted. The threat comes not directly from Beijing but from Washington. Two powers can be rivals but not co-hegemons. Capitalism cannot operate in this way and nor can states. It is in this understanding that we see, in microcosm, the larger, historical development and changes in entire economic and social periods. In the paradigm shift that sees the US’s decline, then so too can we see the shift that brought capitalism to the fore and will see its ultimate demise. This element of Marxist theory, historical materialism, needs to be understood as it helps us understand the present and the future.




  Chapter 2


  Understanding the world


  Can the world be understood? One can only imagine how many books of history have been published in the past century. What do these books tell us, not just about the past but the present and the future? What do they tell us about the motivations of people? All of this depends entirely on how the historian views his or her world. For some, history is about political developments. For others about social movements. For others it is about economic factors. The personal almost always intrudes in telling the story, of writing the history while still questing for objectivity. The result can often be confusion for the reader. What tends to happen is that someone takes a book from a shelf, reads it and an impression is formed. That historical impression seldom intrudes into the present and rarely into the future. And then there is historical materialism.


  The previous chapter examined how capitalism so completely came to dominate the world. It explored its relationship with the state and how this duo shaped the world in such a way as to make the world more and more homogenous. Today two enormous powers, the United States and China, face each other and vie for supremacy. The rise of American power is historically rooted in the rise of capitalist power. So too is China’s spectacular rise linked to the laws that govern capitalist history and development. It is a product of an historical process. This process is explained through the Marxist conception of history or historical materialism. Historical materialism is a part of a body of theoretical understanding and appreciations that constitute Marx’s scientific approach.


  There has been nothing about Marx or Marxism that has not been subjected to the most insistent and endless critique and criticism. Anti-Marxist theorists have sifted through every point of Marxist theory and have ‘proven’ time and again that the theory is flawed and has no validity. Oddly enough the process of finding fault with a theory that has been declared ‘flawed’ just goes on and on. What is interesting is that lines of ‘Marxist’ scholars and theorists have also queued up to find fault, to criticise, to point out where Marx went wrong, and to offer ways of ‘salvaging’ the theory. While it is important to know what is being said and to fight for your specific corner, this work is not a polemic. It does defend a Marxist perspective but the point of this chapter is not to wage battle against other ‘Marxists’. Its purpose is quite different.


  The chapter sets itself a range of tasks. It first outlines, in an abbreviated form, why Marxism can be legitimately called a science. It is here that the first steps at appreciating Marx’s contribution to historical method will be presented. While the book does not engage in polemics, it is still necessary to consider some of the criticisms of this method before examining in any detail the idea of historical materialism and its utility and agency. This is done by closely looking at just what Marx meant and the most appropriate way into such a discussion is, oddly enough, through Marx. Consequently, there is a focus on Marx’s brief outline of his materialist conception of history. Finally, the chapter examines the merits of historical materialism beyond the theoretical realm and as a means of explaining and shaping ideas in the more immediate world of the here and now.


  Marxism as science


  In his Contribution to the Critique of Political Economy, Marx (1918: 11-12) argued that social existence determines consciousness and that through social production people enter into sets of relationships that are independent of their own will. What Marx did was describe how society operated and how the class relationships of that society were central to how society developed. He showed that the aspirations of classes are necessarily antagonistic to one another. He also showed that these relations were transitory. He maintained that economic formations and society advanced in accordance with what he termed a materialist conception of history. The capitalist mode of production with its inherent contradictions and antagonisms is an integral part of this process because, ‘the productive forces developing in the womb of bourgeois society create the material conditions for the solution of that antagonism’ (Marx 1918: 13).


  It is from this relatively unadorned description of how the world turns that the Marxist method of analysis develops. It has come to be regarded by some as a scientific approach to understanding phenomena and as ‘pseudo-science’ by others. The credentialing of Marxism as scientific is oddly enough sometimes downplayed or given peripheral importance by some Marxists. For some Marx’s declaration that ‘philosophers have only interpreted the world, in various ways; the point is to change it’ (Marx and Engels 1964: 647) can override all other considerations, while for others, the appellation ‘scientific’ carries a comfortable and comforting degree of ‘academic’ prestige. Marxism describes contradictions. Here we see just one more. Marxism, however, is not simply a practice, and nor can it simply be a theory. It has become all but a cliché to speak of theory without practice as being sterile, and practice without theory being blind, but the point remains just as important as ever it was. There is or ought to be a dialectical unity between the two.


  Can the claim that Marxism constitutes a scientific approach to understanding society and the world be validated? If it can, then the tangle in which the world now finds itself can be explained and approached with more than a hint of optimism. If it constitutes a scientific method of analysis, then the chaos of capitalism can be understood. In a philosophical sense, since ‘materialism in general explains consciousness as the outcome of being, and not conversely, then materialism as applied to the social life of mankind has to explain social consciousness as the outcome of social being’ (Lenin 1977b: 23). Marxist theory is built on the premise that this ‘social’ being comes from a largely economic base. Stephen Whitefield, in the Oxford Concise Dictionary of Politics (1996), outlines the concept of historical materialism, whereby ‘social structures derive from economic structures, and that these structures are changed through class struggles...that human history develops as the result of contradictions, mainly among social cases’.


  Jon Elster, in An Introduction to Karl Marx, describes what he sees as Marx’s two-fold approach to understanding historical development. Each has a direct relevance. ‘Marx had both an empirical theory of history and a speculative philosophy of history’ (Elster 1995: 103). The first of these relates to historical materialism and its macrosociological view of analysis of social systems and economic formations at a global scale. The ‘speculative’ view is one that divides the history of the world into what Elster (1995: 3) describes as three separate stages: pre-class society, class-based society and post-class society. The historical epochs that have come to us as the basis of the development of historical and economic formations and therefore historical materialism include slave society, feudal, bourgeois and from there into a future socialist and ultimately communist formation. The importance of Elster’s comments and those of many other observers is that they display the clearly scientific nature of Marx’s work and analysis. Speculation becomes linked to observation and to a close study of economic history.


  Lenin (1977c) described Marx’s contributions to the study of historical materialism, his economic theories and the issues surrounding classes in society. These interrelated components form the basis of Marxist theory and its claim to the status of science. Primary among these is the concept of historical materialism. Intimately related to this is the fundamental premise that class and class conflict remain central to understanding developments in society, and that economic issues drive political and societal responses. A materialist construction understands historical processes as being impelled by antagonistic relationships between classes, explains how social structures are shaped by economic factors, and sees class struggle as being framed by the labour process (Boucher 2012: 5).


  Engels, it might be safely argued, was the first ‘Marxist’. Among an exhaustive list of achievements, he presented an outline of the essential propositions that culminate in the theory of historical materialism. In doing so Engels staked an early claim to Marxism’s scientific credentials and that it was a scientifically valid means of interpreting the world. Engels argued that:



   The materialist conception of history starts from the proposition that the production of the means to support human life and, next to production, the exchange of things produced, is the basis of all social structure; that in every society that has appeared in history, the manner in which wealth is distributed and society divided into classes or orders is dependent upon what is produced, how it is produced, and how the products are exchanged. From this point of view, the final causes of all social changes and political revolutions are to be sought, not in men’s brains, not in men’s bett er insights into eternal truth and justice, but in changes in the modes of production and exchange (1966: 50).




  This, in a nutshell, goes to the heart of the whole ‘science’ debate that was to follow. It has been just one of the many nagging controversies that have accompanied Marxism pretty much since the Manifesto of the Communist Party was first published in 1848.


  The heated debates surrounding Marxism’s scientific mantle have often overshadowed what Marxists have been describing for generations. They deserve at least a cursory glance, but first we need to dig a little deeper into just what this science is and what it is for. In doing so, we can get a hint of why such heat has been generated in criticising and defending the claim.


  Marx, as Terrell Carver (1991: 109-10) explains, believed that science was much more than a simple collation of facts, as important as this is. Science, for Marx, by necessity involved the development and propagation of theories. These theories were, and remain, related to causal agents that act upon the world: entities, relations and processes. It is in the process of these theories acting upon the world that Marxism unites philosophical inquiry with economic analysis. This is what is important. The materialist conception of history stresses the overarching importance of economics as a driver of political and societal development. This has also led to some of the more virulent criticisms of Marxist theorists, and the claims of ‘economism’ and ‘determinism’. These criticisms never seem to lose currency, which is odd, as the theory has always been deeply immersed in philosophical enquiry. To arbitrarily separate the two seriously limits the theoretical underpinnings of Marxism itself. Engels (1976: 42) argued that investigative science and theory inevitably become intertwined. In a similar vein Albert Weisbord (1937) argued that scientific socialism originated as a method of analysis, as well as a body of conclusions, later becoming a combination of theory and practice. It becomes all but impossible to separate economic and political issues from those of philosophical considerations. In other words, ideas, like economics, exist and co-exist in historical time and space.


  It is precisely because ideas exist in real time that they assume importance. It is because they are important that they are fought for so vigorously. If Marxism can be shown to be scientific, then it can claim, with a sense of authority, to have answers to some rather traumatic questions that threaten us all. If, however, it is not science, but an easy-to-be-dismissed ‘pseudo-science’, then Marxism can be belittled and relegated to a nether world of irrelevance.


  Sides get taken


  There are few things in the realm of ideas that so divide the world as Marxism. Its critics are legion. There are, naturally enough, obvious suspects; those with political and ideological axes to grind. After all Marxism stands in direct opposition to the status quo. In the blue corner is capitalism. In the red corner is socialism. That is how it must be. Ideas must be fought out but there are a whole range of theorists who proclaim a belief in Marxism, but then spend most of their waking moments engaged in polemics with other Marxists. This, while at times irritating, is hardly novel. Lenin, writing in 1913, wrote that, ‘throughout the civilised world the teachings of Marx evoke the utmost hostility and hatred...and no other attitude is to be expected, for there can be no “impartial” social science in a society based on class struggle’ 1977c: 44). Marxism, when those words were written, had yet to split around the question of war, nationalism and internationalism. The acrimony towards Marxist social science has not abated. What has changed is that Marxism has become more and more riven by crisis.


  The crisis in Marxism has seen the emergence of warring tribes. The range of ‘Marxisms’ is wide indeed. Emmanuel Wallerstein (1986) described the emergence of a ‘thousand Marxisms’ in the post-World War II period. It is a sadly apt commentary. There are many Marxist schools of thought, Marxist analysis of just about everything in every area of physical or mental endeavour, and doubtless in areas yet to be imagined. Marxist critiques flourish, not only of capitalism, but of every permutation of every social issue, real or imagined, let alone critiques of other Marxist theories. The crisis largely grew out of the Stalinisation of Marxism in the years after the Russian Revolution. Marxist theory became stultified and many theorists, in seeking new visions, began hiving bits off the core of Marxism. It is not necessary to go into any of the sad details of the last century, but we have today a situation where there have been attempts to rescue Marx from Engels. As bizarre as it might seem, there is a body of thought, situated under the broad banner of Marxism, that depicts Engels as somehow being antagonistic to his inseparable co-thinker. So, it ought not to come as any surprise to learn that while most, if not all, ‘Marxists’ agree that they are dealing with science there is disputation as to its utility. Comments such as, ‘theorists have interpreted Marxism in various ways; the point, however, is to change it’ (Aronowitz 1990: 1), may be droll but convey a whole world of meaning and despair. This discussion will, however, be better served if we focus on the bigger debates and criticisms that have raged around the idea of Marxism as science.


  The ‘science’ debate framed Marxist theory and has evoked wide disputation. More than a few careers grew and thrived, depending on the stridency of the denunciations of Marxism’s claim to the status of science. It certainly did no harm to philosophers such as Karl Popper, whose critique of Marxism has often been lauded as something of a seminal work. Popper was particularly critical of what he termed historicism or, ‘an approach to the social sciences which assumes that historical prediction is their principal aim, and which assumes that this aim is attainable by discovering the “rhythms” or the “patterns”, the “laws” or the “trends” that underlie the evolution of history’ (1985: 290 emphasis in the original).


  Popper’s propositions vigorously rejected the scientific claim of Marxism. To give him credit he did accept that Marxism identifies trends and tendencies that occur in social change and that these trends can neither be questioned nor denied. However, Popper argued that ‘trends’ are not ‘laws’, in language that strongly echoed Eduard Bernstein’s earlier work (1975). Science, in Bernstein’s estimation, was based on experience, while socialism’s focus was on a future social system which, by definition, could not have an experiential basis. It is a view that was rigorously contested by Georgi Plekhanov (1976: 33) who, in the first years of the twentieth century, asserted that it was eminently realistic to suppose that a scientific study of the present allows an opportunity to ‘foresee’, with some degree of accuracy, what is likely to occur in the future. This, he maintained, was not the province of prophecy, or of arbitrary declarations, but on the basis of experience and the accumulation of knowledge.


  The criticisms of Marxism often centre on what is described as his ‘determinism’. It is an interesting claim and has been levelled so consistently and for so long that more than a few ‘Marxists’ have sought to distance themselves from those ‘disagreeable’ elements of the theory. The determinist criticism, in a simplified telling, is that history has a degree of inevitability about it. Night follows day, socialism will follow capitalism and as history decrees then so shall it be. John Rees and Anthony Giddens (1997) once publicly debated ‘Marx and the modern world’. Rees’ arguments to discount the ‘determinist’ tags were succinct and worth repeating here:



   Marx would not have written that ‘men make their own history albeit not in circumstances of their own choosing’, indeed he would not have spent a lifetime organising among the working class, if he thought the whole project was inevitable or automatic. Lenin explicitly dismissed this kind of criticism. He didn’t use the common term ‘determinism’ but talks of an ‘objectivist’ as someone who simply thinks that the structure of society will deliver a particular historical goal. He said:


  ‘The objectivist speaks of the necessity of a given historical process. The Marxist gives an exact picture of a given socioeconomic formation and the antagonistic relations to which it gives rise. When demonstrating the necessity for a given series of facts the objectivist always runs the risk of becoming an apologist for these facts. The Marxist discloses the class contradictions and in doing so defines his standpoint. He does not limit himself to speaking of the necessity of a process but ascertains exactly what class determines this necessity’ (Rees 1997).




  Despite this, that all-too-often subjective creature the ‘truth’ has come to damn Marxism for its ‘determinism’ and precludes what the actors involved actually said. Engels, as an example, might be accepted as a reliable source. He stated rather categorically that:



   According to the materialist conception of history, the ultimately determining element in history is the production and reproduction of real life. Other than this neither Marx nor I have ever asserted. Hence if somebody twists this into saying that the economic element is the only determining one, he transforms that proposition into a meaningless, abstract, senseless phrase (Engels 1999 emphasis in the original).




  This interaction with ‘real life’ is fundamental to appreciating Marxist analysis and particularly as it pertains to contemporary economic realities and to the historical movement itself. To fully come to grips with this ‘reality’ is to explore the abstractions that are evident and to propose possible outcomes. The Marxist method shows that ‘even the most abstract categories, despite their validity – precisely because of their abstractness – for all epochs, are nevertheless, in the specific character of this abstraction, themselves likewise a product of historic relations, and possess their full validity only for and within these relations’ (Marx 1974: 105).


  Like everything pertaining to the realm of ideas and ideologies, sides are taken, and denunciations and acclamations are made. Some are muted and others tend towards the hyperbolic, but it is unwise to think that sides will not be taken. Anthony Giddens points an accusatory finger and remarks that ‘there is much in Marx that is mistaken, ambiguous or inconsistent; and in many respects...are plainly defective when looked at from the perspective of our century’ (Giddens 1983: 1). A century earlier, Franz Mehring wrote of historical materialism’s detractors arguing that ‘historical materialism finishes off every arbitrary construction of history; it eliminates all bare formulas that try to treat the varied life of humanity all alike’ (Mehring 1975: 17).


  Anatole France wrote of a king of Persia who called for a detailed history of the world to be written. The history began as 500 volumes, but the king called for it to be made shorter. The process was repeated and repeated again. Eventually, on the king’s deathbed, a final ‘draft’ was presented. Human history was reduced to one sentence; ‘they were born, they suffered and died’. Life needs to be more than that, although we are left floundering in an apparent senseless and arbitrary world. ‘In bourgeois hands, history is truly a “dismal science” – at best a chronicle of scandals, at worst a nightmare of ghastly failures’ (Lorimer 1999: 200).


  Marx, the one whose ideas we have been discussing, has until this point appeared but briefly. It is with Marx that the validation of Marxist social science must ultimately rest.


  Historical materialism


  Historical materialism, or in Marx’s terminology the materialist conception of history, has been the subject of endless scrutiny and criticism. Anti-Marxists and more than the occasional Marxist have sought to either refute, diminish or obscure the concept. Marx, of course, was a prolific writer but he has been consistently rebuked for not giving a full and exhaustive coverage of this or that element of what came to be known as Marxism. Whether he is ‘guilty’ or not is hardly the point and nor does it diminish the overall theory and body of work. For the point of this discussion, he presented a remarkably concise statement that goes to the very essence of what historical materialism is all about, and what it seeks to do. It is high time that Marx should be called upon to take part in the discussion. The statement in question comes from A Contribution to the Critique of Political Economy first published in 1859 (1918: 11-13) and will be broken into its constituent parts in order for us to better review this contribution.


  ‘In the social production which men carry on they enter into definite relations that are indispensable and independent of their will; these relations of production correspond to a definite stage of development of their powers of production.’


  This often repeated phrase holds the key to much that motivated Marx. The relations of production are, necessarily, the socio-economic relationships that exist at any period of history. In bourgeois or capitalist society this means the rather unequal ‘relationship’ that permits private ownership by one class and the apparent dependence on that class by the working class. It is the working people and their collective endeavours that constitute the ‘productive forces’. The individual and the collective of individuals cannot disengage from the world around them. This world has always been ‘a work in progress’ and people’s engagement with it depends on the economic, social and political level of development that has been achieved.


  ‘The sum total of these relations of production constitutes the economic structure of society – the real foundation, on which rise legal and political superstructures and to which correspond definite forms of social consciousness.’


  The rights and wrongs of the base/superstructure construction have been long debated. Some argue that politics drive economic outcomes, while the classical Marxist view maintains that the reverse is true. The ‘base’ is the economic foundation of any society. Political, social, legal and the whole range of state institutions form the superstructure. The superstructure and its state institutions are pivotal for the development of capitalism and for the maintenance of social order and at least a sense of harmony. Ideas and ideologies are developed and come to infuse the thinking of people to the extent that the population eventually accept the often-exploitative nature of that very society.


  ‘The mode of production in material life determines the general character of the social, political, and spiritual processes of life. It is not the consciousness of men that determines their being, but, on the contrary, their social being determines their consciousness.’


  The ‘mode of production’ includes both the labour of the worker (labour power) and the privately-owned plant, machinery, materials (means of production). There is a clear delineation at work between the public, social aspect of production and the private nature of ownership. This quickly came to frame consciousness by the relative place occupied in the production process. It becomes a difficult thing to imagine a world that appears to be so vastly different to the ‘normal’, ‘natural’ order as it is constantly presented to us.


  ‘At a certain stage of their development, the material forces of production in society come in conflict with the existing relations of production, or – what is but a legal expression for the same thing – with the property relations within which they had been at work before. From forms of development of the forces of production these relations turn into their fetters. Then comes the period of social revolution.’


  Capitalism exists in a terrain marked by contradiction and conflict. Each step in the development of capitalism has come as a result of attempts to resolve these contradictions. Inevitably the contradictory nature of class society must meet and seek resolution. The status quo of capitalist relations and the growth of the working class therefore must clash. The ‘era’ of social revolution in this case is a point at which the slowly evolving awareness within the working class reaches a point of critical mass.


  ‘With the change of the economic foundation the entire immense superstructure is more or less rapidly transformed. In considering such transformations the distinction should always be made between the material transformation of the economic conditions of production which can be determined with the precision of natural science, and the legal, political, religious, aesthetic or philosophic – in short ideological forms in which men become conscious of this conflict and fight it out.’


  Once again, the singular importance of the economic base upon which the institutional superstructure rests comes to the fore. With a fundamental change in economic motivation and direction comes a changed state. The state, after all, and its various institutions are dependent on this economic base. Such a transition and change in the economic base (and therefore the state) can never be uncomplicated. Too many have too much to win or lose depending on how change is perceived and how it is accomplished. The only thing that can be said for certain is that once this point is reached then change cannot be stopped.


  ‘Just as our opinion of an individual is not based on what he thinks of himself, so can we not judge of such a period of transformation by its own consciousness; on the contrary, this consciousness must rather be explained from the contradictions of material life, from the existing conflict between the social productive forces of production and the relations of production.’


  There is always a tendency for individuals and entire organisations to view events from the perspective of what would be ‘best’, ‘neatest’ and least ‘messy’. The period 2019 and into 2020 was a time of intense social upheaval. Class consciousness began to rapidly re-emerge. Some dismissed this as exhibiting ‘anarchic’ tendencies. Others saw it as a ‘revolutionary’ moment. Still others as a series of unrelated spontaneous risings that would fail because of their very spontaneity. Some saw these actions as ‘rehearsals’ for global change. All might contain elements of truth. What is certain is that the tumult that swept the globe sat within the broad framework of Marx’s view of the ‘consciousness’ that exists and which is being developed.


  ‘No social order ever disappears before all the productive forces, for which there is room in it, have been developed; and new higher relations of production never appear before the material conditions of their existence have matured in the womb of the old society. Therefore, mankind always takes up only such problems as it can solve; since, looking at the matter more closely, we will always find that the problem itself arises only when the material conditions necessary for its solution already exist or are at least in the process of formation.’


  These few sentences are of great significance. They relate directly to the proposition that objective conditions must exist for there to be fundamental and revolutionary change. It would seem that those conditions are very much in place. What does not yet exist are the subjective conditions that relate to the awareness, the consciousness of those whose task it is to effect change. This again brings us back to the power of the apparatus of state, whose task has been to limit the growth of this consciousness.


  ‘In broad outlines we can designate the Asiatic, the ancient, the feudal, and the modern bourgeois methods of production as so many epochs in the progress of the economic formation of society.’


  Classes come into conflict and changes occur. It is the same process within entire economic formations. The productive forces grow, the contradictions become acute, resolution cannot be achieved and a new, stronger and more progressive structure is born.


  ‘The bourgeois relations of production are the last antagonistic form of the social process of production – antagonistic not in the sense of individual antagonisms, but of one arising from conditions surrounding the life of individuals in society; at the same time the productive forces developing in the womb of bourgeois society create the material conditions for the solution of that antagonism.’


  A class-based society is necessarily antagonistic. Each class in society has a differing set of objectives. They can never be in harmony. Managing this class-based society has never been an easy task for capitalism and its state, but the inevitability of this becoming unmanageable is made clear by the fact that the working class, regardless of all claims to the contrary, just becomes bigger and broader. For the first time in history, this now global class constitutes half of the population of the planet. It exists because capitalism created it.


  ‘This social formation constitutes, therefore, the closing chapter of the prehistoric stage of human society.’


  Marx brought the short exposition to a close with the statement that ‘the prehistory’ of human society was coming to an end. This has a strong echo in the opening lines of the Communist Manifesto where Engels and Marx state, ‘The history of all hitherto existing society is the history of class struggles’ (Marx and Engels 1977: 35). To divide the history of human society into a ‘prehistory’ of class society and a yet to be born ‘history’ or conceivably ‘post history’ was, of course, a conscious decision and one worth considering.


  Can Marxism be designated as science? The answer does matter but not from any desire on the part of Marxists to be taken into some warm embrace or accreditation by academe. It matters because if it does constitute a scientific method of appreciating the world, then it has application and utility. Marx’s contributions to an understanding of economics and philosophy are all but universally acknowledged. Its application for today and into the future is what matters. So, is it science? The definition of science that the prestigious Science Council offers states that, ‘science is the pursuit and application of knowledge and understanding of the natural and social world following a systematic methodology based on evidence’ (Science Council 2020). Marxism indisputably does just that.


  Critics of Marxism still maintain that Marxism is less than science. Earlier in this discussion, Georgi Plekhanov’s (1976: 33) defence of Marxism as science was cited. His assertion was that it was entirely reasonable to suppose that a scientific study of the present (and doubtless the past as well) allows an opportunity to make valid assumptions about what was likely to occur. This, he maintained, had nothing to do with ‘prophecy’ but was based on accumulated knowledge.


  The science of Marxism and in this special case, the historical materialist method, needs to be able to be tested in practice. It becomes a question of utility. The current stage of the development of history, based on the two-fold process that is the focus of this work, requires elaboration. Capitalism, according to Marxist theory, is but one economic formation in the historical development of the world. Theory points to a changed and new formation that will emerge from the preceding formation. In microcosm, the struggles underway within capitalism and relating to which power will dominate the capitalist economy are a reflection of this historical materialist perspective. If this can be shown, then the case for Marxism as science is clearly proven.


  Putting the theory to the test


  The issue being confronted in this work, the rise of a rival capitalist hegemon within the shadow of the decline of an entire economic formation, has excited the imaginations of a great many. There are, naturally enough, some facts that need to be considered and some areas of wishful thinking to be discounted.


  It hardly needs comment that China’s economy is rapidly rising. The US Congressional Research Service (Morrison 2019) is among a range of observers who note this extraordinary growth since China first seriously embraced capitalism in the 1970s. ‘China’s growing global economic influence and the economic and trade policies it maintains have significant implications for the United States and hence are of major interest to Congress. While China is a large and growing market for US firms, its incomplete transition to a free-market economy has resulted in economic policies deemed harmful to US economic interests’ (Morrison 2019: 1). What Morrison finds problematical is interesting. He is concerned that China has not ‘transitioned’ to a complete free-market economy, although close to 70 per cent of all Chinese industry is in the private sector. The fact that the US government as well as capital regards this in a relatively negative light is significant, although even if the figure stood at 100 per cent, the anxiety would be just as great. Threats to power, real or perceived, simply cannot be countenanced and nor can state and capital be simply separated.


  There have been influential observers who have argued for a ‘concert of Asia’. In particular, Hugh White (2012) has promoted the idea that there needs to be and that there can be an understanding between the two powers. There is an echo to Karl Kautsky’s ‘ultra-imperialist’ theories in this. Even as White’s thesis was being promoted, problems were beginning to surface. Koji Yoshino (2016) invokes the concept of ‘national interest’ when criticising White’s position. While Japan recognises that ‘stabilising’ Sino-US relationships is worthwhile, other problems remain. These include border tensions and disputes between China and other states. It is also virtually impossible to imagine Japan willingly relinquishing its security treaty with the USA. This would likely lead to a serious re-armament of Japan that would go well beyond its already ambitious re-shaping of its military capacity. Sharing is hardly a likely scenario.


  The above example is just one small indication of the differences between what might be called ‘mainstream’ or ‘traditional’ analyses and those articulated by Marxists. Robert Gilpin (1987: 10) voices the opinion that the state and capital are quite separate entities, and have separate origins and independent agendas. It is a view that allows for the schizophrenic argument that Chinese capitalism needs to be positively engaged with, while simultaneously seeking to limit or ‘restrain’ its political policies at home and its influence abroad. The state, capitalism, political ambition, power are all interconnected and ultimately inseparable. Andreas Bieler and Adam Morton (2018) describe a situation where state and market in capitalism attain the appearance of separation due to the particular way the social relations of production are organised around the private ownership of the means of production and wage labour. Their analysis focuses on Brazil, Russia, India and China (the BRICS economies). ‘Analysing the emergence of the BRICS through the philosophy of internal relations makes clear that the rise cannot be an issue of different state policies, nor a binary issue of great power rivalry versus cooperation. The economic is always internally related to the political’ (Bieler and Morton 2018: 161).


  This is particularly well-illuminated when considering China. The changes in economic policies cannot be simply separated from a changing state structure. While those changes are occurring, there is also the issue of changes to class forces and their interactions. Once again this is interconnected with all other aspects of development.


  China’s rapid ascension into the ranks of global capitalism and its position of becoming rival and threat has come about not by some miracle but by the labour of hundreds of millions of Chinese workers, by the foreign investment from global capitalism including US capitalism, and by a concerted effort on the part of the Chinese bureaucracy and growing capitalist class. The world view of scholars such as Robert Gilpin, who assume an autonomy between state and capitalism, provides full and rich analyses of this or that aspect of life, but they all too frequently become impressionistic. The ‘dots’ are seldom joined. This is where Marx’s method becomes so very pertinent.


  Marx (1974) argued that what was essential was to make observations that move from the simple to the complex and that show the inter-relationship of all component parts:



   simple conceptions such as labour, division of labour, demand, exchange value, and conclude with state, international exchange and world market...The concrete is concrete because it is a combination of many determinations, i.e. a unity of diverse elements. In our thought it therefore appears as a process of synthesis, as a result, and not as a starting point, although it is the real starting point and, therefore, also the starting point of observation and conception (1974: 100-1).




  Marx was not speaking of the development of a single economy, but it has direct relevance when considering developments in China. Here we can see the process unfold as he described. Labour becomes important, it is necessarily exploited, which results in profitability, which is reflected in capital growth and the development of state structures and institutions to augment that growth, which sees China taking its place in the broader world economy. The problem is not in the progression, but in the fact that the process begins with labour, and the development of a huge industrial working class whose aims must remain antagonistic to those of the new ruling class. The connectivity of these themes remains an essential element of Marxist analysis and method, whether they are represented in one country or across the globe. Marxism synthesises the components of capitalist relations, beginning with the role of labour and concluding with the development of globalisation.


  A recent World Bank statement reported that, ‘China’s high growth based on resource-intensive manufacturing, exports, and low-paid labor has largely reached its limits and has led to economic, social, and environmental imbalances’ (World Bank 2019). The Hong Kong based China Labour Bulletin (CLB) (2020) records protests, strikes and labour unrest in China. They rely on press reports and their own contact base in China and, as a consequence, they are largely understated as a result of some rather adept censorship measures. Even so, in 2019, CLB recorded more than 1700 strikes and worker protests; a rise of 36 per cent from 1250 reported cases in 2017. What becomes clear is that Chinese capitalism is riven with crisis and the contradictions that so haunt capitalism everywhere, and which validate the premise upon which Marxist theory and method is predicated.


  If historical materialism and the Marxist method of analysis can clarify what is happening within economies and states, then it has the same capacity to analyse what is taking place on a global scale. It is, as Marx and Engels so eloquently put it, a case whereby, ‘the bourgeoisie cannot exist without constantly revolutionising the instruments of production, and therefore the relations of production, and with them the whole relations of society’ (1977: 38-9). Consequently, as Solomon and Rupert assert, historical materialism ‘approaches the question of globalization not with puzzlement over dramatic changes in forms of accumulation, but fully expecting them’ (2002: 284). Georgi Lukacs writing in the 1920s in A Defence of History and Class Consciousness declared that:



   historical materialism eclipses all the methods that went before it, on the one hand, inasmuch as it conceives reality as a historical process, and on the other hand, inasmuch as it is in a position to understand the starting point of knowledge at any one time. Knowledge itself is understood to be just as much a product of the objective process of history (2000: 105).




  We shall allow Hazel Smith, co-editor with Mark Rupert of Historical Materialism and Globalization, the final word:



   Historical materialism, like any other theory, can be judged by how well it satisfies certain criteria which include explanatory power, normative acceptability and, perhaps more controversially, emancipatory potential. By explanatory power, I mean the ability to illuminate aspects of human society that are not immediately available to us through observation. A satisfactory explanatory theory is governed by rules of logic and consistency with an appeal to verification...by reference to empirical research. Normative acceptability means that due consideration is given to the ethical implications of the theory. Emancipatory theory links the empirical and normative aspects of theorising to social practice whose intention is to bring about emancipation... through political change (Smith 2002: 276).




  It is within this integrated and interlinked view of history, its progress and the development of political processes, linked as they are to economic factors, that the rise of China, the fall of the United States and the end of the economic formation of capitalism can be understood. It is also a more than useful tool in understanding the rather disturbing trend towards a resurgent nationalism, economic nationalism and the inherent threats that this poses.




  Chapter 3


  Power, nationalism and the dogs of war


  There is no end to the round of questions and contradictions that the world throws at us. On the one hand it is abundantly clear that capitalism is a global system and has been engaged in a process of globalisation ever since its inception. On the other hand, governments and ruling classes in so many nation states are marching to the beat of nationalist drums. Surely this is contradictory and yes, it is. Globalisation is so obviously in the best interests of capital. It opens up vast markets, is efficient, is cost effective and allows for global production chains that certainly help reduce costs and bolster profit margins. While it does not and cannot make the inevitable threat of a falling rate of profit go away, it can, at least in the short term, keep the crisis at bay. It would seem to be logical from other angles as well. States are political representations of capitalism and capitalism is increasingly integrated across states and the entire globe. Surely co-operation would be better than antagonism, especially as the most powerful capitalist concerns are spread across numbers of nation states. That, however, is not how the world seems to turn. History is clear in this respect and the ruthless nature of capitalism is equally clear. Co-operation, for capitalism, is either anathema or a coded way of demanding submission of the weaker to the greater. You either grow or die, win or lose, and then when great power politics is added to the mix, there is trouble.


  Regardless, however, of whether nationalism and economic nationalism are anachronisms in an age of obvious capitalist globalisation and economic integration, the fact of the matter is that both political nationalism and economic nationalism are very much alive and enjoying robust good health. This has serious implications for the world, for capitalism, for nation states and for the people who inhabit these same nation-state structures. This chapter, therefore, examines the rise of nationalist sentiment and how states are manipulating and promoting this regrettable rise. It also explores the rise in economic nationalism and the impact it might have on capitalist development. By implication this brings the discussion to the issue of imperialism and great power rivalry within a nationalist framework. These rivalries have, historically, ended badly with millions dead, as the inability of resolving the contradictions of capitalism have attested. Ultimately, what we are witnessing is the fall of empire, the fight for hegemony, and the inability of capitalism to alter the course of its historical development and demise.


  Nationalism


  A good place to begin in any discussion of nationalism is with Benedict Anderson and his Imagined Communities (2006). He insisted that the ‘nation’ is an imagined concept. Anderson argued that, ‘it is imagined because the members of even the smallest nation will never know most of their fellow-members, meet them, or even hear of them, yet in the minds of each lives the image of their communion’ (2006: 6). At the same time the very concept of nation can so easily evoke a deeply emotive and enduring appeal. He structured his theory around what he described as ‘three paradoxes’. These are:



   	The objective modernity of nations...vs their subjective antiquity in the eyes of nationalists. 2. The formal universality of nationality...everyone can, should, will ‘have’ a nationality...vs the irremediable particularity of its manifestations [the claim by many nationalists to a ‘unique’ and specific ‘identity’ effectively conferred by blood as opposed to the reality of ethnically and culturally diverse populations]. 3. The ‘political’ power of nationalisms vs their philosophical poverty and even incoherence (Anderson 2006: 5).




  For many theorists the nation stands and maintains a claim to the bodies, minds and souls of people as a result of a shared history and shared cultural roots. If we were to fuse together the many definitions that abound, we would end up with something like, ‘a nation is a stable community of people, connected by a common language, territory, history, and culture’. As Anderson described it, ‘nationality...as well as nationalism, are cultural artefacts’ (Anderson 2006: 4). What most definitions omit, but which is rather salient, is that these communities, be they ‘real’ or ‘imagined’, are framed around an economic and political structure and, in Marxist terminology, based on class relations and exploitative relationships. This divergence between bourgeois and Marxist interpretations becomes even more distinct when the rule of thumb definition of nationalism is brought into the equation. Nationalism, if we again distil the plethora of definitions, is simply ‘loyalty and devotion to a nation, especially a sense of national consciousness’. People are exhorted, and have been for generations, to place a sense of primacy on ‘their’ specific nation. This can only lead to friction across borders. As Ernest Gellner put it, ‘nationalism is not the awakening of nations to self-consciousness: it invents nations where they did not exist’ (Gellner 1964: 169).


  The nation and nationalism have proven to be most resilient phenomena and have been carefully and consciously engendered by capitalism and used to good effect. The use of emotive symbolism and the ethos of nationalism is a deliberate act of social control that is used to manipulate consciousness. Eric Hobsbawm noted that it is ‘highly relevant to that comparatively recent historical innovation, the “nation”, with its associated phenomena: nationalism, the nation-state, national symbols, histories and the rest. All these rest on exercises in social engineering’ (2004: 13). This is counterposed by Liah Greenfeld who finds comfort in a structure that is at least in her opinion a positive thing describing it as:



   inherently egalitarian, nationalism has as one of its central cultural consequences an open – or class – system of stratification, which allows for social mobility, makes labor free...and dramatically expands the sphere of operation of market forces...Also, because of...investment in the dignity of the nation – that is, its prestige – which is necessarily assessed in relation to the status of other nations, nationalism implies international competition (2009: 23).




  And so, just as beauty might be found in the eye of the beholder, so too nationalism is either a problem or a solution.


  For a long time, there was a view that nationalism could be regarded as either progressive or regressive. This debate took up a lot of the left’s time and energies. Right-wing nationalism was an obvious target. History clearly showed the post-WWII ‘new left’ that fascism and authoritarianism equated with a backward form of nationalist expression. This post-war period was also a time when the world (and the left, albeit at a remove) was engulfed and engaged in anti-colonial struggles and campaigns. Third World radicalism became the call-to-arms for the left in the West. Times, however, change and political realities resurface. Maintaining such a view, that one can separate nationalism into good and bad categories, is becoming increasingly difficult, given the shifts in political and economic development that have been accompanying capitalism as it sinks into deeper and deeper crisis.


  Nationalism, at its most raw and unadorned, is, as Orwell described it, ‘the habit of identifying oneself with a single nation or other unit, placing it beyond good and evil and recognising no other duty than that of advancing its interests’ (cited in Williams 2017). Orwell was writing in the immediate aftermath of WWII and his views were clearly coloured by witnessing the worst possible endpoint of nationalist politics and policies. But surely life is different today? No, life unfortunately is not different. Overt expressions of nationalist sentiment recede and return with greater strength. Marxist theory promotes the view that economic issues drive political responses. The fall and rise of nationalism is but one proof of the theory. Global economic crisis runs parallel with nationalist reaction.


  The period after WWII until the mid-1970s and the rapid rise in capitalist globalisation has often been described as the ‘golden age’ of capitalism. Things were moving along nicely. The constant fear that haunts capital, the fall of the rate of profit, had, for the moment, receded. The state loosened its ideological grip just a little or at least gave the impression of doing so. The people enjoyed some of the fruits of this intensely brief ‘golden age’. The need to promote the sense of ‘us’ versus ‘them’ had become something of an anachronism. But this ‘golden age’ was little more than a pause. Crisis returned. A speed up in globalisation was unavoidable. Capitalism required that it be so. The small gains that had been made by the working class quickly evaporated. The welfare state began to be dismantled, manufacturing industries collapsed only to re-emerge in developing economies, wages stagnated, economies faltered. Someone had to be held responsible. The ever useful ‘other’ was once more resurrected, as it has always been, and nationalism resurfaced, bigger and brighter and more threatening than ever before. The problem, of course, with nationalism is that while Country A is fanning the flame, so too is Country B. Nationalism was a recipe for disaster in days gone by. The only difference today is that the stakes are that much higher.


  The risks are higher in a number of ways. Previous experiences of nationalist approaches to resolving problems have led to the deaths of many millions. Major power rivalry is now at heights that mirror those preceding the two world wars, but this time around there is a difference. This is not just the degree of firepower that states possess, but the dangers of hegemon change and of the very future of capitalism itself. This work focuses specifically on the struggle between the USA and China. The USA, as the greater military force, has historically been the more belligerent. Its nuclear arsenal is vast, and it is adapting this arsenal with disturbing intent. In early 2020, the USA deployed a new ‘low-yield’ nuclear weapon. As Aaron Mehta, in Defense News, reported, ‘a new nuclear warhead, requested, designed, and produced under the Trump administration, has been deployed aboard a nuclear submarine, the Pentagon confirmed…’ (Mehta 2020). This is acutely alarming. For some time, there had been talk of developing such ‘useable’ nuclear weaponry and it was no secret that they were being produced, but to take that next step of deployment can only lead to responses from rival states.


  Nationalism grows in climates of economic insecurity and fear. Individuals become fearful that jobs may disappear, that wages will not grow, that life is palpably becoming more difficult. They all too frequently and too easily fall prey to nationalist demagogues who repeat simplistic and irrational slogans about ‘foreigners’ stealing jobs and the great litany of irrationalities that we know so well. This fear has, in turn, been instilled in the broader population by the state itself with its nationalist symbolism that it invokes in difficult times. The state has the task of maintaining a sense of unity, community and oneness; a society where, according to the state, class is irrelevant but where our national identity is what holds us together. The global economy is in deep crisis. Capitalism is in deep crisis. Nation states reflect this crisis. Political expressions become more acutely nationalist and suspicious. Economic expressions of these fears make the present and future even more fearful as economic nationalism reasserts itself.


  Economic nationalism


  The trade war between the USA and China may have been technically launched by US president Donald Trump, but the decision was not an arbitrary one or based on a whim. It did not simply spring from the air, or from an idea that crossed the president’s desk or imagination. James Dorn, in the Beijing Review, wrote that in:



   his closing remarks at the Third Strategic Economic Dialogue (SED) in Beijing in December 2007, US Treasury Secretary Henry Paulson stated that both China and the United States ‘recognize the need to fight economic nationalism in our two nations’. Yet it is much easier for Congress to politicize US-China trade than to be patient and engage in the SED initiated by Secretary Paulson. It is also much easier to use China as a scapegoat (Dorn 2008: 13).




  The date of this statement is significant. It comes before the Global Financial Crisis of 2008, before the Obama-inspired ‘pivot to Asia’ of 2011, and before the start of the trade war that began in 2018. China, free trade and its protectionist ‘opposite’ were fears that had been exercising the minds of many for a long time. Why? The answer is tied to the economic crisis of global capitalism and to the threat that the USA felt and feels from rivals to its hegemony.


  This brings us to the worrying refrain that the world is ‘returning’ to policies of economic nationalism. What precisely are we talking about? George Macesich (1985) offers a rather straightforward perspective, that economic nationalism is about discriminating in favour of one’s own nation and that this becomes a matter of state policy. Decades earlier, the idea was simplified into two propositions; that ‘American Motors is better for the United States than British Motors and therefore deserves support’ and ‘what is good for the United States is good for American Motors’ (Kahan 1967: 20). There are two obvious problems with such a view of the world. The first is that five, or ten, or 20 industrialised economies might simultaneously adopt the same idea with the resultant friction that must inevitably ensue. The second problem lies in an increasingly globalised and integrated set of capitalist relationships that collide with such an inward and regressive nationalist perspective


  Economic nationalism is the antithesis of capitalist globalisation and yet it is growing in direct proportion to capitalism’s globalisation and integration. Sam Pryke defines economic nationalism as ‘the attempt to create, bolster and protect national economies in the context of world markets’ (2012: 285). Pryke sees no essential problem arising from economic nationalism. History, however, can be a rather harsh teacher. Pryke’s rather sanguine view of the world came in the immediate aftermath of the GFC. The gathering storm of protectionist policies had yet to crash upon any particular shore and so, ‘contrary to much speculation, the financial crash of October 2008 and the subsequent recession have not seen a generalised rise in economic protectionism’ (Pryke 2012: 290). What a difference a few short years can make. It would be wise to consider other more cautious views on economic nationalism.


  There were clear indications that protectionist measures within national economies were being actively promoted well ahead of the eruption of the trade war. The World Trade Organisation (WTO) in 2016 pointed to a, ‘relapse in G20 economies’ efforts at containing protectionist pressures. Not only is the stockpile of trade-restrictive measures continuing to increase, but also more new trade restrictions were recorded’ (WTO 2016: 4). A decade earlier, Ben Bernanke (2006), then Chairman of the US Federal Reserve, cautioned against such an economic shift and the negative consequences it might have for the global economy.


  The move to protectionist policies, barriers and threats of trade war may give a false sense that they are somehow spontaneous acts. The fact is that they are the product of deliberate policy decisions by leading capitalist nation states. It is a calculated measure but one that is fraught with danger. The journey is certainly perilous. ‘A trade war, initiated by the United States, would do serious damage to the global economy as protectionist actions escalate. Countries imposing tariffs and countries subject to tariffs would experience losses in economic welfare, while countries on the sidelines would experience collateral damage. If tariffs remain in place, losses in economic output would be permanent’ (IHS 2020). There seems, from the US perspective, to be almost an echo of Cold War tactics and policy. Towards the end of the Cold War the USA engaged in a campaign of massive spending on its military with a view to ‘bleeding’ the economy of the USSR. It was a case of who has the biggest economic reserves. The USA today seems prepared to suffer economic losses in the hopes that their rivals will sustain even more crippling losses. It is a dangerous strategy.


  In the period leading up to this precarious moment, voices were raised against what were such obviously negative policies. Former US Treasury Secretary Lawrence Summers (2016), for example, indicated an unease regarding perceptions that people have that ‘open’ economic policies in recent years are producing a political backlash. The former managing director of the International Monetary Fund (IMF), Christine Legarde, remarked that, ‘I hope it is not a 1914 moment and I hope that we can be informed by history to actually address the negative impact of globalisation...because it has historically delivered massive benefits and it can continue to do so’ (2016). She was referring specifically to Britain’s decision to leave the European Union, but equally significant in this context have been nationalist sentiments affecting US-Russia relations, US-China relations and the rise of nationalist political groupings across the globe. All of this seems to call into question the rather courageous call by Robert Gilpin (2000: 51) when he argues that economic efficiency and the ambitions of dominant nation states will determine the future power and prosperity of global capitalism. If Gilpin’s thesis were to be carried to its logical or, possibly, illogical conclusion, then the world is in for some interesting, if dangerous, times.


  Martin Wolf (2004: 37) describes the attempt by capitalist states to reverse the trend towards globalisation that occurred at the end of the nineteenth century. He makes the point that economic nationalism led directly to militarism and imperialism. Free trade was stifled and war was the ultimate and inevitable result. The motivations behind national states to enter into such a contradictory position is, in part, a response to economic downturn and also as a means of accommodating and ameliorating the fears and concerns of domestic populations that are increasingly facing difficult economic outcomes.


  Nationalism, and in this context economic nationalism, pits one nation against another and by implication one worker against another There are implicit dangers for national economies and for the working class in such a perspective. Using the case of the post-communist period in Russia, David Szakonyi (2007) describes the potential, in the exercising of economic nationalism, to create both internal and external ‘enemies’ as a means of building a narrow national unity.


  The promotion of nationalist perspectives echoes political and economic debates dating back a century when free trade and protectionist debates flourished in the lead up to World War I. What is fundamentally different in this twenty-first century version of the debate is that protectionism and economic nationalism are even less viable options. The economic costs are higher. The militarisation, and the rhetoric that accompanies this, gives cause for concern. Wolf’s warnings were made in 2004. Much has happened since then and none of it bodes well. His reminder of events of a century ago, and the issues of war and imperialism, have special resonance for us today.


  Imperialism in the twenty-first century


  Surely things are not as they were at the beginning of the twentieth century? What is this talk of a ‘return’ to imperialist policies and of explicit danger? First, we need to take a look at just what constitutes imperialism and whether it can be considered a factor in this twenty-first century. James Petras states that ‘imperialism can be understood as a policy or practice by which the government of a country increases its power by gaining control over other areas of the world’ (Petras 2020: x). Petras is speaking not from the perspective of the historian but is observing conditions as they exist today. If we then weigh his words against those of earlier Marxist writers, we can see some obvious connections. There is Lenin’s (1977e: 726-7) analysis of imperialism, which saw capital becoming more monopolistic, the rise of finance capital, the increasing importance of the export of capital and a division of the world between associations of capitalism. Yes, it is an analysis made a century ago, but its relevance is there for all to see. Then there is Nicolai Bukharin’s (2003: 130-2) description of the state acting in the interests of national capital and argument that imperialism is, therefore, an expression of state power within an international context. Once again this does not sound all that dated. Finally, we can cite Leon Trotsky’s (1996) assertion that capitalism had outgrown the restrictions of national boundaries and that imperialism was the proof that this was the case. Once more there is an immediacy to such an analysis, despite it being written over a hundred years ago. A pattern emerges and it tends to suggest that things have not changed in any significant way.


  Capitalism and imperialism, in much the same way as capitalism and the state, are virtually inseparable concepts. Capitalism and its deep crisis almost demands that imperialism remain a salient fact of life. Ellen Meiskins Wood (1998), for instance, noted that capitalism has been compelled to employ a new form of imperialism that becomes evident through financial control, and the manipulation of markets and debt.


  Imperialism and capitalist expansion become the focus of Robert O’Brien. He makes the point that imperialism refers to ‘a process of capitalist expansion and dominance emanating from the advanced industrial states’ (2004: 53-4). Just as Trotsky outlined the connection between imperialism and a globalising capitalism, Fred Halliday (2002) describes five distinct themes that are pertinent to imperialism and to the development of capitalist globalisation. These include capitalism’s historical tendency towards expansion, the militaristic nature of capitalist states throughout the twentieth century, [and certainly into the twenty-first century] the rise of global inequality, even as developing states acquire an industrial base, the growth in importance of institutions of capitalist domination in the form of the IMF and World Bank among others, and, finally, the seemingly irresistible rise of the world capitalist market.


  What is most relevant in all this is the inseparable relationship that capitalism and imperialism enjoy. Capitalism expands. It must expand. It is invariably predatory and so imperialism becomes the very best fit to realise the aims and objectives of this expansionist economic reality. Gerard Dumenil and Domenique Levy capture the essence of imperialism and of its relationship to capital:



   by ‘imperialism’, we do not mean a particular stage of capitalism, but one of its constant features since its earliest stages (in particular, in the sphere of trade). Imperialism, itself, goes through various stages, but the common, continuous, trait that defines imperialism as such is the economic advantage taken by the most advanced and dominating countries over less developed or vulnerable regions of the world...The crucial factor is to impose, within the dominated countries, a government prone to the development of economic relations favorable to the interest of dominating countries. This can be achieved by all means: collaboration with local ruling classes, subversion, or war...States are, indeed, crucial, both within dominating and dominated countries. Imperialism is not the fact of a single country, but of a group of countries. The nature of the relationships among these countries defines a central characteristic of imperialism at each of its stages (Dumenil and Levy 2004: 660-1).




  Imperialism is not of itself hegemonic, although the United States has sought to maintain its total hold on political, economic and military power.


  These definitions and observations of imperialism and of capitalism’s expansion bring us almost inevitably to the question as to whether China is or is not an imperialist power. It is certainly an issue that hovers on the periphery of consciousness. China certainly exhibits some of the characteristics outlined above, but it must be remembered that since the 1970s and its ‘opening up’ to the West, its economy grew largely as a result of the advances made to it by US imperialism. American and international capitalism found a gigantic ‘sweatshop’ and conveyor belt. It became the West’s factory. But then, as China’s economy strengthened, so too has it found itself increasingly in the cross hairs of a nuclear-armed US desperate to maintain supremacy.


  While it remains convenient to regard China as an imperialist power, there needs to be some serious caveats placed upon such a description. China is certainly a capitalist economy and, by definition, expansionary as all capitalist states are and ever have been. It certainly seeks to influence outcomes to suit its needs. It uses ‘soft power’ to its advantage. Whether this is enough to successfully make the claim that it is an imperialist power is still questionable. It has a strong military capacity, and one that is growing rapidly. Its rival, the USA, is indisputably imperialist. It is expansionary, it dominates other states, governments and economies, and has always been prepared to use force to support its aims. The two states may share some similarities but around the question of militarism and brute force, there are very real differences.


  The issue of whether China is imperialist remains contentious. It can certainly be argued that it exhibits some symptoms that are characteristic of an imperialist state, but equally it can be argued that it is not, at this stage of its development, an imperialist power as other Western states can be so designated. What happens over time is quite another matter. What is of greater importance in the immediate future is how China responds to measures that are put in place by the USA to constrain its growing influence and economic power. There are very real threats to peace that emanate from America’s desire to enact policies that are euphemistically described as ‘containing’ China. What is certain is that there will be no sharing of any global economic pie.


  To give any credence to the idea that America would consider a ‘power sharing’ relationship with its major rival is nothing less than engaging in a fantasy. The entire history of humanity since economics and economic relations came to dominate show this to be an unrealisable dream. Chris Hedges’ statistics regarding war and peace (2003) were referred to earlier. It is worth repeating that the world has been at peace for just 8 per cent of the last 3400 years. Lenin (1977) reminded the world and reminds us today that, ‘peaceful alliances prepare the ground for wars; the one conditions the other, producing alternating forms of peaceful and non-peaceful struggle on one and the same basis of imperialist connections and relations within world economics and world politics’ (Lenin 1977: 724). Peace, under such conditions, is but a lull between wars.


  The threat of war


  Lenin’s argument is one of those that divides opinion. For a great many people having lived through the golden age of capitalism in the post-WWII period, his words would seem impossibly pessimistic or simply historically incorrect. The great powers in the aftermath of the last world war may have snarled at one another across the ‘iron curtain’ but war between major political or economic entities has not occurred.


  While Lenin was speaking of inter-imperialist wars and wars between major powers, it is worth considering, also, those ‘other’ wars and conflicts that just rolled on throughout the post-war years. Milton Leitenberg (2006: 9), for instance, sets the figure of 41 million dead from wars and conflicts between 1945-2000. For the most part, these conflicts can be categorised as ‘proxy’ wars that have been and are being waged by smaller powers to serve the interests of bigger players. Angola, East Timor, Mozambique, Georgia, Yugoslavia, the Congo, Darfur, Yemen, Syria, Ukraine, Libya...it’s not difficult to get the picture.


  The United States, as the principal imperialist power in the world, has had a hand in more than its share of military actions. There were 40 wars, large and small, that involved the USA in the twentieth century and another ten in this century. The USA has been engaged (mostly successfully) in exercises to effect regime change approximately 60 times in the last 100 years. Lenin’s depiction might be wrong, or his view might not be all that cynical after all.


  Hegemons like being hegemons. While this is probably trite, it does go to the centre of much of the United States’ behaviour and bellicosity. As the pre-eminent imperialist power, it is hardly prepared to allow all that many dissident flowers to bloom. This becomes an acute issue for two reasons. The first is that capitalism has entered a particularly virulent period of crisis that bodes ill for the future of the economic formation. The second is that the United States is facing its own inevitable decline as economic paradigm. Either of these issues should be cause for concern, as each threaten the peace and well-being of the people on the planet. When the two are taken together, then the possibilities are horrendous. Each deserves just a moment’s reflection.


  A term that has gained currency in the past period to describe how things stand with capitalism is ‘late capitalism’. It denotes a stage in capitalism’s development beyond which there is no realisable future. More than a few theorists and observers have commented on this across the twentieth century and from a range of Marxism’s perpetually warring tribes. Each, in turn, from Werner Sombat in the early twentieth century, to Theodor Adorno in the late 1960s, to Ernest Mandel in the early 1970s and Fredric Jameson in the 1980s, sought to analyse what was coming. While their propositions make interesting reading, the fact remains that Marxism has been predicated on the theoretical premise that capitalism is but one economic formation. What is clear for all to see in the twenty-first century is that capitalism is in deep and incurable crisis, whatever label one might like to attach to it.


  The United States, it must be remembered, became the preeminent capitalist power only at the end of WWII. Capitalism’s golden age coincided with the USA assuming complete supremacy, but it was also a time when the signs of capitalism’s imminent decline were being seriously discussed and described by Marxist and non-Marxist economists alike. Their fears were soon to be realised. This placed enormous pressures on capitalism as a whole and on the USA in particular and lent a specific sense of brutality to how the USA viewed the world. No sooner had American capitalism become the dominant paradigm than it was compelled to fight to preserve this dominance.


  Capitalism was once a progressive force. It has undeniably been an effective wealth-creating economic system. At the social and political level, it has been instrumental in revolutionising interactions between cultures and states. Marx (1977: 38) characterised capitalism as a progressive formation. While such a characterisation can be defended, and particularly from an historical perspective, it is difficult to attach anything like a progressive label to late capitalism. Bill Dunn points out that Marx, ‘saw capitalism as a complex and contradictory social system. It created enormous material advances, yet because it did so for private profit, it did not necessarily produce any general social improvements’ (2009: 76). Dunn is echoing Marx’s assessment of the process of capitalist development. ‘Accumulation of wealth at one pole is, therefore, at the same time accumulation of misery, agony of toil, slavery, ignorance, brutality, mental degradation, at the opposite pole’ (Marx 1986a: 604).


  David Held (2008: 111) paraphrases Marx when he states that capitalism’s success has depended on the rapid growth of the productive forces of society. While this initially represented capitalism’s progressive character, it was contradicted by the exploitative system of productive relations. Herein lies a contradiction that Marx maintained would ultimately bring capitalism to the point of destruction. Significantly it is at this point along capitalism’s trajectory that American capitalism assumed dominance and it is at this same point of fundamental crisis that the monumental ‘clash of capitalisms’ between the USA and China can be observed.


  If there is a clash of capitalisms and between capitalist rivals, and it is abundantly clear that this is the case, then how such a clash is resolved has serious implications for us all. Capitalism does not operate like a board game. Playing ‘Monopoly’ may be a good way to while away the hours, but when the stakes are a little higher, then the ‘game’ becomes a little rougher. Leon Trotsky summed things up rather succinctly in 1914, and his words have particular resonance today. ‘Our entire planet, its land and water areas...provide today the arena for a worldwide economy...This work has been accomplished by capitalism. But capitalism also compels the capitalist states to fight in order to subordinate this world economy to the profit interests of the respective national bourgeoisies’ (Trotsky 1996). What happens when the fighting starts is a cause of fear for the world. What happens after the fighting ends determines the future for us all.


  To speak of war being an ultimate and unavoidable consequence of capitalism and of capitalist rivalries appears to be an exercise of the deepest cynicism. Nobody in their right mind could consider, even for a moment, that war was a realistic option. At the same time, it is hardly a secret that the Pentagon and the White House concoct strategies and plans to wage ‘winnable’ wars that can and do involve nuclear weaponry. It would be naïve to assume that those who are in the United States’ sights do not also engage in the same grotesque manoeuvres. It ought to be equally naïve to imagine that the imperialist powers in 1914 did not know what was at stake when they drove the world to war. Historians such as Christopher Clark (2014) can write of the world ‘sleepwalking into war’. The reality was that the war was the result of capitalism’s inability to resolve the contradictions of a globalising market and the nation-state, and of the question of power within the capitalist world economy. The leaders of the day went into that conflict with their eyes wide open. Today’s world leaders are just as aware as their predecessors.


  The point remains that nobody in their right mind could wish for war and especially the sort of war that nucleararmed states might unleash. The people, the working class, have absolutely nothing to gain from such a scenario and yet an entire state apparatus exists with the aim of making people believe the lie that nation matters, that nationalism matters, that we have something in common with our leaders and our ruling class and that this separates us from that ‘other’. Engels (2000), in his letter to Mehring, offered the view that ideological processes can and often are used to effectively mask what is the real class nature of society. What Marx and Engels described as ‘false consciousness’ was later adapted by Antonio Gramsci to become ‘cultural hegemony’. Robert Cox (1993: 51) describes this as a situation arising from the ruling class seeming to offer concessions in a bargain for both acquiescence and ultimately acceptance of state power. Nobody would accept war as an option were it not for this acceptance of the status quo that the state has so carefully engendered.


  The future certainly appears to be precarious. A great power looms on the horizon. Another, still greater, power seeks to control, contain and diminish its rival. One power seems to be on the wrong side of history. States and empires are not immutable things. Change comes and economic power shifts. Capitalism was not always the dominant and all-encompassing force in the world. History would suggest that it will not always be that paradigm. The United States has not always been, and nor will it remain, the dominant force in the capitalist world. America’s rise as political entity, economic power and military force does show in microcosm how capitalism has risen.




  Chapter 4


  The rise of a capitalist giant


  America stands as the most perfect metaphor for capitalism. Or should that be the other way around? If we trace capitalism’s rise from the time of the industrial revolution, then there are some rather obvious comparisons to be made. Capitalism arose as the dominant force in the world from about 1760. The industrial revolution had achieved its revolutionary upheaval of economic and political relations by about 1840. The American War of Independence, the Revolutionary War, ran from 1765 until 1783. One event overlaps the other. It is obvious that capitalism did not miraculously begin in the USA when the British were driven out, but the nation was formed within a capitalist framework.


  Capitalism has moved from being broadly regarded as progressive to reactionary. Capitalism transformed the world and revolutionised economic relations, relations between country and city, between states, and began the process that we now call globalisation. The problem, and this is now being proven on a daily basis, is that there are limits to capitalist expansion. The elastic can only stretch so far. Capitalism has nowhere to go. And so the life cycle of capitalism is coming to a crisis-riven conclusion.


  The United States is at once capitalism in microcosm and capitalism writ large. Capitalism was revolutionary and so too was America born of revolution. It was expansive. It offered a semblance of hope and aspiration to millions. ‘Give me your tired, your poor, your huddled masses yearning to breathe free’, had not become a savage parody when first written in the 1880s by Emma Lazarus. Whether the words of her sonnet were used by the US state to show compassion, or to encourage a labour force to make capitalism strong, is neither here nor there. Capitalism and the United States had something to offer. A century on and the reverse is the case.


  This chapter traces the journey of the United States from those early optimistic days, not quite to its apogee, although defining such a point is a little subjective. By the late 1800s, the USA had become a significant world economy and, through its war with Spain and acquisition of extra-territorial possessions, had assumed the mantle of imperialist power. The new idea that surrounded the birth of the new nation will be examined, as will its history of slavery. America’s slave history has been the focus for many scholars in the most recent period. A common idea is that America, its capitalist growth and its social outlook is not simply a by-product of slavery, but that slavery was integral to the country’s past and present. This theory will also be visited and critically assessed.


  The USA, capitalism and democracy become interchangeable in the lexicon of some observers. Democracy as a means of promoting specific values and ideology will also be considered, as will the issue of ‘American exceptionalism’ as a motivating force within political debates and foreign policy. The United States’ success as a developing capitalist state was, in the final analysis, the direct result of labour, the immigrant working class and the burgeoning of global capital.


  The USA and the birth of an idea


  The United States, just like capitalism, exists in a web of contradictions and paradoxes. The founding fathers of the USA, from the very first, wished to signal to the ‘old world’ that a new and better future was possible. The first ‘official’ words uttered were inspiring ones and yet the country’s growth and its economic prosperity was predicated on the exploitation of labour. The new nation loudly proclaimed freedom to be a cornerstone and yet people lived as slaves. The good was mixed with the bad. Despite all these paradoxes and contradictions, it was seen by many in Europe as that ‘better’ option. It was regarded as a metaphor, an idea. It was also viewed as a social experiment, with its focus on democratic forms and structures. It was a new economic structure, sitting within the new economic order that was capitalism. Capitalism was burgeoning. A new capitalist state, without the baggage of a feudal past, was, in effect, capitalism in microcosm.


  It is a rare thing for Marxists to have much to say in support of the United States. The USA epitomises capitalism, and in the twenty-first century it encapsulates all that is wrong with capitalism. Marxism represents an idea that stands in stark contrast to the barbarity of capitalism. Marx, however, was almost complimentary about the new nation born of a revolutionary war against Britain. This came, in part, from his assessment of capitalism and of its role in revolutionising society and the world. ‘The bourgeoisie, during its rule of scarce one hundred years, has created more massive and more colossal productive forces than have all preceding generations together’ (Marx and Engels 1977: 40). This same young capitalism, in Marx and Engels’ estimation, ‘has accomplished wonders far surpassing Egyptian pyramids, Roman aqueducts and Gothic cathedrals; it has conducted expeditions that put in the shade all former Exoduses of nations and crusades’ (1977: 38). Marx’s depiction (1975b: 195-201) of the introduction of steam and of the railways in relation to the transformations of India has often been used to describe an almost globalising ‘mission’ of capitalism. At the same time Marx was implacably hostile to capitalism, as it represented an intensely exploitative system. He famously stated that to, ‘prevent any possible misunderstanding, a word. I paint the capitalist and the landlord in no sense couleur de rose’ (1986a: 20).


  While Marx saw things in America to admire, it was always with an eye to the contradictions that were revealed. The very fact that those ‘huddled masses’ chose to cross the Atlantic was itself caught up in contradiction. Robert Weiner (1980: 468) describes the situation whereby workers moved in large numbers from Europe and that this worked against potential European radicalisation. What was happening, however, was a rapid industrialisation and therefore proletarianisation of America and one that happened in an historically short period of time. The United States presented a puzzle to many observers. It appeared to be so very different in its economic and political development. It was an issue that Marx felt needed to be clarified. Marx’s, ‘view of history claimed not only (a) the universality of capitalist development but also (b) the inherent dependence of culture and politics on economics and society. America appeared to contradict both of these points... but Marx’s materialism was historical or dialectical...Marx was convinced that what appeared to be difficulties would be resolved through America’s subsequent historical development’ (Weiner 1980: 467-8). By the early years of the twentieth century, this establishment of a working class, and a highly radicalised working class, had become yet another contradiction for capitalism.


  The creation of a new nation, unencumbered by European history but sympathetic to the ideas of liberty, fraternity and equality, first espoused by the French Revolution, can be seen as constituting a revolutionary birth. It inspired many. It was inspiring from the point of view of capitalism’s still innovative and outward-looking perspective. Many could not quite come to terms with the simple fact that America was, first and foremost, a growing capitalist economy, with all the upheavals and crises that go with capitalism. Engels was quick to point out the obvious, remarking that, ‘as to those wise Americans who think their country exempt from the consequences of fully expanded capitalist production, they seem to live in blissful ignorance of the fact that sundry states, Massachusetts, New Jersey, Pennsylvania, Ohio, etc., have such an institution as a Labour Bureau from the reports of which they might learn something to the contrary’ (Engels 1886a). While few could be blind to the fact that the USA and its economy was being built on exploited labour, it was still perceived by large numbers of immigrants who came to feed the capitalist machine to be a better option than the ‘old world’. Things have changed but it took time for the gloss to wear off.


  While Marx and Engels might have recognised the promise that the new nation offered, they were acutely aware that its promise was being realised at a cost. The rise of this new and vibrant capitalist economy inevitably meant suffering as well as wealth creation. It came with all the inherent problems that are associated with such growth. The difference was in its speed. It did not have to first slough off the remnants of feudalism. Engels described it as being, ‘the ideal of all bourgeois; a country rich, vast, expanding, with purely bourgeois institutions unleavened by feudal remnants or monarchical traditions and without a permanent and hereditary proletariat’ (Engels 1886b). America was born as a capitalist economy, and with a sense of its destiny as a new state. The words of its founding fathers may sound today more than a little hypocritical but the Declaration of Independence, and its cry that, ‘we hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that among these are Life, Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness’ (National Archives 2019) had a clarity. True, the new nation’s primary objective was to build capitalism, but it declared itself to be apart from the old tyrannies of Europe.


  James P Cannon, American Marxist and founder of American Trotskyism, once commented that, ‘when they said: “We hold these truths to be self-evident,” they started something that opened up a new era of promise for all mankind’ (Cannon 1951). He wrote of the birth of America as the ‘first’ American Revolution, and of the Civil War as its ‘second’; a war that ‘smashed the system of chattel slavery, unified the country and opened the way for its unobstructed industrial development’ (Cannon 1951). The Civil War and the end of slavery was a source of great inspiration for many. Marx, in 1864, wrote to American president Abraham Lincoln congratulating the American people:



   upon your re-election by a large majority. If resistance to the Slave Power was the reserved watchword of your first election, the triumphant war cry of your re-election is Death to Slavery. From the commencement of the titanic American strife the workingmen of Europe felt instinctively that the star-spangled banner carried the destiny of their class. The contest for the territories which opened the dire epopee, was it not to decide whether the virgin soil of immense tracts should be wedded to the labor of the emigrant or prostituted by the tramp of the slave driver? (Marx 1865).




  Looking back on that early history of the United States shows that the promise of America was at once both fulfilled and yet left its people and the world to wonder just what went wrong. Lincoln’s Gettysburg Address remains perhaps the most inspiring and hopeful of speeches and yet its words sound so hopelessly hollow in this twenty-first century.



   Four score and seven years ago our fathers brought forth on this continent a new nation, conceived in Liberty, and dedicated to the proposition that all men are created equal... this nation, under God, shall have a new birth of freedom – and that government of the people, by the people, for the people, shall not perish from the earth (Abraham Lincoln Online 2020).




  Something went terribly wrong. The beauty of the sentiments expressed have little resonance with the America that we now recognise. Despite this, so many still cling to the notion that America is different, unique, is unlike any nation that has come before. The idea of ‘American exceptionalism’ has in large part infused the very psyche of the nation.


  An ‘exceptional’ nation


  Long before the American War of Independence, and long before the republic was formed, there existed the idea of an American destiny. James Ceaser (2012) is one among many who cite John Withrod’s ‘proclamation’ in 1630 as his puritans were about to land, on the establishment of the ‘city on the hill’ and that the eyes of all people are on us (Winthrop, cited in Ceaser 2012: 7). This sense of creating something new and special was carried on and became imbued in the psyche of the nation, if indeed nations can be said to possess psyches. Alexis de Tocqeville (2009), writing in the early 1800s, exhorted all democratic nations to emulate the US example of establishing and forming its republic. It was, from the political standpoint, a rather unique experiment. As Godfrey Hodgson puts it, the, ‘American Revolution did create the world’s first large republic...it created a state based on a political ideology of republicanism’ (Hodgson 2009: 36). In this sense it was a rather self-conscious act. Its founding fathers were well aware that history was looking over their shoulders. Those founding documents were also the product of a century of self-awareness of building that ‘city on the hill’.


  What is this ‘exceptionalism’ and is it a well-executed move by the state apparatus to inculcate a sense of unity? The early colonists, explains Deborah L Madsen, strongly felt themselves to be, ‘charged with a special spiritual and political destiny: to create in the New World a church and a society that would provide the model for all the nations of Europe as they struggled to reform themselves’ (Madsen 1998: 1-2). They saw in this the beginning of a ‘redeemer’ nation. Dreams and reality do not always coincide. Madsen describes how ‘exceptionalism has always offered a mythological refuge from the chaos of history and the uncertainty of life’. In the process American history has been made a site of contention where there is a struggle to control and dominate the terms of national destiny...a struggle for appropriation, annexation, conquest and invasion (Madsen 1998: 166).


  The ‘dream gone wrong’ view assumes greater clarity as the history of the United States unfolds. Hilde Eliassen Restad (2015: 3-6) offers a concise explanation of what exceptionalism is and, importantly, how it has been perceived. She breaks the idea into three related parts. Firstly, the USA is distinct from the Old World. This is not a question of geography but holds that the USA is ‘better’ than other nations, from the position that it is freer, more individualistic, more open and more dynamic than any other nation. Secondly, it has a special and unique role to play in the world. Here we return to the ‘city on the hill’ idea and the sense of a mission from God; a nation where ‘no one is fit to be a master, and no one deserves to be a slave’ (Bush 2005).The third pillar is that the United States will somehow manage to resist the laws of history. It will rise and not fall as other empires have risen and fallen. It is a view that is premised on the fact that it defeated the world’s most powerful empire in Britain, that it conquered a continent and expanded its influence far beyond its borders. The end of the Cold War seemed to reinforce this rather grandiose view. And then along came China and threat perceptions began to seriously undermine this idea.


  The concept of American exceptionalism may be discounted. It may be shown to be part of a deeper role that the state actively participates in to build a sense of unity. The fact is that this concept has enjoyed an astonishing strength and tenacity. It is hard to find an American leader, Republican or Democrat, who does not reference, in some way, the exceptionalism of the USA. Much has happened along the way, from the moment that John Winthrop and his puritan colonists viewed Massachusetts Bay, to today. There has been a coupling of terms and ideas, of philosophy and economics, and a drawing of them all under the umbrella of ‘America’. A word association game might be played. Democracy – America. Freedom – America. Capitalism – America. The first colonists who saw a ‘city on the hill’ were probably not thinking of establishing a capitalist megastructure on that same hill, but as Hodgson says, ‘in recent decades, capitalism has taken its place on the podium as an aspect of American exceptionalism, almost equal with democracy’ (Hodgson 2009: 99). He goes on to state that, ‘one specific new element in the American belief system, from the last quarter of the twentieth century, was the elevation of American capitalism, alongside American freedom and American democracy in the pantheon of American exceptionalism’ (2009: 160). We might pardon his slight equivocation, or coyness, when he describes the ‘almost equal’ status. Capitalism and America are virtually interchangeable terms. It becomes more difficult to forgive him his thoughts that American capitalism has only been ‘elevated’ to such heights from the 1970s. The actual process of ‘Americanisation’ of capitalism has been an ongoing thing. The USA had achieved a global position of dominance, politically and economically, far earlier than the 1970s.


  The three elements that go to make up American exceptionalism, as described by Restad (2015), still serve to rally individual Americans and can unite people to rally to the banner, but there is a hollowness to the call. For some writers, such as Daniel Bell (1975), the end of exceptionalism came with the Vietnam War. Paul Kennedy (1989) in similar vein argues that by the end of Vietnam, the USA had reached its apex and had begun a slow descent. Something had clearly gone wrong.


  What was it then that went wrong? It is called Capitalism. It is, after all, an economic system that is prone to inescapable contradictions and perpetually lives with crisis. It would be unrealistic to imagine that the United States could escape this. The development of America’s economic base and of the ideological underpinnings of that base need to be explored. As Marx described American capitalism’s stunning growth: ‘the corresponding enslavement of the working class has developed more rapidly and shamelessly than in any other country’ (Marx 1881). The figurative enslavement of the working class aligned perfectly with the way capitalism had developed everywhere. Literal enslavement is an issue that has been capturing the imagination of many American scholars. It requires some thought and analysis.


  An economy built on slavery?


  In 2019, the New York Times Magazine published a lengthy essay entitled The 1619 Project. It coincided with the 400th anniversary of the first African slaves to arrive in Virginia. The ‘Project’ has as its primary focus an intent to, ‘reframe the country’s history, understanding 1619 as our true founding, and placing the consequences of slavery and the contributions of black Americans at the very center of the story we tell ourselves about who we are’ (Silverstein 2019). It immediately found itself at the centre of controversy. Nobody was denying the importance that slavery had in the development of early American capitalism. What is controversial is that, according to many scholars including Gordon Wood, Richard Carwadine, James McPherson and James Oates (Serwer 2019), the ‘project’ seeks to present American history primarily through the prism of race and racial conflict. It is a debate that is hardly likely to go away. It has ramifications for how twenty-first century issues in the USA are regarded and whether there is some inherent racism that all but affects the national DNA of the country, whatever that might be. It is a dubious theory. Slavery was important but the idea that it was all-encompassing and its aftermath all-consuming is all but impossible to support.


  Slavery and the history of the United States go hand-in-hand. What has happened along the way has been to focus entirely on America’s role. It is a period that stains US history but needs to be considered alongside a long and deeply unpleasant history and a history that is not unique to America. Slavery came to America courtesy of Britain and Spain. Paul Lovejoy (2012) explains how: ‘slavery has been an important phenomenon throughout history...Africa has been intimately connected with this history, both as a major source of slaves for ancient civilizations, the Islamic world, India and the Americas, and as one of the principal areas where slavery was common. Indeed, in Africa slavery lasted well into the twentieth century’ (Lovejoy 2012: 1). The infamy that was the slave era in America saw the arrival of 380,000 Africans. While this is a bleak statistic, it represents a fraction of the 10.7 million African slaves who were brought to the New World (Manning 1998: 119-20). We are looking at capitalism in its most raw and primitive form.


  What then of slavery as a feature of American capitalism in its early period of development? Was it the springboard from which to launch an economic powerhouse? It did create wealth, but having said that, it was a clumsy and inefficient process of accumulation. Marx, in Capital, was quick to point out the avarice of capitalism’s most primitive form of accumulation:



   The discovery of gold and silver in America, the extirpation, enslavement and entombment in mines of the aboriginal population, the beginning of the conquest and looting of the East Indies, the turning of Africa into a warren for the commercial hunting of black-skins, signalised the rosy dawn of the era of capitalist production. These idyllic proceedings are the chief momenta of primitive accumulation. On their heels treads the commercial war of the European nations, with the globe for a theatre. It begins with the revolt of the Netherlands from Spain, assumes giant dimensions in England’s Anti-Jacobin War, and is still going on in the opium wars against China, andc. (Marx 1986a: 703).




  Capitalism is successful when private owners invest with a view to increasing capital flows. Physical capital is essential for this to occur. Roger Ransom and Richard Sutch (1988) show that ‘slave capital’ made up 44 per cent of total wealth in the South at the time of the Civil War, while ‘physical capital’ accounted for less than 10 per cent. As they state, ‘slaves as assets crowded physical capital out of the portfolios of southern capitalists’ (Ransom and Sutch 1988: 139). Just as capitalism concentrates wealth into fewer and fewer hands, so too was this being played out by the slave owning society of the South. By 1860 and the Civil War, there were fewer slave-owners in the South than in 1840. Slave-based economics, to put it in its bluntest form, was pricing people out of the market. Most whites in the South were not slaveholders.


  American economist Karl W Smith argues that slavery served to weaken the development of US capitalism. He makes the point that the South had become a virtual one cash economy by the time the Civil War began and that at its height, cotton accounted for just 5 per cent of the entire US economy in 1860 (Smith 2019). None of this suggests that much wealth was not created and that many did not become fabulously rich, but the South was in effect curtailing economic development in the USA. Smith observes that, ‘just before independence, the per-capita GDP of the South, adjusted for inflation, was $3,100 per year – compared with just $1,832 in New England. Over the next 60 years Southern per-capita GDP actually declined, to $2,521. British demand for cotton helped it to recover to $4,000 per person in 1860, but by then the comparable figure for New England was $5,337’ (Smith 2019).


  Capitalism was, in these years, a developing and expanding economic system. The North was becoming more and more attractive a destination for immigrants from Europe. The industrialisation was continuing at a rapid rate. As Smith remarks, ‘slave labor was no match for canals, railroads, steel mills and shipyards. Slavery – and the parochial rent-seeking culture it promoted – inhibited the growth of capitalism in the South. Ultimately, it was Northern industrial might that ended that peculiar institution in the US once and for all’ (Smith 2019). Slave society was bad for capitalism and it had very little support outside the states that were to form the Confederacy. Even there, it was by no means universally supported. Twenty-five per cent of Southerners held slaves which is a disturbing figure but belies the mythology of the support that slave society enjoyed and of the arguments that suggest a racism that is in the ‘DNA’ of America. If that were the case, then why did millions of Americans take up arms to defeat slavery? There was a high degree of consciousness about this, but consciousness can be constructed. It is what the state does. While this is true, the actions of Abraham Lincoln were remarkable.


  Ultimately American capitalism required the end to slavery. It was more an economic question than any selfless act on the part of the North. This may sound a little cynical, but capitalism and its state is, above all else, about survival, growth and forward movement. The United States economy was on the march and nothing was about to get in its way.


  The rise and rise of America


  Much has been written about the development of capitalism in the United States. It is, when all is said and done, the dominant paradigm in the capitalist world. A certain mystique seems to hang in the air when discussing this development and in some of the analyses of capitalist development in America. This may be excused to some extent when one considers its seeming unassailable position of strength. A slightly peculiar logic infers that it must be ‘different’ which mingles with the mythology that has grown up around its claim to exceptionalism. The slave period is another strong factor in most, if not all, analyses of American capitalist development, as is its late entry into the global sphere of developed capitalist economies. However, the point to remember is that capitalism, in the end, behaves like capitalism. As Ernesto Screpanti puts it, ‘capitalism is an economic system in which control of production and the allocation of real and financial resources are based on private ownership of the means of production:’ (Screpanti 1999: 1). It is a simple statement of fact. Even more succinct was Rudolph Hilferding’s ‘capitalist development is the accumulation of capital’ (Hilferding 1981: 302).


  Those two explanations, or descriptors, of capitalism should serve us well when contemplating the rise of American capitalism in the nineteenth century. Capitalism, after all, ‘is that stage in the development of commodity production at which not only the products of human labor, but human labor-power itself becomes a commodity’ (Gaido, 2006: 32). The process of capitalist development, while possibly taking different paths and beginning at different points along the timeline of history, ultimately ends up at the same point. Charles Post correctly describes how, ‘the realisation of the necessary conditions for capitalist production in the United States took place through the articulation, expanded reproduction and transformation of three forms of production, and through a process of political class struggle that culminated in the Civil War. Each of these forms of production – slavery, petty commodity production and capitalist manufacture...affected the capitalist development in the US’ (Post 2011: 7).


  Those specific forms of production necessarily affected America’s economic development, but this does not alter the fact that US capitalism ultimately conforms to the ‘norm’ of capitalist progression. Each form could not remain as if locked in amber, but had to be exposed to and affected by the very laws that drive capitalism. While each cannot be dismissed as unimportant, they need to be weighed alongside one other feature that propelled America from a largely agrarian economy to a major industrial powerhouse in a very short period of time. That factor is the constant and impressive wave of migration into America. Capitalism cannot function without exploited labour. The continent drew workers in their millions to cross the Atlantic. They came for a variety of reasons, but the one which remains pivotal for the workers who boarded ships was a quest for a new life and one that would provide work. They knew that work was to be found in the New World. Capitalism was expanding and so too was its need for labour.


  The migration of workers transformed the United States. From 1815 to 1880, millions arrived. Five million Germans, 4.5 million Irish, millions more from other European nations but all with the same fundamental need and one which was reciprocated by the burgeoning capitalist machine that America was becoming. And nor was it just the emigrant ships that fed the factories of America. In the post-Civil War period tens of thousands of black and white workers were drawn northward to become industrial workers. Capitalism demanded it.


  Marx, in Volume II of Capital (1986b), described capital in its three forms – money capital, productive capital and commodity capital. He portrayed these forms as ‘circuits’ of capital. These forms are dependent upon one another and operate as a cycle. Money capital creates the foundation upon which productive capital can be developed. In short, goods are produced. These goods are translated into commodity capital. This, in turn, produces an increase in money capital. The centuries-old process of capitalist globalisation has seen this cycle replicated, at first on a national and increasingly on a global scale. None of this, however, can happen without labour. What is significant is that even as capitalist relations were internationalising, productive capital remained essentially bound by national borders. The expanding world market saw raw materials acquired globally, and commodities exported globally. Productive capital, however, remained based in individual nation states. Profit, as understood within a Marxist framework, is derived from surplus value (Engels 1959). If productive capital remained localised, then labour was similarly localised. It was intrinsically connected with the process of the ‘sale’ of labour power (Capital Vol. 1 1986a Chapter 25). Immigration and the transient nature of labour became a more obvious factor as capitalism became a more internationalised system. Workers were obliged to migrate to where productive capital resided. By so doing, modern America was formed and, in its formation, a new working class came into being.


  American capitalism grew and prospered but was prey to all the ills and crises of capitalism, both at home and abroad. In the years of ascendancy, up until 1900, the American dream was repeatedly hit by a range of economic problems that came from being a part of an intensifying world market. Among a list, which is by no means exhaustive, are economic and financial crises and depressions that occurred in 1819, 1837, 1857, 1873 and 1893. American capitalism was certainly not exceptional. It was simply capitalism at work. As Seymour Lipset describes it, ‘America has been the purest example of a society which has followed capitalist market norms, relatively unhindered by values derived from feudalism’ (Lipset 1996: 154). His choice of the word ‘pure’ is used advisedly.


  By the 1880s America had become a major player on the world capitalist stage. In a rather unexceptional but intensely significant manner it became a global influence and began to assume a character that was later to define it. America’s rise to a position of power and influence in the world capitalism system came at a time when imperialism was dominating the consciousness and economic aspirations of capitalist powers. It was an easy fit for the USA to don the mantle of imperialist. It was no stranger to the ideas of conquest and expansion. It was a nation born of war, against Britain and its own indigenous population and had in the period leading to its first foray into imperialist adventures been engaged in a second war with Britain, and one against Mexico before the Spanish-American war changed US foreign policy for ever.


  Empire building


  It should not have come as a surprise to anybody watching in the late 1800s to see the expansion of US capitalism and its projection of power abroad. For starters it was the age of imperialism and the USA was a booming global capitalist player. Little phrases such as US isolationism have sometimes sounded out of place, but we need to remember that the US interpretation of isolation and anyone else’s need not coincide. For American policymakers, isolationism has meant different things, depending on circumstance. It certainly meant that the USA would not be beholden to anyone else. It has also been used as legitimising the pursuit of US self-interest.


  Foreign policy, domestic political needs and economic policy are inevitably interwoven. The rapidly rising US economy in the latter part of the nineteenth century had placed it in the forefront of global economies. By 1895 the USA had surpassed Britain’s capacity in manufacturing output (Zakaria 1999: 46). Exports into the growing world market were assuming an intense degree of significance. Fareed Zakaria, writing from an essentially realist perspective, asks what, ‘turns rich nations into “great powers”? Why, as states grow increasingly wealthy, do they build large armies, entangle themselves in politics beyond their borders, and seek international influence’ (Zakaria 1999: 3)? Why indeed! A state grows ‘wealthy’ as a result of its relationship with capitalism. The state, it must be remembered, has a special task to facilitate the development of capitalism. Capitalism can only survive by pursuing a forward motion. To stand still is to be overtaken. Marx and Engels (1977: 39) famously observed that for capital not simply to survive, but to thrive, it was compelled to expand beyond the borders of the nation-state. They further noted that, ‘the bourgeoisie has through its exploitation of the world market given a cosmopolitan character to production and consumption in every country. To the great chagrin of Reactionists, it has drawn from under the feet of industry the national ground on which it stood’ (1977: 39). Trotsky similarly described the growing tendency towards globalisation in terms of ‘the future development of world economy on the capitalistic basis means a ceaseless struggle for new and ever new fields of capitalist exploitation’ (1973: 22-3).


  Marx (1974: 539) also remarked on how capital must not only eliminate spatial boundaries in order to develop a world market, but that it also must seek to reduce time as a factor in this development, thereby promoting the most expansive market possible. The underlying motivation for this development of capitalism to become an increasingly global phenomenon is the expansion of capital accumulation, the quest for profit and the ever-growing need to at least maintain the level of profit. Expansion beyond the limitations of national borders can be achieved amicably, but force is never far away and never to be discounted.


  While the American capitalist economy was becoming dominant, it was still a relatively moderate military power. Its potential for force projection was limited. This was not seen as a special drawback in the period of continental expansion of American capital but by 1883 it was deemed to be necessary to begin constructing a substantial naval force. In 1883 Congress approved a relatively modest naval shipbuilding programme which gained greater momentum with the Spanish-American war in 1898. It was the beginning of a long and uninterrupted growth in American military capability. Military endeavours are all too frequently made palatable to the local population by the use of the state apparatus. US military growth and imperialist designs were promoted by the careful use of interlocking arguments. The economy needed to grow ever stronger. New markets would ensure this. A strong military is something that the population can ‘see’ as an expression of a strong and respected nation. By the time William McKinley won his second presidential term, the USA had secured imperial victories, and had annexed Hawaii. Politics was used to serve the economic imperative.


  While all this was taking place a paradoxical mingling of isolationism with imperialism was becoming obvious. The US economy had reached a point that demanded a break from the fetters that national boundaries imposed. At the same time the state happily lived with the Monroe Doctrine. Some regarded this as a non-interventionist set of policies that viewed European affairs as alien and irrelevant to the interests of America. At the same time, it was used to legitimise expansion and the projection of force. ‘In the wars of the European powers, in matters relating to themselves, we have never taken part, nor does it comport with our policy, so to do. It is only when our rights are invaded, or seriously menaced that we resent injuries, or make preparations for our defense’ (Yale Law School 2008). The document was suitably ambiguous enough to permit interference in neighbouring states, the annexation of Hawaii and the beginnings of American imperialist power.


  The USA was able to justify this imperial design from a number of perspectives, not the least of which was how international relations and world capitalist relations were being conducted in the latter decades of the nineteenth century. In late 1884 the Berlin Conference was convened. Its work continued over 4 months. The 15 states represented at the conference resolved to regulate the ‘business’ of imperialism. Among the participating states at the conference was the United States of America. It was beginning to acquire limited imperial possessions in this period, fully in line with both its requirement to expand its capitalist base into more and more areas, and to manifest power in a world that was dominated by capitalist power. The world economy was becoming global. It was integrating, while at the same time the power of individual bourgeoisies and states was becoming enmeshed in growing rivalries that would ultimately lead to WWI.


  Fareed Zakaria and scholars of various schools of international relations that dwell within the broad framework of Realism may attribute motivations of states to the acquisition of power and prestige. In part they are right but the twin-requirements of capital and state, of state and capital, must never be ignored. Capital must expand. American capitalism might well have been a dominant economic player by the late 1800s but around it were other contenders. The latter years of the nineteenth century and into the twenty-first were marked by imperialist expansion. The United States, using the Monroe Doctrine as a shield, saw its influence expand within its self-designated sphere of influence. Thus began a long and not always glorious tradition of exerting economic, military and political pressure on its near neighbours. War with Spain opened the door to limited imperialist sorties.


  The brief war with Spain might have seen the end of one empire, but it heralded the beginning of another. The USA sided with Cuba in its campaign for independence from Spain. The USS Maine was sunk in Havana. The media fanned the flames of American nationalism and dudgeon with reports of Spanish atrocities. Congress passed a resolution giving the president the power to use force to aid Cuba. Spain immediately broke off diplomatic relations and simultaneously the USA blockaded Cuba. War ensued. The USA declared war on 25 April 1898. On 6 February 1899 at the signing of the Treaty of Paris, the USA had ‘temporary’ control over Cuba, while it also gained Guam and the Philippines. As the sun rose on a new century, so too did the sun rise on American global power.


  Mention was made, a little earlier, of Hilde Eliassen Restad’s description of the key features that go to make up the notion of American exceptionalism. She argues that there was a belief that America was ‘different’ inasmuch as it believed itself to be able to resist the laws of history. It would rise and not fall. Its power would maintain. The fact that America rose as others fell ought to have sounded a cautionary note, but it seems that it did not. The twentieth century saw the rise of American economic, cultural, social and political power. It appeared to vindicate those who spoke of its ability to resist history’s cruel hand. In 1900, there were other powerful nation states and empires. As the century rolled by these empires clashed as empires do. Capitalist power became entrenched, but by the end of the twentieth century, America’s reign, just like those of others before it, was being seriously threatened; just as it threatened and overcame other dominant states along the way, but its flame was burning bright as the twentieth century dawned and with it came pax Americana, even if there was very little ‘pax’ about the American century.




  Chapter 5


  The American century


  The twentieth century began amid heightened imperialist and capitalist rivalry. Capitalism had been rapidly integrating. Globalisation was intensifying. There was a clash of contradictions. Individual bourgeoisies fought to maintain power, even as capitalism had already broken from the confines of national borders. In a vain attempt to resolve the rivalries, if not the contradictions, capitalism plunged the world into war. It resolved nothing but did slow the tempo of globalisation, at least for a time. The new player, the United States, arrived on the world stage and into this new century as a formidable economic and political force. Its time was coming. It continued its rise throughout the century. Those who saw a special, exceptional US that would rise but not fall seemed to be vindicated. The contradictions that marked the birth of the twentieth century, however, remained unresolved as the century ended. Globalisation was again a dominating force. The more powerful nation states were again seeking to assert dominance. By millennium’s end the insuperable strength and power of the USA was being seriously questioned. Capitalism is faltering and the dominant capitalist power is faltering along with it.


  This chapter examines the new and risen power that was and remains the United States from about the turn of the twentieth century. The power and influence of the USA, over time, became all but complete. All aspects of economic and social life came to be dominated by America. The Cold-War period certainly assisted. The world was divided into two blocs and the comic-book hero Superman’s none-too-subtle slogan of ‘peace, justice and the American way’ neatly summed up the thinking that lay behind US policy. America dominated economic relations across the ‘free’ world. The term democracy came to be a substitute for the American version of how states should manage political affairs. It became an unquestioned truth that if push came to shove then America would ‘export’ its values to other states. The dream of those who described an American exceptionalism in terms of a power that would rise but not fall remains alive, but it is increasingly just that; a dream. Deep cracks and fissures have emerged.


  The economic rise of America to superpower status had largely been achieved by the beginning of the twentieth century. At the same time, the trajectory of this powerhouse of manufacturing and finance was still on an upward curve. It remained a dynamic and developing force. The USA followed the capitalist rule of maintaining forward motion and did so assiduously. The state and capital worked in harmony. Power was intensified. Economic power and military power are inseparable. World wars and the largely imagined Soviet threat permitted the USA to move from economic superpower to become a military power unparalleled in history. The existence of the Soviet Union was, for the USA, both an interesting problem and a blessing. The Cold War was able to be used to maintain political stability at home, while also being a useful means of promoting its ‘values’ abroad. It permitted an obscene arms race and cemented US global power.


  Capitalism, however, is a troublesome thing. It is subject to endless contradictions and crises. Capitalist crisis became deeper and more enveloping. By the 1970s, the golden age of capitalist growth had come to an end and the rate of profit again began to fall. The crisis meant that there was a necessity to rapidly globalise to overcome or at least stall some of these problems. Nation-state became pitted against nation-state. The wheel of history was turning and the monolith that was the American Empire was beginning to be threatened. The end of the Cold War was seen by some as resolving the crisis with the beginning of a unipolar American period. The enveloping crisis of capitalism and the rise of China quickly made this theory redundant. The century ended as it began: in turmoil. The USA remains the dominant paradigm but is seriously challenged.


  An economic superpower


  The boom of American capitalism from the late nineteenth century and into the twentieth century was remarkable. From 1860-1910 the population of the United States had tripled to 91 million people. By 1910 America was the largest and most homogenous market in the world. By the time that WWI began it had become the world’s largest industrial power (Kemp 2013: 16). It was, indeed, a remarkable trajectory but one marked by an often-ruthless level of exploitation of its massively growing working class, but then the two tend to go hand-in-hand.


  These were years of rapid growth. GDP rose more quickly in the USA than in any other country. At the same time, between 1881-1900, 35,000 workers died annually in industrial accidents. There was a relentlessness in the way capitalism and the state operated. In the 20 years from 1890, the productivity of US steelworkers, as an example, rose by 300 per cent, while their wages grew by 50 per cent. Profits were soaring. Meyer Weinberg speaks of, ‘another source of increased profits [that] came from the lengthened workday. By 1920, 85,000 US steel workers labored for 12 hours per day for 7 days a week. This number had risen from slightly over 45,000 nine years earlier’ (Weinberg 2003: 159). America’s economic power was being entrenched. There was nothing ‘magical’ about this, and nothing especially exceptional. As Adam Tooze remarks, ‘America’s own entry into modernity...was every bit as violent, unsettling and ambiguous as that of any of the other states in the world system’ (Tooze 2015: 27).


  Capitalism creates wealth. How many times have we been reminded of this? However, that wealth comes from the exploitation of labour. It is hardly surprising to note that these same years were ones marked by a rise in class struggle. Workers engaged in protracted strike actions that were often brutally crushed. In 1892, a strike of steel workers in Pennsylvania (the Homestead strike) saw a gun battle between workers and strikebreakers. The strike was finally put down when the Governor of Pennsylvania sent 6000-armed state militia to ensure that the employers won the day. Today Chinese workers are similarly engaged in militant strike activity and are being met with virtually identical approaches from the Chinese state.


  Capitalism creates wealth. It also, by necessity, builds a working class. The upsurge in militant activity during the early years of the twentieth century posed some real dilemmas for American capitalism. Strikes were erupting and the perspective of the ruling class needed to be re-appraised. Strike-breakers were the obvious solution and they were recruited. These were also times of relatively low unemployment, so strike-breakers were called in from quite far afield. James Cannon wrote that:



   American capitalism took hundreds of thousands of Negroes from the South, and exploiting their ignorance, and their poverty, and their fears, and their individual helplessness, herded them into the steel mills as strike-breakers...in the space of one generation, by its mistreatment, abuse and exploitation...this same capitalism succeeded in transforming them and their sons into one of the most militant detachments…(Cannon 1946).




  Such a response, the brutal response that was so much a part of capitalist-labour relations in the USA at this time, could not go on without threatening capitalism and the status quo. The stakes were becoming a little too high. Capital and the state had already come to terms with such problems in Britain. In Britain the organisations of the working class had become integrated into the state, had become institutions of the state. The rise of the USA as economic superpower demanded that a similar ‘peaceful’ resolution be found. Capitalist society is framed by class relations and class interests that are ultimately opposed to one another. In order to preserve a sense of harmony and accord, the state must therefore limit any obvious manifestations of class antagonism. This task is made easier if the views of the working class can be aligned, or at least be made to appear to be aligned with those of the ruling class. An effective integration of the working class and of its organisations occurs. This integration into the structure of the state serves to both reduce overt expressions of class antagonism and to promote capitalist development.


  This is not to suggest that labour unrest and militancy disappeared. Far from it, but its focus was able to be channelled away from becoming a threat to the economic system itself. The early decades of the twentieth century were dramatic ones for capitalism. They represented, in many ways, existential moments for capitalism. They were years of war and depression. Robert J Gordon (2016) refers to a ‘special century’ that ran from 1870-1970, where a ‘singular rapid growth that will not be repeated’ (2016: 3) was able to be observed. Gordon insists that while this growth was also evident in other countries, it was most evident in the USA. He is correct, but only inasmuch as America was burgeoning as capitalism burgeoned internationally. His description of American growth as a ‘Great Leap Forward’ needs to be considered in that light, as does the end of that ‘special century’ in 1970. It was from the 1970s that capitalism entered into a major crisis that led, in turn, to the rapidity of capitalist globalisation and the subsequent retreat by many nations into economic and political nationalism.


  The period coinciding with the end of Gordon’s ‘special century’ also coincided with a dramatic shift from industrial to finance capitalism. Richard Peet describes the situation whereby:



   over the last thirty years, capital has abstracted upwards, from production to finance; its sphere of operations has expanded outwards, to every nook and cranny of the globe; the speed of its movement has increased, to milliseconds; and its control has extended to include “everything.” We now live in the era of global finance capitalism’ (Peet 2011: 18).




  What, then, has happened? The United States, as the world’s economic superpower, led the way in innovation in capitalist relations. It became the most efficient producer of goods. Its manufacturing industries were the envy of the world. It was, indeed, industrial capitalism taken to the very highest degree imaginable. Industrial capitalism, as the name suggests, is that mode of production that is both labour and capital intensive and based on manufacture for domestic and export use. What happened was that capitalism grew, developed but was still beset and haunted by inescapable contradictions, the spectre of the tendency of the rate of profit to fall being at the forefront. This meant that capitalism was compelled to globalise, to seek new markets and centres for production. This rapid expansion of capitalist globalisation from the 1970s was accompanied by a dramatic shift in manufacturing from industrialised countries to the developing world. Western capitalism, and chiefly American capitalism, sought to ameliorate the growing crisis that had been presented by rapid economic downturn and a reduction in profit levels. Berch Berberoglu (2003: 97) describes how US capital reacted to the crisis it was facing by transferring production overseas but that this had the obvious effect of producing mass unemployment along with a general reduction in wages. The wages stagnation has remained a feature of all industrialised nations for the past several decades.


  Industrial capitalism became an issue that affected the developing world and with it came a growth in the global working class. Capital, in the developed world, shifted focus to maximise profit. The result has been an explosion in finance capitalism. Money is circulated. Currencies become the basis of investment. Massive incomes are generated but little of this finds its way into the pockets of the working class. The United States became very much richer, or at least wealth grew. This wealth has been concentrated into fewer and fewer hands. Oxfam figures show that the world’s richest 26 individuals control the same wealth as the poorest 3.8 billion people (Oxfam 2019). Not surprisingly, six of the ten wealthiest individuals on the planet are American. Credit Suisse (2015) research reveals that nearly three-quarters of the world’s population have a per-capita wealth of less than $10,000. Conversely the richest 8 per cent of the population own 84.6 per cent of global wealth. The US Federal Reserve issued some quite telling figures in 2016. The total US ‘household’ wealth was an impressive $99 trillion. Had this been distributed evenly, then each household would have received $782,000 for the year. The median figure was $97,000. However, as the Fed figures show, 25 per cent of US households had a net value of zero (Board of Governors Federal Reserve 2016)!


  America’s meteoric rise as a capitalist superpower has been framed by the exploitation of labour, the innovative nature of its capitalists and the assiduous support of the state. It reached outward to secure total dominance. In this it was assisted by external influences, not the least of which were the two world wars. As has been observed, the US economy was already the dominant economy among capitalist nations in 1914. This position was significantly enhanced when the imperialist powers’ vainglorious attempt to resolve the then crisis in the world economy led to war. The USA emerged as by far the most powerful economy. America was in a position to provide sizeable loans to Britain and France which provided the springboard for further economic power and growth in the post-war period. American influence was also felt in the political and diplomatic spheres in the period immediately after WWI.


  The business of war


  There were some rather significant events that took place in 1916. There was the battle of the Somme, the Irish Easter rebellion, the evacuation of Gallipoli, the battle of Verdun. There was another that captured fewer headlines and fewer column inches in the world’s media. It was the year when, ‘the combined output of the British Empire was overtaken by that of the United States of America. Henceforth, down to the beginning of the twenty-first century, American economic might would be the decisive factor in the shaping of the world order’ (Tooze 2015: 13). American power was certainly enhanced by WWI, but America was already a major economic power prior to the war. Its power and ascendancy were certainly enhanced by WWI.


  Wars are expensive things. While figures can be deceptive, it is widely acknowledged that America’s war in Iraq, from 2003-2010, cost over a trillion dollars. This is a little more than the US military budget for one year, but then the USA is an extraordinarily powerful economy. WWI was similarly a very costly affair. Millions of lives were lost and the cost in dollars and cents for the allies, adjusted for inflation, ran to over $3.8 trillion. The warring sides were going broke as the fighting continued. In 1917, the USA made loans to Britain and France to the tune of just over $68 billion. War is costly but there are economic winners.


  By war’s end, the United States was by far and away the most dominant capitalist economy in the world. The imperialist powers had expended and destroyed populations and wealth. There was a nagging problem of what to do about the potential for revolutionary upheavals. The Russian Revolution remained a threat. Soon, however, this threat receded as the world Marxist movement became subdued, not by capitalist or imperialist intervention but by Stalinism. There were also other global dilemmas to contend with. After a very brief respite following the war, the world sank into economic depression. The same set of unresolved contradictions convulsed global capitalism. As had been the case just a generation earlier, the world was engulfed in war.


  Again the USA supplied finance to assist the allies through the lend-lease scheme. Britain made its final repayment of a post-war loan of $31 billion (adjusted for inflation) in 2006. The USA emerged from WWII in a more than healthy economic position. Its power appeared unassailable and its influence enhanced not least by the introduction of the Marshall Plan to assist the re-building of Europe. When converted to current dollar values, the USA injected $135 billion into Europe. It was a winning system for the USA as it consolidated its position as a global economic and military superpower. Marshall Plan money had to be used to buy goods exclusively from the United States and transported to Europe on US merchant ships. The deal was doubly useful as the United States was able to ensure support for its foreign policy which was aimed at ‘containment’ of the USSR.


  The war had seen the American domestic economy boom. During the war years the economy revived from the depression years. Seventeen million new jobs were created. Industrial production rose by 96 per cent. America was the only country in the world to expand the supply of consumer goods, despite rationing. Labour unrest was significantly reduced, as calls for national unity in the cause of the war were made and heeded (Goodwin 2001). Union leaders pledged to refrain from industrial action in order to support the war effort. The pledge was kept, but with a good deal of resentment. As soon as the war ended, there was a massive upsurge in labour unrest. There were a record number of strikes in 1946. As a consequence, Congress enacted the Taft-Hartley Act in 1947. It resulted in a massive reduction in the potential power of the union movement in the USA. Laws, once enacted, are often invoked and across time. In 1959, Eisenhower used the same law against steelworkers. In 2002, Bush was able to use it against West Coast Longshoremen. In 1965 the Democrats briefly sought to repeal some of the more punitive aspects of the law, but quietly abandoned the attempt.


  Capitalism and labour have very different objectives, regardless of how things might be presented by the state. The immediate post-war years represented a brief ‘golden age’ for capitalism. In the United States there was also the very real chance that the working class was about to break out of the restrictive war-time conditions. A clash was imminent, and a clash of classes can be a tricky thing when placed alongside the quest for profit and global power. Hence the Taft-Hartley Act. Wyatt Wells (2003) outlines some of the more pertinent areas that the Act covered and how it:



   banned several ‘unfair’ union tactics such as jurisdictional strikes and secondary boycotts. It also gave the president the authority to order striking workers back to their jobs for a ninety-day ‘cooling off’ period if a labor dispute threatened national well-being. And it outlawed the ‘closed shop,’ under which companies agreed to hire only union members, and gave state governments the option of banning the ‘unionshop,’ under which a newly hired worker had to join the union with which his or her employer had a contract (Wells 2003: 19).




  How language is used to convey or conceal meaning is often interesting. The phrase ‘right to work’ has, in a rather cynical fashion, long been associated with this anti-worker legislation. The ‘right’ in this case squarely rests with those who do the hiring. The new law came into being at about the same time as the anti-communist McCarthy period in American history. Significantly, the Taft-Hartley laws required that union officials sign affidavits promising that they had no connections with any communist organisations.


  America was by this time the undisputed leader of global capitalism. Profits in the post-war period were soaring. Living standards were rising and yet the ruthlessness that underpins capitalism and its development was there for all to see. It was not about to willingly accept any challenge, at home or abroad. An ideological offensive had begun. The politics and economics of the Cold War demanded that, even in the midst of plenty, little was about to be given away.


  Cold War and ideology


  The world has lived in the shadow of nuclear threat for decades. It was inextricably linked to the Cold War and the fear of mutual assured destruction. It became an almost acceptable truth that the world was caught in a battle of ideologies. There was the ‘free world’ and there was ‘communist expansionism’. Yes, the world was faced with an intolerable arms race and one that came so very close to the end of human existence. How this came to be is significant. It shows in grotesque clarity how powerful ideology can be. An ‘orthodox’ view maintained in the West that the Soviet Union was ready at any moment to cross borders and ‘export’ revolution. They had to be stopped. The late William Rees-Mogg (2003) was still adamant, years after the collapse of the Soviet Union, that ‘after the Second World War, the USA saved Europe from Soviet rule’ (Rees-Mogg 2003). It is an emotive story but does not stand up to scrutiny. Reality suggests that there was never a Soviet ‘threat’ as has been so carefully crafted for so long. If this is so, then why was the Cold War launched and how did such an expensive venture secure the United States as global hegemon?


  The USA emerged from World War II as the indisputable capitalist hegemon. The Cold War was a response by US capitalism to a range of ideological dilemmas that it faced, both domestically and internationally. The Cold War was, in this sense, a pre-emptive rather than reactive response to impending crisis. Hardt and Negri (2000: 176) argue that the USA, in response to rising class antagonisms, invoked a feeling of hostility towards communism to best suit its domestic agenda. Anti-communism became national policy and working-class movements in the USA became targets of this policy. The Cold War’s formative moments, however, were not in the aftermath of World War II, but in the period immediately following the Russian Revolution which the Western powers sought, by armed intervention, to crush. Domestically the US state and capital was acutely aware of the potential for dissent and class awareness. The Russian Revolution was a worrying moment, as was the depression, just a few years further on. Enemies are handy. There are so many instances throughout history of the careful creation and nurturing of imagined enemies. In the international sphere, the USA was able to cement its place as leader and guide of the ‘free world’ by appearing to resolutely defend shared values and ideals. It all worked magnificently. The USSR clearly felt a degree of threat and obligingly fell into the ‘game’ of Cold War rhetoric.


  The claim that the Soviet Union was not a threat is based on the trajectory of Soviet political and foreign policy from 1924 and the death of Lenin. Stalin acted very quickly to turn Marxism into a caricature. His great gift to the West was the theory of socialism in one country. It closed the door on the idea that revolution was about to be fomented by ‘fraternal’ parties around the world. Where revolutionary moments emerged, they were destroyed; not by imperialist power but by the policies of Moscow. Things reached a critical point at the end of WWII. There were very real possibilities that Italy and France might take a socialist path. The communist-led resistance movements in those countries awaited orders from Moscow. The call was to disarm. Stalin wanted buffers, satellite states, not a socialist Europe.


  The new world order that emerged after the war was dominated by US economic influence. Marshall Plan dollars spoke very loudly in European capitals. The military buildup by the USA and its ideological offensive ended up having the desired effect of seeing a heavily armed Soviet Union ever-ready to suppress dissent among its Eastern-bloc allies. The decades that followed were marked by increasing US influence. They were also decades of crisis, economically, politically and internationally.


  The idea of untouchable, all powerful and all-pervasive American power was challenged. Vietnam stands as the greatest single cause of this challenge. Pure power was found to be incapable of subjugating peoples and nations. Anti-colonial movements around the world were proving troublesome, and yet the colossus that was the United States remained. The end of the Cold War came as a surprise to many. The USSR was collapsing; partly due to the economic drain that the Cold War was having and more specifically to the contradictions that Stalinism, bureaucratism and the theory of socialism in one country had imposed on it. The Soviet Union finally ceased to be on Christmas Day 1991, but clues were being given for some time. Charles Kegley (2008) cites Georgi Arbatov, senior adviser to Mikhail Gorbachev who, in 1987, had said that, ‘we are going to do a terrible thing to you – we are going to deprive you of an enemy’ (Kegley 2008: 108).


  The ‘enemy’ that Arbatov was speaking of was the Soviet Union. While it had never really been a credible enemy or threat, the Marxist ideology that Stalinism had so maligned remains a singular threat to capitalism and its state. Anti-communism has been so entrenched in American political thinking that to remove an external threat must have been regarded as deeply problematic. As John Updike’s character Harry Angstrom, in Rabbit at Rest, sardonically expressed things; ‘without the Cold War, what is the point of being an American?’ (Updike 1990). The Cold War had very strong domestic implications and was a useful tool for state and capitalist development in the United States. The greatest threat to capitalism, apart from its own interminable contradictions that hang over it, is the working class and an ideology that is anti-capitalist. Marxism, socialism, communism have always been seen as a threat, and rightly so.


  Robert J McMahon (2003) outlines how the:



   state required a population that was committed to this ideological war against communism. The vast budgetary demands and multiple military obligations that the Cold War imposed upon the American populace required a mobilized and committed citizenry. US leaders from Truman onwards laboured assiduously to forge a domestic consensus supportive of the nation’s new role as the world’s ever-vigilant guardian against any sign of communist-inspired instability or aggression. They managed to do so with consummate skill and success through the mid-1960s, aided by what seemed unmistakable evidence of Soviet and Chinese adventurism (McMahon 2003: 120).




  The use of the phrase ‘what seemed unmistakable evidence’ can be viewed with a degree of cynicism. This is especially the case when the political perspective of Stalin is taken into account. His view of the world was predicated on the nationalist ideas promoted in the theory of socialism in one country. This was diametrically opposed to the more classical Marxist position of advocating permanent revolution. Stalin’s control of the world socialist movement was a total control and had been so long before WWII. There was no fear of the dark hand of Moscow.


  At the same time, it needs to be recognised that the Cold War, and in particular the American policy of anti-communism from the end of WWI, left an indelible imprint on the very psyche of the United States. McMahon comments that:



   the federal government assumed vastly enhanced power and responsibility, the ‘imperial presidency’ took centre stage, a substantial increase in defence spending became a permanent feature of the federal budget, and a military-industrial complex took root within American society. The broad shifts in the country’s post-1945 residential patterns and occupational structures are, in significant measure, a byproduct of the Cold War as well. So, too, is the co-opting of scientific and technological innovations for military-related purposes and the concomitant transformation of many top universities into leading sites of government-sponsored research. Many specific domestic priorities were similarly shaped, and in some cases explicitly justified, by the Cold War: from Eisenhower’s proposed interstate highway system, to increased federal spending on education, to space exploration (McMahon 2003: 117).




  In other words, the perpetuation of a myth enabled the USA to militarise its society. By the end of WWII, the USA was the globe’s supreme economic power and, with a monopoly of nuclear power, was an unassailable military power. The task of maintaining order and acquiescence at home was made simpler by first the creation of a ‘threat’ and loudly reminding the world that the USSR was rearming. Moscow’s behaviour towards its ‘fraternal’ allies simply acted to seal the bargain.


  Military superpower


  ‘The United States has become what it was founded not to be. Established as a haven for those fleeing the abuse of power, it has attained and now wields nearly absolute power. It has become an empire’ (Garrison 2004: 12). James Garrison made that comment, as he described it, not in judgement but as a simple statement of fact. It is a view that is shared by many. Whether the appellation is correct may be argued. What is unarguable is that the United States is a superpower. Its military capacity and reach are known to all. It has not only projected force across the globe but has been in an almost perpetual state of military engagement since the beginning of the twentieth century. It has lost vast numbers of soldiers in wars that were often hard to justify and expended trillions of dollars that are equally hard to justify. It appears, at first glance, to be a paradox. Why should a country that has been a major economic power from the beginning of the last century feel the need for such belligerence? The immediate answer to that question is tied up in the idea of imperialism as a means of maintaining control. It is also caught up in the idea that competitors for economic supremacy just cannot be tolerated. The USA is a capitalist power. Its state exists to facilitate capitalist development and power. It is a very short journey from keeping economic competitors in a weakened position to wielding military muscle to achieve your aims.


  American military power has never been kept quietly on a shelf to gather dust. The champion of the free world has worked strenuously to make sure that its version of that free world remains in place. In every decade since the turn of the twentieth century, American troops have been engaged in wars to varying degrees of devastation. A truncated list of the involvement of the US military includes: the Philippine-American war, the Boxer Rebellion, the occupations of Nicaragua, Veracruz, Haiti and the Dominican Republic, WWI, the Russian Civil War, WWII, Korea, the Lebanon crisis, the Bay of Pigs, Vietnam, Bolivia, Cambodia, South Zaire, Grenada, Panama, the Gulf War, the Somali Civil War, Bosnia, Afghanistan, Iraq, Libya and Yemen. We do not have to include all of the military adventures undertaken by the USA to appreciate the level of foreign intervention that has been undertaken.


  As the years and decades rolled on, the size and destructive power of the military superpower’s armoury developed. There was a quantitative shift and most certainly a qualitative change in the capacity and firepower that the USA was able to deploy. Its conventional weaponry appears limitless. The growth of its nuclear arsenal is yet another factor. The USA has spent $9.4 trillion in today’s dollar values from the time it manufactured and used its first nuclear weapons at the close of WWII until 1996. Since 1945, the USA has produced 70,000 nuclear warheads, a figure greater than all other nuclear nations combined. Protecting the ‘free world’, or maintaining an empire, is a costly affair.


  Reference was made earlier to the fact that since 1975 between 15-30 per cent of the US budget has been spent on the military (Hedges 2003). This has not been a static figure. The 2015 budget, for instance, saw the military receive 54 per cent of the nation’s budget. Education and health each received 6 per cent (Institute for Policy Studies 2015). The total allocation of funds in 2019 amounted to $1.4 trillion dollars (Gould 2019). Economic good times may come and go. Budgetary restrictions and cutbacks may be enforced, but the bottomless pit that is military spending goes on unimpeded.


  America, like all capitalist states, buys and sells. It exports and imports. The value of its exports last year was $1.7 trillion. More than $10 billion in export earnings came from the sale of military hardware. It is a lucrative market and one that is increasing. The military-industrial-complex is also a substantial employer. There are 1.6 million Americans employed supplying the military with the equipment it needs to supply its 1.4 million soldiers and its export markets (Reich 2010). Corporations such as Lockheed, Boeing, Raytheon, General Dynamics and many others would, in all likelihood, collapse were it not for US military contracts. Lockheed, for example, derives 86 per cent of its entire revenue from the military-industrial-complex (SIPRI 2018). In 2016 alone, there were 2408 contracts totalling a stunning $231 billion awarded to companies by the US Department of Defense (MIC 2020). The mutual advantage that state and capital have come to enjoy is clear for all to see. The state has a particular role to play in advancing capitalist relations. Many of the biggest corporations in the USA rely on these state contracts. It becomes a circular relationship.


  It is hardly an exaggeration to say that for decades the USA has consciously become a militarised state and economy. Robert McMahon (2003) a little earlier described how militarisation had become a central component of the development of the modern American economy and of how anti-communist ideology had been used as a means of forging a sense of national unity. The military-industrial-complex, operating as an ‘informal’ alliance between capital and government, has become central to American capitalism.


  A certain logic comes to dominate American economic and political thinking. As its rise to world hegemon continued, then so too did the need exist to maintain not only economic power but military power to overcome real or perceived threats. Friends and allies are permitted a degree of autonomy, provided that order and recognised norms of behaviour are not undermined. Coercive behaviours have been commonplace when dealing with ‘less friendly’ states and the threat of intervention has been made and carried out on numerous occasions. External threat perceptions that have so often been confected have also played into the hands of the state when looking to maintain a sense of harmony at home. The domestic population has long been encouraged to view ‘their’ country as exceptional in the world and a beacon of hope. The Marxist concept of false consciousness, whereby ideological processes are used to mask the reality of how a class-based society operates, rings clearly. The end result has been an acquiescent working class willingly accepting state power, even if this is at odds with its own real needs.


  Achieving power, while an onerous task, is but the beginning. Holding and maintaining power becomes a little more problematic and especially so when considered against the perpetual state of crisis that surrounds capitalist development. Superpowers and empires are constantly at war; figuratively and literally. They can never rest. There is always a usurper in the wings. That is bad enough but with limitless rivers of cash, anything is possible. When we factor in economic crisis, downturn, falling rates of profit and pandemics, then the future is cloudy and uncertain. History, one might assume, should make the superpower, the empire, fearful. The USA, after all, is not the first global superpower and it is impossible not to imagine that the sun will set on America.


  A real and ever-present danger


  In 2008, the former United Nations chief weapons inspector Hans Blix offered some sage advice to those in power in the United States. In an interview with the American Broadcasting Company he said that, ‘to lose an empire is not easy. The British did it, and they learned how. The French did it, and they learned how. Then the Russians did it – they have not quite learned how. And now I think the Americans should learn how to lose an empire’ (Setrakian 2008). It is a comment well worth considering. Empires, paradigms, superpowers can never escape the march of history and events. Just as capitalism emerged from an earlier economic formation, so too do economic and military formations within capitalism have a limited time.


  Blix spoke of the British, French and Russian empires and of their decline and fall. Each saw its demise in the twentieth century. We might add the short and brutish Nazi empire to this list. The 1000-year Reich was a short-lived affair. The sun set on Britain’s empire. Bloody upheavals in Indochina and Algeria saw French power slide away. The Stalinist regime in the Soviet Union folded its tent in 1991. The writing is on the wall for the USA, but it seems unlikely that Blix’s advice that America should learn how to ‘lose an empire’ will be heeded. Power is never relinquished easily.


  There is an undoubted rival to US economic supremacy. The rise of China, while disturbing for the American national bourgeoisie, cannot be seen to upset the global capitalist order. While a paradigm shift may well be occurring, this does not of itself signal a threat to the rule of capital. Regardless of that simple fact, the United States can be expected to cling to power, and given its military capacity that becomes an alarming scenario. Empires may be ‘lost’ but they don’t run up white flags.


  America’s sliding economic power can hardly be surprising. It exists amid a crisis that cannot be escaped. It is the crisis of capitalism. What is surprising is that anybody should be surprised. Marx and Engels wrote of the disorder and crisis that capitalism engenders and of the contradictions that lead to economic crisis. Capitalism and the bourgeoisie, in seeking to manage these critical moments, react and respond by engaging in a relentless building up and tearing down. As the crisis deepened in the latter part of the twentieth century and the looming fall of profits drove capitalism to globalise, the result was the destruction of productive forces in the developed world and the creation of new forces in the developing world. Capital flows, as described by Beverley Silver (2006), are elements of a constant drive to maintain a high degree of profitability. The period since the economic crisis years of the 1970s is undoubtedly a period marked by stagnating profits, and a general decrease in wages across states. Dennis Smith (2006: 10) describes the dynamic of globalising capitalism, of the quest not simply for power but of the necessity to seek to maintain profitability as a means of survival. The very raison d’etre of capitalism as an economic formation is to expand but there are ultimately limits to this expansion. The elastic can only stretch so far.


  Despite the most obvious problems, apologists for capitalism and, by default, America still cling to the belief that capitalism is the best imaginable system and portray it as an almost immutable force. Steve Forbes and Elizabeth Ames (2009) are particularly vigorous in their declarations that capitalism will not merely survive but will ‘save us’. They assert that capitalism, and by implication the United States, is a moral system that promotes democracy and democratic values, is creative and that its most remarkable achievement lies in its ability to turn scarcity into abundance. Anatole Kaletsky (2010) is another who confidently points to capitalism’s capacity to reinvent and reinvigorate itself, especially by using the experience of crisis. Capitalism is also said to be successful because it is self-correcting (Easterly 2008: 129). It is worth remembering that in the period since the beginning of the Great Depression until the eruption of the Covid-19 pandemic, there have been 17 significant recessions and crises that have affected global capitalism. The IMF reports that from 1970 to 2011 there were 147 banking crises, 217 currency crises and 67 sovereign debt crises (Claessens and Kose 2013: 27). While there is an understandable degree of overlap in these figures, they seem to show that capitalism’s self-correcting capacities have, at best, been largely ineffective. The fallout of the economic catastrophe that is linked with the Covid-19 pandemic is still to be reckoned with.


  Capitalism’s crisis is a cruel fact of life that capitalism and capitalist states must live with. Sadly, it has such a devastating impact on those who have created the wealth that capitalism so earnestly wishes to maintain. It is never wise to make hard and fast declarations, but it is difficult to see a future that is particularly bright for capitalism and if it is not bright for capitalism, then the future is possibly bleaker for the USA as world hegemon and standard-bearer for capital. The American experience and its pre-eminent position is often said to rest on three pillars; economic strength, military might and the soft power of cultural dominance. While this is true, it needs to be borne in mind that economic factors determine political and social outcomes. Heer Jeet (2018) cites Jeffrey Sachs when describing the economic decline of the USA. In 1980 the US share of global income sat at 24.6 per cent. That fell to 19.1 per cent by 2011. The IMF projections were for this to continue to fall. By contrast China’s share was 1.2 per cent in 1980, rising to 14.4 per cent in 2011 with the same IMF projections for continued rises. The figures may slow or speed up depending on the stage of the crisis at any moment, but the writing appears to be on the wall.


  What happens next is the question that might keep many awake at night. Empires do not like relinquishing power and nor do entire economic formations. We can only expect that the USA will fight to maintain its power. Capitalism, too, will cling to its position. What happens? So many problems face the world, not the least of which is the ever-present issue of climate. War is always possible and especially so since the USA has committed so much to strengthening and adapting its military capabilities. A shift to blatant authoritarianism is possible in order to maintain capitalist rule. There is a clear shift in political thinking in many countries to accommodate what can only be described as fascistic elements of policy and programme. Pax Americana might be slipping away as the sun sets on yet another empire. Attention can only turn to another hemisphere and that ever-present rival for the mantle of capitalist and economic hegemon: China.




  Chapter 6


  China’s long march


  The relentless rise of China has been the source of fascination for observers and commentators. While the China that we know – the rival to the United States – is a fully functioning capitalist economy, it maintains political power via the agency of the Communist Party. Too many in government and the media roll out the communist epithet. It serves them well to do so. If China threatens the power and hegemony of America, then it is as well to portray it in as black, or in this case, as red a light as possible. The world is used to Cold War tactics and any rise on China’s part can be dismissed as communist-inspired. There is also a degree of old-fashioned ‘yellow-peril’ racism at work. The two factors work in tandem. What to do about and with China occupies the minds of many. Smaller economies, long-time allies of the USA, move uneasily. Where to jump? Chinese trade is vital and yet the US alliance must not be questioned. It all goes to make for some rather schizophrenic posturing.


  The Chinese story is a remarkable one. Its history is long. Any starting date for analysis is inevitably arbitrary. For our purposes, let us begin at around about the time of the Boxer Rebellion of 1900. It was by no means the most violent of uprisings or revolts against imperialist domination, but it has a special significance. It epitomised, in so many ways, the rising nationalism that was to dominate Chinese thinking. It came as the new century dawned. The preceding half century had seen the very worst that imperialism had to offer, with opium wars, the forced ceding of Hong Kong, the Tai-Ping rebellion with its 20 million deaths. It saw the unity of two empires and six powerful states come together to enforce the rule of force. It also immediately preceded the birth of the Chinese Republic and the monumental changes that lay ahead.


  China’s history in the first decades of the twentieth century was dominated by nationalist movements that struggled against feudalism, and against imperialist domination. Sun Yat-sen became the first leader of republican China in 1912 with the creation of the Kuomintang (KMT). Chiang Kai-shek later led the KMT. They were years of turmoil and violence. They were also years when Marxist ideology first arrived in China. Following the Russian Revolution, the CCP was formed. The Stalinisation of the Marxist movement led to a disastrous alliance between the CCP and KMT with thousands of communists being massacred.


  Those same years were also marked by Japanese imperialist occupation and subsequent resistance by the Chinese. The history of China in the years leading up to 1949 and the coming to power of Mao Zedong is inextricably linked with the history of the CCP and its betrayals by Stalinism. By the time that Mao read his proclamation of the formation of the People’s Republic, the CCP had become a caricature of a Marxist organisation. In order to appreciate the later developments of China since the ‘opening up’ from the 1970s, it is important to examine the political and economic developments that led to 1949 and beyond: the period of Maoism.


  The fact that so many in the West are still happy to speak of China as being in some way a ‘communist threat’ is an absurdity. The path that the CCP took from first accepting the ideology of Stalinism could have one of two destinations. A social revolution was possible or a restoration of capitalism. It is clear which path was chosen.


  Enter imperialism – exit Chinese imperial rule


  The entry of capitalism and imperialism into China was marked by brutality. It also came with a certain air of inevitability. From the late eighteenth century the capitalist ‘world economy’ was beginning to take shape. To imagine that a country such as China, no matter what the Chinese might have desired, was ever going to be able to hold back this economic and military movement from the West was always an illusion.


  Marx and Engels described the changes being wrought by the march of capital:



   The bourgeoisie has subjected the country to the rule of the towns. It has created enormous cities, has greatly increased the urban population as compared with the rural, and has thus rescued a considerable part of the population from the idiocy of rural life. Just as it has made the country dependent on the towns, so it has made barbarian and semi-barbarian countries dependent on the civilised ones, nations of peasants on nations of bourgeois, the East on the West (Marx and Engels 1977: 40).




  The reference to ‘barbarian and semi-barbarian countries’ may jar on the ears of a twenty-first century listener. Despite that, the truth of those observations was never more evident than with capitalism’s interventions into China. The first Opium War, a response to China’s attempts to halt the importation of opium by Britain, was fought between 1839 and 1842. The simple fact that Britain could seek to legitimise both this trade and its war was astonishing. Britain invaded in order to crush any opposition to its interference in the economic development of China. The result was never really in doubt. The consequences were far reaching. In 1841 Hong Kong was ceded to Britain. Just 7 years later Marx and Engels, in the Manifesto, wrote that:



   The bourgeoisie, by the rapid improvement of all instruments of production, by the immensely facilitated means of communication, draws all, even the most barbarian, nations into civilisation. The cheap prices of commodities are the heavy artillery with which it batters down all Chinese walls, with which it forces the barbarians’ intensely obstinate hatred of foreigners to capitulate. It compels all nations, on pain of extinction, to adopt the bourgeois mode of production; it compels them to introduce what it calls civilisation into their midst, i.e., to become bourgeois themselves. In one word, it creates a world after its own image (1977: 40).




  It is not all that surprising that the Chinese maintained a simmering discontent at the way they had been handled and poorly used by Britain. It provided rich soil for the propagation of nationalist seeds to thrive. The intrusion into Chinese life, economy and political regime that accompanied imperialism was a significant element in the fall of Imperial China. For over two thousand years emperors had ruled. The final dynasty, the Qing, came to power in the mid-1600s, but met with a force that far outstripped its own. China resolutely clung to a belief that it could reject modernisation. Stephen Platt, in Imperial Twilight, writes of the ‘moment when China left its traditional past behind and was dragged forcibly into the world of European imperialism’ (Platt 2018: xxiii). Platt is specifically commenting on the Opium War, when ‘Great Britain unleashed its navy on a nearly defenceless China in order to advance the interests of its national drug dealers’ (2018: xxiii). Chinese imperial power quickly moved into sharp decline as imperialism’s force and economic might enveloped the country. Ultimately capitalism and imperialism created a ‘world after its own image’. It is true that there were strong internal influences that led to the end of imperial rule in China, but the naked aggression of the West, and repeated rebellions which were often a response, in one form or another, to Western interference, ultimately led to the creation of the Republic in 1912 (Twitchett and Fairbank 1980, Spence 1990).


  That the Qing dynasty was in deep peril should have come as no great surprise. Japan had been rearming and modernising its state and military as a precursor to its entry into the world of global imperialism. China made moves to reform and modernise its military capacity, but it was a reformed army that remained largely focused and engaged with maintaining the position and internal power of the Qing regime itself. A lesson was about to be learned. Armies are used by the state for external projections of force as well as the maintenance of domestic power. This was brought home with full force in the brief Sino-Japanese war of 1895. The defeat of China in that war further weakened the internal power of Zaitian, or the ‘Guangxu Emperor’. The result was a further sharpening of the demands of nationalist and republican forces for the overthrow of the monarchy. Just 16 years on, the Kuomintang and Sun Yat-sen achieved just that.


  Immediately preceding the revolution of 1911 that ushered in the Chinese Republic was the Boxer Rebellion. It was but one in a chain of rebellions. Motivations varied but a growing anti-foreigner sentiment was prominent in all cases. There had been a continued erosion of power and prestige within China that came with British and other Western powers’ dominance. The Chinese state was becoming increasingly powerless in the face of this domination. Whereas it had been Britain that set the tone, it was not only British imperialism that was expressing an interest in China. Other European powers had secured interests in China, as did Japan and the USA. The Americans, in an attempt to secure a more lucrative access, but couched in diplomatic language, proposed an ‘open door policy’ in relation to the exploitation of China. The countries with interests in China were to have ‘equal’ access across the country. Its immediate degree of success was limited but it did have three major results. These were that there was a decided increase in US interest in the East Asia Region and there was a corresponding increase in anti-Western sentiment among the Chinese.


  China had been, for millennia, nationalistic and isolationist. While religious motivations have been attributed to some of the risings, the fact remains that the underlying causes came from the friction engendered by foreign encroachment. The Boxer Rebellion sought to redress these problems. The Boxers were supported by the empress dowager Cixi. For the Qing rulers it seemed to be a case of one last throw of the dice. However, despite the numbers of Western troops not being especially great, the result was never really in doubt. A little over half a century earlier the Opium War saw British force overcome the Chinese regime. This time, there were armed contingents from Britain, France, Japan, Russia, Italy, Austria-Hungary, Germany and the United States. After all, the imperialist powers had much to gain or possibly lose, depending on the outcome.


  The ramifications of this rebellion were far reaching. The Chinese regime was even further weakened. Significant reparations were paid to the foreign forces and the Qing dynasty eked out one more decade of constrained existence before the Xinhai Revolution was launched against imperial rule and the Chinese Republic came into being.


  The arrival of a Chinese working class and the development of capitalism


  The influence of imperialism into Chinese political and economic life followed, to a large extent, the path foreseen by Marx. There is a rather pertinent observation that needs consideration. Marx and Engels wrote of capitalism’s inevitable expansion and of how older, pre-existing economic systems must be destroyed in order for capitalism to create new ones (Marx and Engels 1975: 200-1). It is an argument that most eloquently describes the effects of colonialism and imperialism in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Imperialism, after all, is well described as the ‘penetration and spread of the capitalist system into non-capitalist or primitive capitalist areas of the world’ (Warren 1980: 3). Imperialism, in this context, is a step towards industrialisation and therefore the proletarianisation of the world.


  China, at the time of imperialism’s forced entry, was not, so to speak, in the market for a capitalist market. This, however, was irrelevant to the march of capitalist development. From the time of China’s humiliating defeat in the Sino-Japan war and by the time the Boxer Rebellion had been crushed, there was no way forward for China but via the rule of capital. The revolution of 1911, the Xinhai Revolution, inspired by Sun Yat-sen and his ‘Three Principles of the People’, set in place a transformation of the Chinese economy, political system and society. The ‘Three Principles’ are described by George T Yu (1991) as encompassing a new vision of nationalism that became broader than a mere regionalist approach and drew on the experiences of Western nationalist movements. They also promoted the idea of democracy. Again, Western experience was seen as a broad guide to the future. The third element, described as ‘people’s livelihood’, was central to the aims and aspirations of the Kuomintang in this revolution against the monarchy. It was a call to radically transform the Chinese economy. China was to be open to free trade and encourage foreign support and investment. In other words, the integration of China into the burgeoning capitalist world economy was being established.


  What is rather telling is how the Western imperialist powers regarded and responded to the revolution. They had substantial investments in China but remained neutral throughout the struggle for power. The timeline for the transition was remarkably swift. In February 1912 the last emperor abdicated. In March a provisional constitution was declared. In April the government was moved to Beijing. The USA and Britain simply maintained relations with the new regime. For capital, it was a most satisfactory manoeuvre. The years immediately preceding the revolution had seen the beginning of significant infrastructure and economic development. Western economists and advisers were brought to China (Trescott 2010). Paul Trescott describes China in 1900 as a country of 400 million people, almost entirely living in poverty and as farm labourers (2010: 2). He then goes on to show the rapidity of development in the period from 1900 when there was just 600km of rail lines in China and that by 1920 this figure had risen to well over 11,000km (2010: 6). The figure has an unmistakable echo to Marx’s observation that the railways represent the arrival of modern industry (Marx 1975). While Marx was writing of India, the parallels are clear.


  Capitalism can only develop, survive and prosper if it constructs an industrial working class. China had been almost exclusively a peasant economy when capitalism made its fateful entry. The growth of capitalism in China can best be reflected in the growth of its industrialised working class. In the 1890s, as the Qing dynasty was being nudged unceremoniously into history the working class was just 90,000. That figure rose appreciably in the period following the 1911 revolution. By 1914 there was a working class of 600,000, rising to 1 million by the 1920s and to 3 million by the 1930s (Deng 2011: 115). These are still small numbers for a country the size of China, but it gives an indication of the growing influence of capitalism.


  There was a flood of Foreign Direct Investment (FDI) into China in the early years of the twentieth century that accompanied the establishment of manufacturing industries. Despite the limitations on investment that WWI imposed, there was a wave of industrialisation. Mining and manufacturing rose dramatically. Domestic Chinese investment in the period from 1911-25 was at a rate 11 times greater than that between 1840-1911. Industrial output grew rapidly from the time of the 1911 revolution (Ma 2008). It must be remembered that this growth comes from a very low starting point and the FDI flows were seriously interrupted by WWI, the depression and the internal disruptions, and incursions by Japanese imperialism.


  Regardless of the size of the Chinese capitalist economy in these years, the point is that as it grew, then so too did the Chinese working class. The working class faced exactly the same problems as workers everywhere. Their labour was exploited, and their interests did not coincide with those of capital. This fledgling class was no less militant than the working class anywhere. As Mark Selden observes, there were four peak strike periods in the early republican period: 1898-9 with ten major strikes, 1904-6 with 15 actions, 1909-13 which saw 38 major strikes and 1917-19 with 46 strikes (Selden 1995: 72). These industrial disputes indicate the growing importance of capitalism to the Chinese economy as it moved beyond imperial rule. It is also a clear indicator of the antagonisms that are inevitable in a system that is based on class exploitation.


  While the increase in militant activity in China was important, it is a reflection of what was taking place around the world. The periods of upheaval in China, for instance, are mirrored globally, and especially in the United States. The years 1899-99 saw a wave of strikes across the USA, Australia and in Russia. The 1904-6 period saw major industrial disruptions and strike activity in Britain and the USA. It was also the time of the 1905 Russian Revolution. The next upsurge in Chinese working-class action was between the years 1909-13, which coincided with more working-class actions around the world. This time there were major strikes in Britain, Ireland, New Zealand and again the USA. Not surprisingly the period between 1917-19 saw massive unrest. The imperialist war and the Russian Revolution acted as a catalyst for militant working-class action everywhere. In China, strike activity reached a highpoint in this period which coincided with the May 4 Movement.


  Global events were beginning to have a far-reaching effect on the thinking of many in China. The end of the Qing dynasty, the creation of the new republic and the growing struggle against imperialist presence were necessarily influenced by what was happening abroad. It was the time of the Russian Revolution. Its impact was intensely felt. In China, all of these influences came together with the May 4 Movement. As Rana Mitter outlines the moment, ‘the atmosphere and political mood that emerged around 1919, are at the centre of a set of ideas that have shaped China’s momentous twentieth century’ (2004: 12). The student protests quickly broadened to include merchants and, importantly, the working class. A general strike was called in Shanghai. The May 4 Movement played a decisive role in the formation, just 2 years later, of the CCP.


  The CCP, Marxism and Stalinism


  The establishment of the CCP proved to be the most decisive moment in China’s modern history. The fact that the party was created was, of itself, not surprising. In the years immediately following the Russian Revolution, communist parties were formed in a great many countries. They became component parts of the Third International, or Comintern. Each party was originally perceived as a section of a world party. It was an idea that became distorted as Marxism became increasingly Stalinised from the mid-1920s. This same Stalinisation of Marxism and of the international communist movement was to have a lasting effect on the development of modern China.


  While Chinese capitalism was in an early stage of development, it nevertheless exhibited all of the features of capitalism. An industrial working class was being produced and it was in and around this working class that the ideas of Marxism developed. The founding congress of the CCP was held in Shanghai. The 13 delegates, representing just 50 members, envisioned a time when they would challenge capitalism and begin to build a socialist state. Much attention has been given to the fact that Mao’s revolution was primarily a peasant-led guerrilla campaign. Still more has been said that this was a departure from a classical Marxist perspective. Marxism maintains that revolution comes from an organised working class. Put bluntly it suggests that the revolution moves from the city to the countryside. Mao’s revolution was an inversion of that theoretical precept. How this came to be is worth considering.


  The political and programmatic basis upon which the CCP was established was quite unequivocal. It was to be a party rooted firmly in the theories of Marxism. As Stuart Schram describes it, ‘the Chinese Communist Party came into existence 6 years before Mao even began his experiment with the pattern of revolution through guerrilla warfare in the countryside... the “Chinese road” to power’ (1981: 410). Schram’s comment is rather telling. The 6 years were ones that came to define how the CCP viewed the world. The party also had a lasting effect on how China’s development unfolded until its ascendance as a leading capitalist economy and direct rival to the USA for global hegemony.


  The CCP, like all fledgling communist parties around the world at this time, was formed as a Marxist political organisation. It had much in common with those other newly-formed parties. They also came to share a negative feature that parodied their original aspirations. The Stalinisation of the world Marxist movement was completed in a very short space of time. Central to the problems that Stalinisation brought to the world movement was the concept of building socialism in one country. The logic of a world movement under such conditions becomes difficult to sustain. The movement was given the task of working for the greater good of the Soviet Union and not in any real sense to be engaged with fomenting world revolution. The impact on national sections of the ‘world party’ is not difficult to imagine. In the case of China, the demand to follow the dictates of Stalin had particularly tragic outcomes. Having set the Stalinist train in motion, it has become all but impossible for many to find a way of stopping it. Writing in 2015, Lin Jianhua is still able to maintain that ‘most of today’s national communist parties were set up and run with the guidance and assistance of the Comintern, and the origins of almost all of today’s important theoretical and practical issues can be traced back to the Comintern’ (2015: 25). It is a remarkable statement, given the history of Stalinist leadership offered to the world communist movement in those fateful years. Revolutionary moments came and went. Historical possibilities were lost. All had a common denominator in the leadership presented by the Stalinised Comintern. The CCP and the Chinese working class suffered particularly badly.


  The tiny group of Chinese who formed the CCP were quickly rewarded in their work. The party grew. Its influence spread. Stuart Schram spoke of a 6-year period. By 1927, at the end of that period, terrible crimes had been committed. The KMT had entered into negotiations with Russia soon after the revolution. By the time that Stalin’s grip on Soviet power had been completed, a virtual ‘unity ticket’ between the CCP and the KMT had been effected. Why this occurred is of lasting significance. Stalin, rather than the CCP, considered it necessary for the CCP to move into such a union with the KMT. His logic was based on the notion that China was still a backward economy with a relatively low level of capitalist development. Therefore, it was deemed necessary to place the CCP at the disposal of the Chinese nationalists in order for this capitalist development to mature. The CCP acquiesced. The result was what has come to be known as the Shanghai massacre of April 1927. The KMT leadership knew all too well that a growing, militant and armed workers’ movement would be a growing threat. With the cover that the Comintern offered, they quickly set about ‘removing’ the problem. Exact figures of those executed at the time and across the coming months are difficult to produce. Generally accepted figures (Jowett 2013, Harrison 1972) acknowledge that more than 10,000 CCP members and supporters were executed in a period of 20 days from April 12, when the KMT moved against the communists, and that ongoing purges resulted in the deaths of 300,000 more.


  At the end of Schram’s 6 years, the CCP had been decimated; its leadership destroyed either at the hands of the KMT, or Stalin’s intrigues, depending on where the blame may be placed directly. Even so, Schram can say that, ‘in one respect, the tactics imposed by Stalin on the Chinese Communist Party went too far, while in another respect, they did not go far enough’ (1981: 413). How far is too far? As Lynda Shaffer states, ‘Stalin had abandoned any semblance of internationalism and used the Comintern’s influence to lead the Chinese Communist Party into the obviously ill-fated alliance with Chiang Kai-shek and to keep it there even after such a course was clearly suicidal’ (Shaffer 1981: 33).


  The remnants of the CCP, with Mao at the helm, performed a remarkable conjuring act. They did not break with Stalin and the Comintern but came up with a theory that turned Marxism in China forever on its head. No longer was the CCP to be a party based on and in the working class, but rather, it came to espouse a revolutionary road via the peasantry and guerrilla warfare.


  The turbulent decades


  Things for China moved from bad to worse. The disaster of the CCP’s alignment with the KMT changed how the CCP regarded the world. After the improbable ‘United Front’ tactic had collapsed, the CCP and KMT began a long and protracted armed struggle: the Civil War, which was to last from 1927 until the Japanese invasion in 1937, only to resume once WWII ended. The next phase of hostilities between the communists and nationalist KMT continued until the successful routing of the KMT and the creation of the People’s Republic in 1949. Statistics vary as to the extent of the casualties that resulted from that period of civil war and Japanese occupation. Accuracy would hardly make the appreciation any more or less acceptable. According to Rudolph Rummel (2017), the total in all wars, civil wars and uprisings from 1900-49 stands at about 9 million dead. He breaks these figures down to include 3 million in the Sino-Japanese war between 1937-45 and another 1.3 million from CCP/KMT battles between 1927-37 and from 1945-9.


  The campaigns, the ‘Long March’ and the struggle against Japan are well recorded and documented from the point of view of each of the warring parties. There is, however, something that has particular interest that needs brief discussion. It is all to do with the economy, that great engine that prompts political and social development and change. China was, of course, economically a backward country at the turn of the twentieth century. This fact played a part in Stalin’s thinking about the need to see the KMT lead and promote capitalist development before any serious thought could be given to fomenting socialist revolution. There is a particular irony here. The 1917 Revolution had also been conducted in an economically backward nation. However, the Bolsheviks worked in and among the working class to obvious advantage. They did not see revolution coming through armed struggle, but rather the promotion and prosecution of a political struggle. For Stalin, and his Chinese comrades, what had been good for the goose was, in this case, hardly fit for the gander.


  The Chinese economy, one would think, after decades of war, dislocation, occupation and revolution, should have been barely alive. However, as Chi-Ming Hou (1963: 597) shows, economic infrastructure and output continued to rise, albeit in a sometimes uneven manner. From 1900-37, the reach of the railways grew by 10 per cent annually. Iron production grew at an annual rate of 10 per cent, coal at 8 per cent and cotton at 12 per cent. It is obvious that the working class, although tragically betrayed, remained a force and a growing force and that the capacity of China’s economic growth remained considerable. What did happen, however, was that capital became heavily concentrated in the hands of government and especially in the period immediately prior to Japanese invasion. By 1942, 70 per cent of Chinese capital was under state control.


  These figures can by no means be taken to show that China was anything but a peasant-based society. Capitalism, however, was becoming more and more entrenched and along with it an industrial working class was being produced. The period leading up to the Sino-Japanese war was marked by the means of production being largely in the hands of foreign capitalists. Chinese workers suffered much the same treatment as had their British counterparts a century earlier with poor wages, no security, little medical care and exploitative employers (Chesneaux and Kagan 1983: 70). The workday was rarely less than 10 hours and often more than 12 and nightshifts imposed in order to maximise already healthy rates of profit were the norm. These working conditions were not isolated to China in the 1920s and 1930s. We must remember that in the early 1920s American steelworkers were regularly working 7 days a week on 12-hour shifts (Weinberg 2003: 159). Chinese workers, in this respect, were achieving a parity, of sorts, with their international class-brothers.


  The years after the 1927 massacres at the hands of the KMT, until the Sino-Japanese war, were marked by a steady and persistent militancy on the part of the working class. There was a spike in strike activity in the period immediately preceding the war, largely predicated on anti-foreign sentiment (Chesneaux and Kagan 1983: 79). Even during the war period strike activity continued, including in the occupied areas of China. Some of these actions were inspired by communist cells but many were spontaneous reactions to how the workers were being treated. There are contradictory ideas that spring from such data. There was still, despite the best intentions of the KMT, communist activity among the urban working class and a degree of class consciousness that existed beyond the direct influence of the CCP. The working class, as a potentially revolutionary class, has for decades now in the West seen its organisations become virtual instruments of the state. Trade unions and political parties of social democracy have been integrated into the state as a deliberate strategy (Trotsky 1972, Mann 1973, Smith 2014). This had not occurred in China. Regardless of this, Mao’s ‘long march’, figurative as much as literal, was away from the working class as a revolutionary class and towards the peasantry. For Mao it was a matter of basing his future on the peasantry. He invoked an image that saw the peasants as a clean slate. ‘A clean sheet of paper has no blotches, and so the newest and most beautiful words can be written on it’ (cited in Gregor and Chang 1978: 321).


  The imagery of Mao might be poetic, but it remains intensely contradictory and especially so, given the dual fact of Marxism’s clear idea of the path forward and the realities being presented in China throughout those turbulent years. There would seem no other option but for revolutionary change in China. Jean Chesneaux and Richard C Kagan describe the situation in China whereby, ‘any involvement of the labor movement with political struggles could be effected only by means of revolutionary strategy. There existed in China no open road towards labor reform of a social-democratic type, founded upon reciprocal recognition by the capitalist system and the labor movement of each other’s supposed interests. This kind of reformism had no meaning in China’ (Chesneaux and Kagan 1983: 81). They argue that there was no economic, social or political basis to allow for such a path. If, then, the only way forward for China was through revolutionary movement, then the nagging question remains as to why it had to be so contrary to Marxist theory. Admittedly the disastrous alliance with the KMT that had been forced upon the CCP and its aftermath played a role, but it would seem logical, even obvious, to set about rebuilding urban structures rather than engage in such a protracted civil war. It was and remains an alien position for a Marxist party to engage with. To understand why things moved the way they did it is necessary to look at how Maoism developed and why.


  Maoism or Marxism with Chinese characteristics?


  After WWII and the defeat of the Japanese, the civil war resumed with the final outcome being Mao’s proclamation of the establishment of the People’s Republic on 1 October 1949. The protracted war was over. The People’s Republic of China (PRC) was born. Mao’s credentials appeared to be impeccable. Under his leadership, China was now liberated. It was certainly the stuff of legend and the historic nature of that moment cannot be underestimated. China changed and with it the world. Ideologically it gave the world what has been described by some admirers as a ‘creative adaptation’ of Marxism. More than 70 years later, China is still asserting that it is building socialism with Chinese characteristics. To make sense of any of this, we must first come to grips with this ‘creative’ adaptation of Marxism. Who was Mao and was Maoism in any real way connected to Marxism?


  At its simplest telling, Marxism is centred on the idea of a class struggle between capitalism and the bourgeoisie on the one hand and the working class on the other. The class antagonisms and the contradictions within capitalism are such that these two forces inevitably clash. Revolution and socialism are the result. The revolution is based on the working class and is international. It cannot be limited to a nationalist movement, no matter how progressive the claims might be. Mao, on the other hand, built his version of Marxism on a distinctly national programme, with the peasantry rather than the working class as the revolutionary subject. Admittedly the working-class movement was limited at this time but, as has been described, it was becoming an important class-conscious force.


  Mao’s att itude to theory and Marxist theory in particular is rather telling. Donald Lowe (1966) wrote of Mao’s shifting and always tempestuous relationship with issues of theory. Lowe spoke of the period between 1927-35 where Mao all but ignored the idea of Marx’s method of political and class analysis. Mao never fully accepted the duality of theory and practice. The period between 1935-40 did, however, see him, as Lowe described, att empting to provide a ‘veneer’ for his limited theoretical practice (1966: 113). The period 1940-9 produced nothing of any import regarding theoretical observations. This is relevant inasmuch as Marxism is and has always been a coming together of theory and practice. Each informs the other. But then Mao was never a Marxist in the strictest sense of the term.


  When Mao joined the CCP he had no identifiable Marxist theory upon which to draw. This is not of itself a criticism. Marxist understanding is not an innate quality. One does not suddenly appear upon the earth fully formed. It is something that must be learned and nurtured. The problem was that he seemed loathe to either learn or nurture any such ideological appreciation. A James Gregor and Maria Hsia Chang (1978: 308) make the point that he had read ‘part’ of the Communist Manifesto at the time of his joining the party. Politically and theoretically he was called more to the ideas of the KMT. ‘Mao stated explicitly that he recognized the ideas that inspired the peasants to revolutionary activity were the ideas of Sun Yatsen and not those of Karl Marx’ (Gregor 2019: 85). Gregor describes Mao’s Marxism as ‘odd’. Its ‘oddness’ springs from his insistence that, ‘the ideology he publicly served was the Three Principles of the People of Sun Yat-sen. While his speeches and essays were dotted with Marxist allusions, he consistently maintained that he sought to realize the “bourgeois democratic” revolution of the founder of the Kuomintang. Over the years he consistently reaffirmed his commitment’ (Gregor 2019: 86). Those ‘Three Principles’ were, of themselves, laudable enough for a movement that was nationalist and reforming but were hardly the stuff of Marxist theory or practice. A little earlier Sun’s principles were briefly discussed. To reiterate, they revolved around the promotion of a nationalist perspective that owed much to Western nationalist movements, to the promotion of a Western view of democracy, and a major transformation of the economy and an opening of that economy to the world.


  The fact that China has, in recent decades, wholeheartedly endorsed an open, outwardly projecting capitalism would appear to show that Mao’s vision is, in fact, being realised. Gregor cites Mao’s works to show how his commitment to Sun Yat-sen’s ideas was reaffirmed across many years with the Central Committee of the CCP declaring, as late as 1945, that it ‘“solemnly declared” that the Party was fighting for the “complete realization” of Sun’s doctrine’ (Gregor 2019: 86). Theory, for Mao, was a malleable substance and Marxism was whatever it needed to be to best suit the conditions at hand. This becomes abundantly clear in relation to his ‘Sinification’ of Marxism. Stuart Schram cites Mao:



   A communist is a Marxist internationalist, but Marxism must take on a national form before it can be applied. There is no such thing as abstract Marxism, but only concrete Marxism. What we call Marxism is Marxism that has taken on a national form, that is, Marxism applied to the concrete struggle in the concrete conditions prevailing in China, and not Marxism abstractly used. If a Chinese communist, who is a part of the great Chinese people, bound to his people by his very flesh and blood, talks of Marxism apart from Chinese peculiarities, this Marxism is merely an empty abstraction. Consequently, the Sinification of Marxism – that is to say, making certain that in all of its manifestations it is imbued with Chinese peculiarities, using it according to these peculiarities – becomes a problem that must be understood and solved by the whole party without delay (Schram 2002: 324).




  Maoism is still equated in the minds of many with Marxism. This is despite the very obvious differences and departures from Marxism that are apparent in so much of the ‘theory’ of Mao. It is of little profit for us to dwell on the Maoist road to power, or to focus on the simplistic sloganising; political power comes from the barrel of a gun, imperialism is a paper tiger, oppose bookism, and all the rest. The point is that Mao, the historical figure, was able, through military force, to unite China and establish a new order. The fact that the ‘Marxist’ Mao never entirely renounced the ideology of the KMT is highly significant. The new order that was instituted in 1949, while never able to be called socialist, did manage to introduce major reforms and undoubtedly benefited the people. Having said that it needs to be remembered that his nationalist and eclectically personalised form of power led to the deaths of millions.


  The first half of the twentieth century had been for China a violent and tumultuous time. The 1949 revolution first sought to retreat into an intensely nationalist semi-autarkic, self-sufficiency mode of economic life. By 1978, China began to actively court capitalist economics and had begun to establish itself as a capitalist economy in the fullest sense of the term. Those years, from 1949 until 1978, require thought.


  Results – 1949-78


  The years following the revolution of 1949 shaped the China that we see before us today. There were many things to be admired but also many that were not. For all of its failings, the revolution did represent the hopes and aspirations of hundreds of millions of workers, peasants and intellectuals throughout the country. Its impact was profound, both from a global and national perspective. Mao carefully focused on developing a sense of Chinese nationalism that was based on the state as a means of capturing the minds of the people. The ‘old ways’ of imperialist oppression were over. Something new and essentially Chinese was being constructed. It was, as Shameer Modongai (2016) portrays it, a socialist-oriented state nationalism. In this his intensely nationalist view of the world was very much in line with Stalin’s ‘Russification’ of Marxism and the pursuit of a national form of socialism. It was not all that difficult a task for Mao to adopt such a mantle. The Stalinisation of the CCP had been accomplished from the earliest days of the formation of the party.


  The revolution offered sweeping social reforms. Inequality was targeted through land reforms. They were conducted quickly, but not without serious loss of life. It is estimated that between 200,000 and 2 million died (Roberts 2011). Private ownership of land in this overwhelmingly peasant country was finally abolished in 1958 under conditions that were not entirely dissimilar to the tactics employed by Stalin’s collectivisation in the USSR. The state-controlled commune system was unpopular with many but was nevertheless stringently implemented.


  Other social reforms enacted by the PRC that dramatically changed the lives of the Chinese people included the Marriage Law which gave women unheard of freedom in a traditionally conservative nation, and enormously successful literacy and health campaigns. These and other social measures served to promote a feeling of national unity, a cornerstone of China’s political and social development. Such measures legitimised the rule of the CCP that became essential for its economic shifts across the decades.


  The social reforms coincided with important economic changes. The economy was quickly brought under state ownership; a nationalisation of property relations was conducted. By 1953, the CCP had succeeded in stabilising the economy and so embarked on its first ‘Five Year Plan’. The Chinese followed the Soviet model in this respect. The first Five Year Plan was largely a successful undertaking. Heavy industries flourished, factories were built and both industrial output and national income grew at impressive rates. Despite this, the leadership of the CCP was uneasy. There remained an imbalance between industrial and agricultural advance. The centralised focus was deemed to be the cause. Mao shifted course, calling instead for a more decentralised approach with the population being exhorted to produce a ‘great leap’ in all areas of the economy. The devastations wrought by the Great Leap Forward need not become the focus for attention here. It has been thoroughly documented. The entire period, however, from 1949 until the opening of the Chinese economy to capitalism, did see the economy, industrial output and growth in GDP rise steadily, often seemingly despite the crises that were inflicted upon the country by the CCP. Dwight Perkins (1983) offers a range of statistical evidence indicating this continued rise in all aspects of the Chinese economy. What remained a concern for these proponents of building socialism in a single country was that they remained far behind their capitalist rivals in all areas. This in part explains the motivation for such a remarkable change of tack after the first Five Year Plan. Mao’s motivation for this abrupt about face can be traced to the fortieth anniversary of the Russian Revolution and Khrushchev’s declaration that in 15 years the USSR would exceed the USA as an industrial power. Mao quickly made his own claim that China would similarly overtake Britain’s capacity in a 15-year period (Mao 1957).


  The result of that policy debacle was an immense human tragedy. Quantifying the casualties has been difficult. Jung Chang and Jon Halliday’s (2005) estimate that 38 million died is regarded as being as accurate a reckoning as possible. The recklessness of this endeavour is an indication not so much of Mao’s personal shortcomings, but of a major issue that is represented by China’s Stalinist and nationalist programme. Socialism, according to Marxist theory, follows capitalism and must be more productive, and offer more than the formation it is replacing. Capitalism, by the time that Mao had come to power, had already become a globalised entity. To imagine that socialism could be constructed within the confines of a single state was and remains a ludicrous proposition. For Mao and for Stalin before him it was a case of ‘catching up’ with the West. Each specified a particular country that they were ‘competing’ against. The race was, however, never going to end well. The opposition was a global force. The revolution was necessary and totally justified. What it achieved was important. What it could never produce was a socialist state. At best it was a state in transition; no longer feudal, out of the grasp of capitalism and possibly, just possibly, given the right conditions and a different political perspective, part of an international revolution. This transitional period was one that caught and held the imagination of classical Marxists for a long time. Which way would the cards fall? For all its rhetoric and its various campaigns, China, in much the same way as the USSR, became increasingly dominated by a bureaucratic mindset. While this was possibly more pronounced in the USSR, and within the Communist Party of the Soviet Union, the same impacts were felt in China. Ernest Raiklin writes that while the bureaucracy was recruited largely from among the peasantry, ‘the bureaucracy was becoming less concerned with the interests of the latter and more with its own at the expense of the peasantry...and not only was the bureaucracy losing its ties with the people. It was also gradually becoming differentiated within itself into various horizontal and vertical strata, each with its own agenda, and in this repeating the Soviet experience’ (Raiklin 2013: 4).


  This tendency towards bureaucratisation of the state and party is intrinsically bound up with the ideology that gave it birth; that of a nationalist form of socialism. Socialism, in a Marxist understanding of the term, is a momentous step forward. The achievement of socialism is seen to represent an end to class differences. Socialism in this sense becomes ‘classless’ and consequently the requirement of a strong state apparatus becomes redundant. Despite any claims that socialism has been built, the state remained and remains a strong and often repressive institution. Mao seemed to recognise the debilitating nature of the bureaucracy, or possibly that the working people of China were recognising this same fact, but his Great Proletarian Cultural Revolution appeared to be a reaction against bureaucratic deformations within society. Raiklin effectively expresses the view that it was a response by the leading bureaucratic echelons to ‘paper over’ the problems:



   The Great Proletarian Cultural Revolution was an attempt by the top party bureaucracy using the young and idealistic Chinese intellectuals (students) to provide ‘correct’ answers to these questions. The goal was to prove to the masses that the ‘socialist’ road to equality and brotherhood had not been deserted by the CPC; that rising inequalities and social divisions were not the norm for a peasant country searching for its way to modernity but simply aberrations; and that the culprits were various bureaucrats and intellectuals ideologically close to them who had lost their ‘socialist’ way (Raiklin 2013: 5).




  The Cultural Revolution, it must be remembered, technically only came to an end in 1976. The movement had among its aims the removal of the bureaucrats and yet, less than 2 years later, in late 1978, the dramatic shift to capitalist restoration began with the promotion of ‘socialist market forces’ and ‘socialism with Chinese characteristics’. Did such a shift emerge from the ether? Was it spontaneous or was it almost destined to be, given the politics of nationalism rather than Marxism, of building socialism in one country rather than an internationalist perspective?


  The question was asked a little earlier as to how the cards would fall. We have the experience of history upon which to draw. In The Revolution Betrayed, first published in 1937, Trotsky (2004) depicted two possible paths that the USSR might traverse. The first was that a new social revolution might overthrow the ruling bureaucracy and therefore return the party and country to a socialist perspective, or that the bureaucracy would prevail, and a restoration of capitalist relations would ensue. We can see how things panned out in the former USSR. While the paths of the USSR and China might not be identical, the rapidity of capitalist restoration in China from the end of the ‘Cultural Revolution’ has been seamless, but not in the least surprising.




  Chapter 7


  China’s rapid march to the market


  Carl E Walter and Fraser JT Howie, in Red Capitalism (2012), make the claim that China remains a communist country. Such a premise is based on the continued existence and rule by the CCP and the rhetoric that party leaders use to maintain a sense of legitimacy. It is a claim that is made by many authors, academics, analysts and politicians around the world. Fraser and Howie add flesh to their argument by explaining that the Chinese state can and does make direct interventions in the running of the economy, including directly supporting struggling industries. It is an interesting thesis but enormously unsatisfactory. The USA is not a ‘communist’ regime and nor are any of the other major capitalist economies and yet all have a record of ensuring that capitalism survives. They all have intervened in various ways to makes sure that order maintains. John Bellamy Foster makes the obvious point that ‘in the Great Financial Crisis of 2007-9, the big banks and corporations were almost all bailed out’ (2019: 12). Not to do so would have brought the entire system crashing down.


  It is important to understand why such confusion surrounds China and its rise. Just what is China today? Solving that riddle has been presented as a Herculean task but it should not really be all that difficult. This chapter goes some way to solving that riddle. China’s position in the world, as the major rival to the USA for global economic hegemony, was assisted by the policies enacted in the Mao period from 1949. In this sense the notion of ‘Mao’ and ‘post-Mao’ needs to be re-examined. Many differentiate completely between the two periods, presenting them as polar opposites. While economic structures have significantly changed, it can be shown that there was an almost inevitability about the transition to capitalism. Appreciating Mao’s legacy is important.


  China’s meteoric rise in the past 4 decades has been explained in a range of ways. For many it is attributable to ‘state capitalism’ in action. This idea, like so many, has a comforting simplicity to it, but is not satisfactory. Whether China is a state capitalist regime or not becomes a focus for this chapter. It will be shown that China is not state capitalist but a capitalist economy. After all, 60 per cent of GDP, 80 per cent of urban employment and 90 per cent of all new jobs are the product of the private sector. Private capitalists account for 70 per cent of all investment and 90 per cent of exports, not to mention the 66 per cent of all economic growth in the country.


  Western observers and proponents of the capitalist ethos are quick to point out China’s success in lifting so many millions out of poverty and it is a laudable fact. It is also a fact that inequality has been growing alongside the capitalist economic miracle. Capitalism, of course, is expansionary. Just as Western capitalism expanded into China, then so too has Chinese investment flowed outwards and with the capital expansion and outflow of capital comes foreign policy implications for China and its rivals, especially the rival that matters most: the United States. Marx and Engels in the Communist Manifesto presciently wrote of the globalising nature of capitalism and how capitalism effectively replicates itself across the world (Marx 1977: 71). What we are left with and which is affirmed in this chapter is that Chinese capitalism can best be regarded not as ‘state’ or ‘hybrid’ or ‘Confucian’ capitalism, and certainly not ‘socialism with Chinese characteristics’, but simply capitalism. It is in this appreciation that we can see the looming struggle between the USA and China for dominance of the crumbling capitalist economy.


  Capital’s debt to Mao


  To suggest that capitalist development in China owes a debt to Maoism or Stalinism seems at first glance to be absurd. Maoism and Stalinism, despite their grotesque misrepresentations of Marxism or socialism, were in a very different camp to that of capitalism. There might be a logic to that argument, but the trajectory of modern Chinese history seems to destroy that logic. Something truly dramatic happened along the way from Mao’s ‘iron rice bowl’ view of the world to Deng Xiaoping’s famous 1992 declaration that ‘to get rich is glorious’. Both men were CCP leaders. Deng had found himself in trouble during the Cultural Revolution as a ‘capitalist roader’ but he and Mao had resolved their differences by 1973. This was of course just a year after Mao had opened the door to the West with Nixon’s visit in 1972. It is not a mere set of coincidences that sees Mao at the centre of each of these moments and hardly a random act of chance that capitalism was reintroduced with such a flourish just a few short years later.


  A little earlier Trotsky’s idea of the two paths open to the USSR and its bureaucratic control was described. He spoke of a society in transition. His prediction was, if anything, too optimistic. For there to have been a new social revolution to rid the country of its bureaucratic leadership, to reform the party and to theoretically re-arm the working class, was always fraught with difficulty. Those who control things, be they a class or a bureaucratic elite, will always be reluctant to step aside for the greater good. If truth be told, the writing was on the wall for the USSR by the time that Trotsky made his statement. The same can be said for China.


  The Cultural Revolution was inevitably winding down when US president Nixon made his historic visit to China. Was this just another eclectic turn by Mao, was it a means of weakening the USSR, or were other factors at play? Certainly the Sino-Soviet angle is important but as Jeffrey Bader comments, ‘at the core of opening up to China was a decision by Nixon and Mao Zedong to put to the side the issues of values and ideology that had kept us apart...and to concentrate instead on common interests’ (Bader 2012). Bader, of course, is remarking on events from an American perspective. He sees an important, even crucial, element in the exchange as being economic. This is undoubtedly the case, but it was a mutually advantageous arrangement and one that was overseen by Mao. ‘The element in the relationship that is recognizable...is the economic. The US business community has been the anchor of US-China relations for the last 30 years, as we have built up an annual trade relationship of over $500 billion, with huge US investments in China and growing Chinese investment here’ (Bader 2012).


  The meeting between Mao and Nixon came a year before what was to herald the major shift towards the re-establishment of capitalism in China. The disgraced ‘capitalist roader’ Deng Xiaoping was brought in from the cold by Mao. Mao’s logic might have been a spur of the moment reaction, or it might have been a considered action aimed at strengthening China’s position following the rapprochement with the USA. Whatever the motivations, the end result is there for all to see. Deng had been a member of the CCP from the early days and shared many things with Mao, not the least a general disdain for Marxism, despite what the party might have said.


  Deng recognised a need, however, to mask what was a total abrogation of Marxism. He set up a theoretical argument, proclaiming that what he was doing was fully in line with Marxist thinking. He did what so many had done before him; cherry-picked selected phrases from the body of Marx and Engels’ work. He used Engels’ The Principles of Communism (1969) to ‘prove’ that private property could only be abolished when certain conditions had been met. He likewise quoted the Manifesto to further establish this idea and went on to remind people of the period of the New Economic Policy that had been introduced in the Soviet Union in the very early days after the revolution. The arguments were spurious, but when one controls the apparatus of state, things become a whole lot easier to sell. His theoretical exposition was lauded by the party. The People’s Daily expressed the view that:



   regarding relations between the market economy and governmental interference, China’s general designer of the Reform and Opening-up Deng Xiaoping had a very deep insight. In his South Tour Speeches 20 years ago, he said firmly and confidently, ‘Planning and market forces are not the essential difference between socialism and capitalism. A planned economy is not the definition of socialism, because there is planning under capitalism; the market economy happens under socialism, too. Planning and market forces are both ways of controlling economic activity’ (People’s Daily: 2012).




  Deep insights aside, Deng moved effortlessly from ‘theoretical’ expositions to the all-too-familiar aphorisms. Catherine H Keyser quotes Deng in this regard when she writes that ‘“it does not matter if a cat is black or white so long as it catches the mouse’; it no longer matters if an economic policy is capitalist or socialist, in other words, as long as it results in economic growth’ (1984). And so, with a witty quip, all theory and practice was thereby jettisoned. China’s next long march was well and truly under way. Deng’s cat, whether it be the black or the white one, has, in the ensuing years, been rather busy. Capitalism in China has triumphed.


  Is there such a thing as Chinese capitalism?


  It is one thing to say that capitalism has triumphed in China, but what does that really mean? There are differing opinions as to just what is meant by capitalism in China. Branko Milanovic (2019) mounts an argument that there are two distinct capitalist formations; a Western capitalism based on liberal, meritocratic structures and another pursued by more autocratic states, and here he specifies China as a capitalism that is state-led, political and authoritarian. His choice of language seems to imply that there is a ‘good’ capitalism based on merit and a ‘bad’ capitalism; ruthless and authoritarian. There might be some comfort to know that exploitation in the West is better than exploitation in the East! Milanovic’s theory does, however, fit snugly with those who see China’s success as being based on a ‘state capitalist’ model. Colin Hay (2020) outlines what might be described as an orthodox approach in contemplating capitalist development, the ‘varieties of capitalism’ thesis, before differentiating himself with another perspective arguing that while capitalism might be seen to ‘vary’ it does not ‘come in varieties’.


  A Marxist view of the world can only be appreciated in relationship to how it interprets capitalism. Capitalism and its development is predicated on the appropriation of surplus value as already outlined, and this surplus can only be achieved through an intrinsically exploitative class arrangement. Capitalist society is based on the reality that there is an economic base upon which rests a political and social superstructure. The state, as facilitator of the dominant economic ideology, is rooted in class and class divisions. Ultimately there is one capitalism that essentially conforms to that pattern. It adapts to change and exists in real time and in real historical moments but inexorably moves towards a model that is universal.


  What then of the arguments that abound that regard China as a ‘state capitalist’ structure? We first need to discern what is meant by state capitalism. It is a term that was frequently used to explain the economic behaviours of states such as the former USSR and now China. There are any number of definitions but they all essentially accept that state capitalism does not entirely conform to the norms of capitalist development. In particular, the definitions maintain that state capitalism is an economic system where the state undertakes the primary economic role, where the means of production are organised as state-owned enterprises, or at least where they are dominated by the state and operate as profit-making entities. Originally these definitions were used to describe existing capitalist states. It has been a term that has been in use since the late nineteenth century. Does it have any currency today, and specifically, does it explain Chinese capitalism in the twenty-first century?


  When the Soviet Union was first designated to be state capitalist in the period that coincided with the Stalinisation of the country, Trotsky wrote:



   We often seek salvation from unfamiliar phenomena in familiar terms. An attempt has been made to conceal the enigma of the Soviet regime by calling it ‘state capitalism.’ This term has the advantage that nobody knows exactly what it means. The term ‘state capitalism’ originally arose to designate all the phenomena which arise when a bourgeois state takes direct charge of the means of transport or of industrial enterprises’ (Trotsky 2004: 185).




  Something of a conundrum or a riddle emerges. If, as Trotsky explained, state capitalism comes into being when a bourgeois state assumes control of capitalist economic structures, then how can a state that is clearly not bourgeois assume control of capitalism from the private capitalists where none exist? When China began its march towards capitalism, there were no private capitalists. We are told, ad nauseum, that China is ‘communist’ and that it is led by a ‘communist party’. We are then expected to accept that this same communist state was and is simultaneously a bourgeois one. It is time to put the riddles to one side and look, instead, at reality.


  The Chinese economy and its rising capitalism owe much to the state and to the CCP. That is abundantly clear. Without the sponsorship of such an organisation the transition from ‘socialism’ to capitalism would have been a much bumpier affair. However, as a report by the World Economic Forum in 2019 showed, fully 60 per cent of China’s GDP, 80 per cent of its urban employment and 90 per cent of all new jobs are the product of the private sector. Private capitalists account for 70 per cent of all investment and 90 per cent of exports, not to mention the 66 per cent of all economic growth in the country (Guluzade 2019). Rainer Zitelmann argues that:



   These figures should cause anyone who cites China’s economic miracle as evidence of the superiority of ‘state capitalism’ to stop and think again...Capitalism is based on the twin pillars of free market principles and private enterprise...In truth, China is a mixed system that combines capitalism and socialism – just like every country in the world. This is equally true of the United States and European countries, all of which blend – in different proportions – capitalist and socialist elements in their economic systems’ (Zitelmann 2019).




  Leaving aside Zitelmann’s rather cavalier use of the word ‘socialism’ to describe government regulatory activities, the point is still clearly made. Chinese capitalism is, at the end of the day, not especially different from any other capitalism. It has developed in a different historical moment and from a different form of state, but its destination is the same.


  The development of capitalism is inseparable from that of the state. This has already been discussed at some length. What is important to remember is that a primary role of the state is to facilitate the development of the economic order that underpins that very state. As China made the transition from a state with some claim to represent the interests of working people to a fully functioning capitalist economy, then so too did its state structures enter into a transitionary phase to best accommodate that very transition. This no more makes China ‘state capitalist’ than any other nation-state that facilitates capitalism. It remains a fact that the Chinese state controls sections of the economy, although this has significantly shrunk since its ‘opening up’ from the 1970s. By the same token, those Western economies that were seen as bastions of the welfare state set about a rigorous process of privatisation. This was to further enhance the profitability of capital, especially in the period since the crisis years of the 1970s, the collapse of the Bretton Woods monetary order in 1971, and the re-emergence of the spectre of the falling rate of profit.


  Capitalism exists only if it grows. Growth and expansion must include credit. The small proprietor borrows with the expectation of being able to service the debt and so expand to become a bigger proprietor, thereby profiting from his or her endeavours, and so it goes. States behave in a similar fashion. Credit, however, if not managed, quickly becomes debt. If the expected profits do not eventualise then the individual capitalist, the capitalist economy and state slides rapidly into crisis. This crisis was at the centre of global unease in the early 1970s. Nothing that has been attempted since that moment has eased the crisis. Debt continued to grow while new markets were created. Incidentally, total global debt at the end of 2019 stood at $255 trillion, up by $87 trillion from the time of the 2008 Global Financial Crisis (Roberts 2020). The implications of the Covid-19 effect are still to be considered.


  The period from the early 1970s changed the face of the global economy. In an attempt to maintain profitability, capital was compelled to globalise at a remarkable pace. China’s desire to embrace a capitalist future was naturally enhanced by this very crisis in capitalism. Capital flowed to China. Industries quickly established themselves. China was seen as almost a saviour of capitalism. Its transition period may have begun slowly and with great care and caution (Guthrie 2000) but by the early 1990s it had become a substantial borrower from the World Bank and by 1993 had become the single biggest recipient of FDI (Lardy 1995). Along with the flow of capital came the establishment of a vast array of multinational companies. China offered much to capitalism as it assumed the title of ‘workshop of the world’. The past decades of capitalist development in China have seen its economy grow, in dollar terms, from $113 billion dollars in 1972, when Nixon made his famous visit, to over $21.4 trillion in 2020. While the figures are spectacular and tell a story, the simple fact remains that none of this could have been even remotely conceivable without that one indispensable factor that keeps capitalism alive: the working class.


  China and the working class


  The literature surrounding China’s rise as a capitalist power is extensive. The scope of that research becomes just a little less intense when considering the importance of the working class in the development of capitalism. While this might be irritating, it is not entirely surprising. We are told, often enough, that the working class just about anywhere, but especially in the developed world, is less than relevant. However, the fact is that the working class, rather than shrinking, is growing at an astonishing rate, is a global issue and is directly linked to capitalism’s own globalisation.


  The global working class at the end of the twentieth century was estimated to be more than two billion people with the same number again occupied in closely related areas (Harman 1999: 615). Today 60 per cent of the working class is to be found outside the industrialised world (Harman 2010: 337). In this context, Beverley Silver’s (2006) work describing the link between capital flows and the growth of the working class in developing nations becomes particularly relevant. Putting an accurate figure on the size of China’s working class is not altogether as simple as it might appear. Figures point to a middle class of 110 million and a working class of 623 million. Defining class is, however, always a tricky concept. Class identification is so often a subjective thing. However, 623 million is more than enough to contemplate. It is a class whose numbers have swelled alongside China’s growing capitalism. Class and capitalism are inseparable.


  Capitalism requires a reproduction of itself. It must move forward. Like a shark it must maintain constant movement or die. One vital element of this ability to maintain its existence and its reproduction springs from the fact that the working class exists and grows in relation to capitalism. Profits are derived, after all, from surplus value. Surplus value comes from the labour of the working class. The working class, in one form or another, is responsible for everything that has been produced on this planet. Michael Lebowitz (2004) argues that capitalism’s ability to ‘keep going’, or to reproduce itself, is due in large part to the acquiescence of the working class. He speaks of a dependency that workers are taught to feel for capitalism. They come to believe that capitalism meets their needs and that the worker needs capitalism.



   As long as workers have not broken with the idea that capital is necessary, a state under their control will act to facilitate the conditions for the reproduction of capital... Capitalism produces the working class it needs. It produces workers who look upon it as necessary...A system where the reproduction of capital is necessary for the reproduction of wage laborers. What keeps capitalism going? Wage laborers’ (Lebowitz 2004: 24).




  The Chinese working class has grown and changed since the restoration of capitalism. It has become a little more difficult to sell the idea to Chinese workers that they have all that much in common with their employers. Capitalism requires an acquiescent workforce. It would seem logical to imagine that China, as a state that is governed by a communist party and still clinging to the notion that it somehow represents socialism and therefore the interests of the working class, ought to have a happy, content and positive working class. The past few decades have seen this class become more restive. Ngai Pun (2019) observes that features, long apparent in Western capitalist societies, have been replicated in China. Specifically, she speaks of the process of proletarianisation that turns agricultural workers, voluntarily or not, into an industrialised working class. What goes with such a transformation is the inevitable alienation of the working class from the production process and ultimately from society at large. Pun describes the rapid growth in collective activity with which the Chinese working class has engaged. She cites official statistics that show an annual increase in strike activity of about 20 per cent, which coincided with the growth of the private sector. She uses an oft-repeated paraphrasing of Marx, but certainly a relevant one when she states that, ‘a specter is haunting China—not global capital, but of a new working class’ (Pun 2019).


  The work of the China Labour Bulletin (2020) has already been discussed. The chronicling of worker protests, strikes and unrest over recent years, despite the repressive nature of the state, ought to finally debunk the arguments of those such as Goran Therborn (2012) and his ilk that claim that the working class is no longer a central force by which to effect change. The working class is in fact bigger than ever it was and with a potential power that remains a constant threat to capital. It was precisely that fear that was a key element in the West’s capital flow to China. It was not merely a suitable place with a low-wage workforce. It certainly was but with the controlling hand of the CCP and the social capital it had developed over decades, it must have appeared as a dream solution. Low wages, high productivity and a rigidly controlled labour force. What could possibly go wrong? Something did go wrong. It was something called capitalism. Capitalism is exploitative. It must wring as much profit as it can from the working class. This can only lead to resentment and resistance.


  The resentment of the Chinese working class to the exploitation that goes hand-in-hand with capitalist development mirrors that of any other capitalist state. It was described earlier (Trotsky 1972, Mann 1973, Smith 2014) how the organisations of the working class are first legitimised and then integrated into the state apparatus. In the case of China, this has taken a notionally different form. The organisations in China have long been part of the state. For Chinese workers to give vent to this resentment, they are forced to move beyond these state-sponsored organisations. This is, however, not all that different when one considers the wide-spread industrial actions of 2019 across much of the Western world. In these cases, the workers also began to bypass their ‘traditional’ institutions.


  The dangers of a potentially revolutionary force, in the form of the working class, are real and always present. Capitalism lives with these dangers and has employed enormous resources over decades to keep a ‘lid’ on things. It is China’s authoritarian form of government that made it such a prize for capitalism. It allowed for quick progress, behind a veritable firewall that kept its workers in check. There have been outbreaks and cracks in that same wall, but Chinese capitalist growth has been, nevertheless, astonishing.


  The two parties to China’s new capitalist enterprise, the Chinese leadership and Western capitalism, both had much to gain from the new arrangements. China was about to jettison its ‘socialist’ baggage and fulfil Deng’s dream of the glory of wealth (at least for some). Capitalism was just possibly going to bail itself out and push through the crisis that so bedevilled it. China was given every support that capitalism can give: good trade deals, abundant capital flows and all the rest. The only problem was that China proved to be too successful. It gave flesh to Marx’s comment at the birth of modern capitalism that, ‘the country that is more developed industrially only shows, to the less developed, the image of its own future’ (Marx 1986b: 19). China saw that future and has embraced it.


  Capitalism, for all its power, seems unable to learn from the past. It is foolish to assume that capitalism can long reside within the borders of a nation-state. Chinese capitalism in a very short space of time began the process of ‘breaking out’ that its mentor states had already accomplished. As its capitalism grew and expanded, then so too did its state seek to facilitate this forward movement. How could it be otherwise? China, by following the very pattern established by the other leading capitalist powers, and especially the United States, soon became not so much an ally and partner, but a rival. Sometimes this can be expressed by economic measures and sometimes in terms of foreign policy.


  Capitalism dwells in a world that is marked by contradiction and crisis. China, for global capitalism and especially for the United States, presents as another contradiction. What began as a potential workshop for the world quickly became a centre for global capitalism and a rising capitalist entity in its own right. US capital flooded China. US corporations set up shop. Chinese capitalist enterprises also grew. Herein lies the contradiction for capitalism. Chinese capitalism is, after all, ultimately capitalism. It grows and breaks free from national borders. It has to. China then quickly became a rival and a threat to other capitalist states. Why anybody is surprised is in itself surprising. Capitalism does what it must do and what it has always done.


  Chinese capitalism – a global player


  Chinese capitalism was boosted in its early post-Mao period by encouragement from advanced capitalist states and by flows of capital into the country. The period from 1984-9 saw FDI into China of $2.3 billion. By 1995-9, that figure had risen to $40.6 billion (Tseng and Zebregs 2002). China was undoubtedly ‘open for business’ and business was open to China. Capital beat a path to China. In a very short space of time, China began to play a prominent role in FDI outflows to the world. In 2018 the total FDI from China had reached a total of $137 billion. While the corresponding figure for the USA was far greater at $342 billion, the trajectory of Chinese development is obvious. The logic of capitalism is there for all to see. From 2005-19, foreign investment by China, in the form of private capital and investment and through state-owned enterprises, had reached a cumulative $2 trillion dollars (American Enterprise Institute 2020). This growth has understandably slowed, due to economic problems that have engulfed the capitalist world and the United States’ efforts at curtailing the rise of Chinese capitalism, but China remains the second largest global economy. This feat has been achieved in an astonishingly short period of time. It does show a mix of state-sponsored and private operations, but again, the overall direction is clear to all.


  The growth of FDI across the globe is, of course, an indication of an increasing integration of global capitalism. Economic activity had traditionally been conducted between individual states representing national forms of capitalism, but increasingly this is taking place between transnational corporations as well as states. In this context, Chinese corporations essentially conform to the pattern. FDI outflows have become the effective means for financing industrial production outside the industrialised states. Brooks and Hill (2003) provide global figures showing the growth of FDI outflows from $53.7 billion in 1980 to $1.2 trillion in 2000. They also indicate that FDI grew at a rate of 500 per cent in the decade from 1990-2000, whereas total global trade grew at less than 200 per cent. While the GFC resulted in a contraction in the rates of growth, the general tendency of integration beyond state controls remains unchanged.


  David Shambaugh (2012) outlines the rise of China’s multinational corporations, showing that 12 companies made it onto Forbes 500 list in 2001 and that just 10 years later a Chinese company had risen to number three on that same list. Shambaugh points out that the bulk of these Chinese enterprises are still state-owned. He uses these figures to show that Chinese capitalism is still not ‘free’. The fact remains that regardless of who is technically in charge, these companies operate within the capitalist world market. What is also of note is that the Forbes Global list of the world’s largest public companies for 2020 has Chinese firms occupying five of the top ten places (Murphy, Tucker, Coyne and Touryalai 2020).


  The momentum of Chinese economic development has an inevitability about it when considered from the perspective of capitalist processes. This is further enhanced when state policy is taken into consideration. As Ping Deng remarks, China ‘will actively encourage its firms to invest overseas in order to sharpen their competitive edge and help make the country a key part of the global economy. This is evident in the speech made by then-President Jiang Zemin at Fortune magazine’s 1999 Shanghai Forum and in the recently initiated “Go Abroad” strategy’ (2004: 15). It certainly has become a ‘key’ part of that global economy.


  An article appeared in the McKinsey Quarterly at the time of the GFC of 2008. It observed that, ‘China’s companies are on the cusp of a major foreign expansion. They have a great potential to reach beyond their home market, but to succeed they must overcome their inexperience’ (Dietze, Orr, King 2008: 8). The article opened with a rather telling comment. ‘Chinese companies are seeking opportunities abroad. They will have to acclimatise to new surroundings – just as the foreign companies that entered China did’ (2008: 1). The McKinsey Quarterly, whose motto seems to say it all, ‘learn fast and prosper’, is geared towards an audience of businessmen and women. Like the economic system it represents, it has no other allegiance but to capital. For them, China in 2008 was an opportunity and certainly not a problem. China, in 2008, was affected by the GFC but far less critically than other competing states.


  It was only in more recent times that a layering of emphasis on the role played by the CCP, the Chinese government and state has come to dominate debate. This coincides with the threat perceptions emanating from the USA, with the continued rise of China, especially through its combination of trade and foreign policy as seen from its ‘Belt and Road Initiative’ that was launched in 2013. The question was asked by China Power (2016), a publication of the Center for Strategic and International Studies, does China dominate global investment? While no definitive answer was offered, the paper did comment that, ‘Overseas investment offers China an opportunity to not just bolster its own economy, but also leverage its economic strength to increase its influence abroad. Driven in part by Beijing’s “Going Global” strategy that encourages investment in foreign markets, Chinese firms have actively expanded their overseas footprint in recent years and explored investment opportunities in a range of sectors’ (China Power 2016).


  This ‘overseas footprint’, that is synonymous with globalised capitalist relations, is the trigger for Chinese growth and a simultaneous trigger for Western concerns. The global market is a finite one. While capitalism owes no allegiance to national borders, nation states remain strong players and exert real power. This is the state of affairs that has accompanied all capitalist growth and national rivalries. China’s wholehearted adoption of capitalism has seen its economy leapfrog others until today it is second only to the United States. In 2019 its GDP stood at more than $14 trillion (IMF 2019). By contrast the GDP of the USA was $21 trillion.


  Marxist theory is consistent in expressing the idea that economics drives social and political responses. It argues that there is an economic base upon which rests political and social institutions. The Chinese economic ‘miracle’ has, with the support of the state, meant that Chinese capitalism has necessarily moved beyond its national borders. Equally inevitably this has meant a changed focus for China relating to issues of foreign policy.


  Foreign policy and Chinese capitalism


  The state does what it must in order to advance capitalist interests at home and abroad. Foreign policy then becomes an expression of capitalist relations. Can this be any different for a state such as China? Foreign policy so often reflects the way a nation views itself as much as how it wishes to be viewed by others. One enduring feature that symbolises China’s development and particularly from the beginning of the last century has been its sense of nationalism. This was, after all, the kernel of Sun Yat-sen’s theory, a theory so thoroughly embraced by the ‘Marxist’ Mao and his heirs. As China moved further away from any pretence at socialism and embraced a capitalist ethos, it combined the twin elements of nationalism and the drive towards globalisation. The fact that these two are intensely contradictory remains and will plague China as it has done all other powerful economies for the last century.


  China’s foreign policy considerations are often portrayed, by other states, in threatening tones. It is hardly surprising, given the intensity of interstate rivalry that exists. For its part, China’s official perspective in relation to foreign policy has been promoted in an eight-point ‘philosophy’. Briefly this states that China will not seek hegemony, will not play power politics or influence other countries’ internal affairs, will treat all states equally, will treat international issues on individual merit, will rely on the United Nations Charter, will advocate for peaceful negotiations to resolve international conflicts, will oppose terrorism and weapons proliferation, and will respect the diversity of civilisation (Washington Times 2007). This is certainly a benign list and more than a few observers might see it as being open to interpretation, but then this is the case for all nation states and their stated aims and objectives regarding national security. Thomas Kane succinctly describes China’s, and for that matter all nation states’, fundamental foreign policy considerations when he says, ‘China, in short, is determined to secure its own independence, and will seek power over all outside entities which could have power over it’ (Kane 2001: 45).


  This fact, of ensuring that power can be exercised and projected, has come to dominate thinking within China and also by its actual and potential adversaries. The Chinese military is enormous and has enormous capacity. It is second only to the United States in its military budget, spending $261 billion in 2019, which was 14 per cent of total global military spending (Tian et al, 2020). An obvious military capacity serves two purposes. On the one hand it signals to the world and its rivals that China is more than capable of defending its ‘interests’ and on the other hand it becomes a powerful internal symbol of strength and prestige for domestic use in fanning the flames of nationalism. Whether that growing military capacity will ever be tested is largely out of China’s immediate control. It is, however, deeply connected with that other and all-too-often interconnected aspect of foreign policy: economic policy. Its connection flows from the simple fact that economic activity underwrites all other social, political and in this case military components of state activity. China’s foreign policy activities are designed to promote China’s position in the world. Its Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) exemplifies this.


  The Xinhua News Agency in 2015 wrote of BRI expressing the view that its aim is to ‘promote orderly and free flow of economic factors, highly efficient allocation of resources and deep integration of markets by enhancing connectivity of Asian, European and African continents and their adjacent seas...It is open to all countries and international and regional organizations for engagement and honors mutual respect and market operation to seek common prosperity’ (Xinhua 2015). The BRI has been the subject of intense debate and criticism from rival economies. The Xinhua statement was surprisingly open in outlining an underlying motivation for the initiative: ‘China will fully leverage the comparative advantages of its various regions and further open up for more interaction and cooperation both at home and internationally’ (Xinhua 2015).


  Two years after that statement, a major international gathering was held in Beijing: the BRI Forum. A statement issued from that meeting stressed that the BRI:



   seeks to expand maritime routes and land infrastructure networks connecting China with Asia, Africa and Europe, boosting trade and economic growth...The initiative...aims to eradicate poverty, create jobs, address the consequences of international financial crises, promote sustainable development, and advance market-based industrial transformation and economic diversification. This is a long-term project which, for years to come, will give China a key role in guiding and supporting cultural, economic, political, and trade developments around the world’ (Belt and Road Initiative Forum 2017).




  Again, China is clear on how it projects its interests and how the initiative would promote those interests. There are obvious economic gains to be made for China and equally obvious is the potential to place itself at the centre of developing world political, social, and economic developments as well as playing a mutually advantageous role in Europe and beyond. This strategy has brought the wrath of the United States and its allies down upon it. The fact of the matter is that China is advancing what it deems to be in its own best interests, economically as well as politically. Chinese officials would be quick to point out that they are acting in China’s ‘national interests’ and this brings us to the core of the friction that is so evident in US-Sino relations.


  Any nation state, in its dealings with the world, ends up echoing sentiments uttered by other nation states. That tricky catchphrase ‘acting in the national interest’ is a case in point. The national interest of one state may very well be at variance with the national interest of another, but that is how things go when dealing with nationalist entities. If it is true, as we were warned so long ago by Samuel Johnson, that patriotism is the last refuge of the scoundrel and, by Oscar Wilde, that patriotism is the virtue of the vicious, then what are we to make of the national interest?


  The problem is that these interests are inevitably ‘sold’ using such benign and inoffensive language. Who can take offence at Xiaodi Ye’s comment that, ‘generally, China’s national interests – which mainly include defending sovereignty and territorial integrity, maintaining internal stability and political rules, sustaining economic growth, and securing China’s status as a great power – have remained fairly consistent over the past few decades’ (Ye 2019: 77)? For its part, the stated national interest of the United States is to protect the homeland, the American people, and the American way of life; promote American prosperity; preserve peace through strength; and advance American influence (White House 2017). Supporters and critics will find plenty to agree with or to rail against in such statements. Pierre Lemieux, writing for the right-wing libertarian organisation the Library of Economics and Liberty, remarks that:



   at worst, the concept of national interest is a tool of tyranny because it justifies imposing the preferences of some individuals on others. Under the excuse of the national interest, protectionist wars and even real wars have been waged, and minorities allegedly not national enough have been oppressed. The national interest is used against both foreigners and fellow citizens (Lemieux 2018).




  None of this makes any of us sleep any easier. Capitalism remains in intense crisis. The very future of the economic system has never been more problematic. This sits alongside the decline of the USA as the undisputed economic hegemon and the rise of China. The two giants seem destined to clash. What happens will determine the future for us all.




  Chapter 8


  The clash of the titans


  Inevitably the nation states of the United States and China must be compared and contrasted. It is important, in doing so, not to damn each equally and, at the same time, not to regard one as being in any way ‘superior’ to the other. It is not about choosing one over the other or throwing up one’s hands and saying there is nothing to choose between them. For many observers, and especially those on the left, there is a tendency to suggest that the USA, as the primary imperialist power on the planet, is by definition the enemy and therefore the enemy of my enemy is my friend. For others it has been a case of portraying China’s rise as the rise of a new imperialist power and therefore a sense of moral equivalence or relativism has crept into the debate. While the argument that China is imperialist has been strongly and persistently presented by many, it is not entirely satisfactory. Where the ‘imperialist’ argument unravels is around the question of intimidation, the threat and actual use of force. For all of its sins, China has not exhibited these questionable traits. This might come to pass at some point in the future, but in the here and now, China’s behaviour on the world stage is very unlike that of the United States. What we do have is an intense rivalry between the two major capitalist states and there can never be room for two leaders.


  Pecking orders decree that there must be both pecker and pecked. Sharing simply does not come into it. While it is a simplistic analogy, it remains a brutal fact of history that a hegemon cannot and will not happily co-exist with other would-be hegemons. The stakes in the farmyard power-play are limited. The stakes in the struggle for global economic and political power know no limits. The global struggle for pecking rights has fallout for just about everyone and not just the protagonists.


  It has been shown that China is, regardless of how some might wish it to be, a capitalist power with all the baggage that goes with that term. At the same time things should never be painted in black or white. China’s road to capitalism has been unique unto itself. The destination is ultimately the same but history, historical moments in time, ideological forces, outside influences all have an impact on that journey. Capitalism has been developing as a global entity for hundreds of years. China’s arrival has been a very recent one and as such is seen by many as having a distinctly ‘Chinese’ appearance. China does exhibit many of the same characteristics as its rival for economic supremacy, the United States, and yet brings its own distinct history and timeframe to bear. The two are the same and yet different. This chapter examines some of the similarities and differences. In doing so, it becomes important to explore the aims and motivations that drive the rival economies and what it is that propels each player along a path that appears to be almost pre-determined.


  The practices of each country, their domestic and foreign policy actions, have already been discussed at some length. It is necessary now to see and appreciate how they play out in real time as each country vies with the other. Some of this has an historical perspective; how China and the USA have traditionally perceived the world and their place in it. By so doing, we are better placed to see how the future is likely to unfold. While the two have similar aims and objectives, the mechanisms by which their goals might be achieved do vary in important ways. The USA has long been a state that projects force, either implicitly or explicitly. It has never shied away from the use of force to gain advantage. China, for its part, has not been incursionary. It is a strong military power and is growing in strength but seems content to use economic levers to achieve its long-term aspirations. This difference will be considered as the chapter unfolds.


  What is abundantly clear is that the future of billions of people is being decided by the clash, figurative and literal, between the USA and China. Pecking orders do not allow for sharing. There can only be one hegemon. This is especially so when the clash takes place between two powers who share the economic vision in the same economic structure. This again brings the discussion back to ideas that were raised earlier. There are those who seek to find some common ground, some shared platform that would allow a peaceful co-existence of the two economic superpowers. Such an approach is not new and reflects theoretical manoeuvres undertaken in the period leading up to WWI. Just as Kautsky’s ‘ultra-imperialism’ thesis was an impossible dream, then so too are the arguments that would see China and the USA ‘play nicely’.


  The day-to-day reality that the world is witness to is one of tension and ever more heightened tension. The USA, in its endeavours to ‘contain’ China, has resorted to military postures through its ‘pivot to Asia’ strategy, to trade wars and further threats of war. Cold War conditions exist but without anything like an ideological cover for those conditions. There is a dangerous degree of pushing and shoving that is being reciprocated. A cold war can so easily escalate into a much warmer affair. Historians have too often fallen back on the trite and fallacious ‘sleepwalking’ description of the path to WWI. It is clear from the vantage point of the present that there is no ‘sleepwalking’ in the dangerous preparations being made for that final showdown between one superpower with a proven track record of belligerent and adventurous use of force and another who sees its ‘interests’ increasingly threatened.


  The two capitalist rivals: the same but different


  There are certain self-evident truths about this twenty-first century. The world is dominated by two rival economic powers, the United States and China. The United States, while remaining in deep denial, is in steady decline. China is not waiting meekly in the wings but is making a grand entrance as the next rising star. The two nations have vastly different historical and ideological backgrounds but remain linked by one identical capitalist ethos. Politically and socially they are poles apart. They are so much the same and yet so different. These two giants inevitably seem set to clash. All manner of plausible reasons have been and will continue to be confected as to why the clash will occur and yet the real overarching reason is so simple. Each desires to bestride the global economy like a latter-day colossus. It is what unites them, and not what separates them, that finally acts as the great point of friction.


  Samuel Huntington (1997) wrote authoritatively on what he described as the clash of civilisations. He based many of his arguments on the premise that, in the post-Cold War era, the fundamental source of conflict would be found not in ideological or political difference, nor around economic questions, but rather through issues that he broadly defined as cultural. So much of the discourse surrounding China and how to deal with it has followed this proposition of Huntington’s. It is the cultural differences, a rather different world view, a specifically Chinese ‘way’ of perceiving history that are promoted by our political leaders and media. By promoting ‘difference’ it is so much easier to vilify and demonise, to discover a reason to be distrustful and to take what are really unnecessary sides. Huntington’s scholarship was vastly significant for decades, but in defining the causes of future conflicts as being predicated on ‘cultural’ difference, he was fundamentally mistaken.


  Graham Alison outlines what he sees as Chinese leader Xi Jinping’s ‘vision’ for China as one that ‘combines prosperity and power...it captures the intense yearning of a billion Chinese: to be rich, to be powerful, and to be respected. Xi exudes supreme confidence that in his lifetime China can realize all three by sustaining its economic miracle, fostering a patriotic citizenry, and bowing to no other power in world affairs’ (Alison 2017: 92). There is, in such a description, a remarkable similarity with how the United States has traditionally seen itself and its place in the world. Alison makes the point that both the United States and China share a sense of exceptionalism. It could hardly be any other way. Much has already been said of the concept of American exceptionalism. The Chinese, while not using the same language, do mirror that same sense of occupying a special place in the world. The promotion of an intensely nationalist world view on the part of both nations has certainly played a role.


  To accept the Huntington thesis that culture separates and has the capacity to heighten the potential for conflict is to deny what appears to be a logical expression of Marxist theory; that despite the uneven rate of development, the end point of capitalist development remains the same. The journey that China has undertaken in the past century has ostensibly been a different one to that undertaken by the USA and yet the leaderships of each nation, regardless of cultural, political or historical differences, appreciate and recognise the motivations and aspirations of the other without recourse to cultural awareness programmes. It is not culture that separates these two giants. What drives them apart, what makes enemies of the two, are the very similarities of economic aspiration. Those aspirations drive political and foreign policy agendas.


  The perception that each nation has about their role in the world impels one state to seek to maintain supremacy and the other to assume supremacy. This is perhaps crudely put but the fact remains that the strength of each economy, relative to the other, is what is motivating foreign policy and, worryingly, military doctrine. Statistics can so often be manipulated or interpreted to suit particular needs, but in May 2020 the International Comparison Program (ICP), a statistical organisation partnered by many financial institutions and guided by the World Bank, announced that at least technically China has overtaken the USA as a financial and economic power. Jeffrey Frenkel (2020) writes that, ‘for the first time, the ICP finds that China’s total real (inflation-adjusted) income is slightly larger than that of the USA. In purchasing power parity terms China’s 2017 GDP was $196.617 trillion, whereas the US’s stood at $19.519 trillion’ (Frenkel 2020). GDP figures can be misleading and especially when population differentials are considered, but it is a statistic that appears to be behind at least some of the United States’ posturing and trade war policies in the most recent past.


  If, then, the causes of friction are economic, what is to be done? The simple answer, given the driving compulsion of capitalist power, is very little. The ‘game’ that is being played has only one rule and that is win, by whatever means. Winning is all and there is no ‘runner-up’ prize. China may maintain a degree of state control of its economy. It may be an authoritarian regime and a one-party state, but this does not fundamentally alter the fact that Chinese capitalism is, at the end of the day, simply capitalism. The United States might allow for internal criticism and be a more ‘open’ society, but the real differences between these two players is in how each manoeuvres its pieces on the board.


  Aims and motivations and practices of each


  What the United States and China want from this most dangerous game is abundantly clear. Economic and political power, the ability to frame international policy to its perceived advantage, to manipulate other economies and to bask in the sunshine and glory of something very much akin to ‘empire’. Such are the prizes that motivate each of the players. And ironically, while this goes on, global capitalism continues to do what it has been doing all along. It integrates, crosses and denies borders, eschews nationalities and gets on with the business in hand. This remains the great contradiction that faces the world. On the one hand is the power of an international capitalist reality that exists beyond the nation-state and on the other a nation-state system of governance that administers capitalism.


  The aims and motivations of China and the United States remain clear. In many ways they are virtually indistinguishable, one from the other. One state aims to remain the recognised economic superpower. The other aims to become that superpower. It is not ego that drives them. It is not a mission with a view to achieving a place in history. The motivation lies in a rather different direction. It is best understood if considered alongside the logic of a Marxist view of the world and of its development. The state, the economy and capitalist development are intrinsically connected. Marxist theory is clear in its assertion that the economy acts as a base upon which the various institutions of the state rest. The economy maintains a position of primacy. China and the United States in their strivings to assume a dominant position confirm this theoretical perspective.


  The economy drives social activity. The state acts to support the development of the economic base. Marx and Engels, in The German Ideology (1964: 36), outlined how the state evolves in a manner that reflects different social, political and economic necessities. Bob Jessop (1990: 39), writing a century and a half later, echoes that view, commenting that shifts in state intervention in an economy are determined by historical and economic necessities. This is most clearly observed in times of economic crisis and, as is the case with China, when the economic structures are being fast-tracked. Ultimately it is a simple case of the state advantaging class and capitalist interests. While this has been broadly discussed, Chris Harman’s (1991) critique of the relationship between state and capital, or more precisely the role of the state in assisting the development of capitalism, remains pertinent.


  While the aims and aspirations of the contending global giants essentially remain in concert, it is in the practices of the two states that differences emerge. It is hardly contentious to say that the United States’ economic and associated foreign policy actions have been rather ‘muscular’.


  Thomas Lum et al (2008) observe that ‘economics and diplomacy are the central, mutually reinforcing components of China’s growing soft power...Trade, investment, and aid, particularly that which involves gaining access to raw materials for China’s development, are behind much of the PRC’s recent inroads throughout the developing world’ (2008: 2). The document then goes on to describe how the United States and China:



   share the same vital national interests of security and prosperity, although each has a particular additional interest, and each defines its interests somewhat differently. Each seeks freedom from fear and want and to preserve its territorial integrity. For the United States, its particular interest lies in value preservation and projection of those values. Many Americans view the spread of democracy and free markets as enhancing national security and often seek improvements in human rights as part of their negotiating goals. China has a particular existential interest in regime preservation or the survival of the Chinese Communist Party as the sole ruler of China. This dovetails back into the Chinese vital interest of economic prosperity (Lum et al 2008: 6).




  This work is part of a report for the US Congress. What becomes increasingly evident as the report unfolds is the acknowledgement of important differences in approach. ‘The tool kit of US hard and soft power includes the military, diplomacy, and culture’ (2008: 16). The authors place these ‘tools’ in order and it is hardly surprising that the military sits at the top of the list.


  Lum and his associates completed their report in 2008. The following decade was an enormously busy one and one packed with developments, none of which boded well for the world. In 2012 US president Obama announced his ‘pivot to Asia’ strategy as a means to ‘contain’ China. In 2014 China began its programme to build artificial islands in the South China Sea. The United States, largely as a result of its foreign policy adventures in the Middle East under the guise of a ‘war on terror’, continued to become estranged from many states. It’s spending on foreign aid typically stands at about 1 per cent of its total budget. This ‘largesse’ has not always been without strings being firmly attached. By contrast its spending on the military has been between 15-30 per cent of the total budget of the country (Hedges 2003). China’s military budget is the second highest after the USA but military spending, as a percentage of its total budget, is much lower. Its foreign aid budget is also lower in dollar figures. Then there is the much vaunted and equally criticised BRI that is injecting vast amounts of money into overseas projects. This is not without rather similar sorts of strings that tied earlier US aid packages.


  Many critics of Chinese economic and foreign policy in recent years have pointed to a desire on the part of the Chinese government to exert influence on other states. There is doubtless much truth in this, and it tends to reflect a similar set of behaviours exhibited by the USA over the past century. There is, however, a none-too-subtle difference in the manner that China has gone about its task. The United States’ track record when it comes to foreign military interventions is in quite a different league. The military – force projection, threat and repeated use of military power to gain advantage – puts the United States into a clearly defined position of imperialist power par excellence. This is simply not the case with China. What might occur over time remains to be seen but without the benefit of the seer’s eye, the facts seem to indicate that China is far less threatening to world peace.


  The busy decade since Thomas Lum’s Report to Congress has seen a much harsher interaction between these two capitalist giants. Where once, optimistic voices were being raised that cooperation between the rising and falling players could be an option, there is today a stark reality that we are witnessing the beginnings of a winner-take-all process. Even so, there are still those who wish to see the two ‘play nicely’.


  Co-operation or confrontation


  Marcus Noland, of the Peterson Institute for International Economics (PIIE), wrote in 1996 that maintaining and promoting good relations between China and the USA was crucial to the well-being of the world economy. He was hopeful that the potential admission of China into the WTO would assist in this process because, as he remarked, ‘trade disputes between China and the USA are resolved almost exclusively in public, acrimonious bilateral negotiations’ (Noland 1996). Just 5 years later China did become a member of the WTO. The acrimony that he described has, if anything, become worse.


  Worsening relationships between the two giants bodes ill for the global economy. It is with such an appreciation that the Center for Strategic and International Studies (CSIS) released its Parallel Perspectives on the Global Economic Order: A US-China Essay Collection in 2017. In that collection, William Reinsch recommends, among other things, that all should acknowledge and accept the role that China has to play in global leadership and that disputes and differences between China and the USA be resolved in multilateral settings. He concludes with the desire that ‘the two countries work harder to address their particular grievances in order to ensure that the political concerns do not grow and take control of the policy process’ (Reinsch 2017: 45). Regardless of the wishes and recommendations of highly regarded institutions like the CSIS and others, political concerns have continued to grow, with the policy process becoming ensnared in a spiral that threatens us all.


  What appears to be happening, despite the very best of advice, is a process that has long been the subject of Marxist theoretical writings. At the beginning of the last century the world economy and its major players were moving towards a clash based on economic issues and control of global markets. Many hoped and presented most plausible arguments for a theoretical position that saw these major economic powers coexisting in relative harmony. The theory was briefly introduced earlier in this discussion. It was Karl Kautsky’s theory of ‘ultra-imperialism’. Kautsky (1914), in the period immediately before WWI, suggested that what would happen after the war would be that the capitalist states would come together to reorganise the world into a far more cooperative system, not altogether unlike the idea of a massive cartel. The world would be peacefully divided, war and conflict would disappear and everything in the economic garden would be rosy.


  While the Kautsky thesis was quickly proven by history to be false, it is a recurring hope that what is inevitable might be swept aside and that a rosy future might yet dawn. It remains a truth, albeit an often-uncomfortable truth, that economic realities drive social, political and military responses. At the same time economic power is achieved and maintained by political and increasingly by military means. This all runs in parallel with the inevitability of the state supporting the development of capitalist relations abroad. The potential difficulties become immediately apparent.


  These very real concerns re-focus the attention of many to ways and means of making things right and stable. At one end of the spectrum is the perspective of John Mearsheimer (2003), whose argument remains that every passing of the baton from one power to another has led and will always lead to war. While this has a decided air of truth to it, there are many who wish it to be otherwise, without fundamentally altering the mechanisms and the economic structures that lead to Mearsheimer’s brutal conclusions. Hugh White (2014) has addressed himself to the question of what to do about China’s rise and how to accommodate what is, in reality, almost a fait accompli. White argues that such an ‘inevitable’ outcome as described by Mearsheimer, is to ‘underestimate people’s ability to recognise their own best interests, and to compromise and cooperate with others to promote them’ (White 2012: 126). White appreciates the dangers the world faces in the rivalry between the USA and China. His prescription to resolve the looming crisis is to ‘share’ the spoils. ‘The best way for America to respond to China’s growing power is to agree with China to share the leadership of Asia...a new world order in which China’s authority and influence grows enough to satisfy the Chinese, and America’s role remains large enough to ensure that China’s power is not misused’ (White 2012: 126).


  Hugh White’s wish has not been realised. Since the publication of his book, The China Choice: why we should share power in 2012, any possibility for power sharing possibilities have receded. Power, in the immediate thinking of many, is synonymous with political power or the projection of military might. States are seen as threats by other states and are presented as such. What underlies all of this is, of course, economic power and the domination of capital and it is ultimately this coming together of state and capital that promotes threat and counter threat, be it real or perceived.


  If economic issues become obscured from the thoughts and considerations of scholars, then the class nature of the states that play such pivotal roles is even less visible. There is an assumption that the rule of capital is an immutable one. It is at the heart of John Mearsheimer’s theory. Power, in such a ‘classless’ view of the world, is played out solely by states. The strong devour the weak and the state remains somehow a hermetically sealed unit with one will and one consciousness. What remains an unstated, unobserved and ignored fact is that each capitalist state is comprised of antagonistic classes. There is always the possibility, and that possibility can easily become a probability, that the hidden class nature of these states might just change the whole course of events. It is a reality that must remain beyond the level of conscious thought for those who seek economic, social, political and military power. And while this fact remains masked from view, the struggle for supremacy goes on. The reports produced by organisations like the PIIE or CSIS, among so many, from just a decade or two ago, all shared a desire that the economic superpowers might be able to understand each other. To put it crudely, they hoped that the US and China might ‘play nicely’. Those hopes have been dashed. Today we live in the shadow of trade wars and worse. The times are dangerous ones.


  What might happen?


  So if there is little or no possibility that the USA and China are likely to ‘share’ the world and if each is being driven to either maintain a position of total dominance or assume such a position, then what does the future hold? Already there is the reality of a trade war with a very real possibility that it will not merely continue but intensify. The difficulties that this poses to a global economy that is already looking exceedingly fragile must be keeping many a capitalist awake at night and apprehensive during the day.


  If John Mearsheimer’s take on things is true, then we can expect a war between the two great economic powers. It is, in his estimation, unavoidable. While he would not thank anybody for saying so, he has more than a little in common with some notable Marxists. Vladimir Lenin, in replying to Kautsky’s ‘ultra-imperialism’ thesis argued that any alliance between the great powers was little more than a truce that would lay the groundwork for future wars that would seek to resolve the problem of hegemony (Lenin 1977: 724).


  A number of possible broad scenarios present themselves as we look to the future of the rivalry between the two powers. The USA may forestall the rise of China through trade war, military threat and through a grand coalition of allied economies. The USA may continue to weaken its international ascendancy, continue its economic slide and become more demoralised domestically due to internal ruptures and economic dislocations, thereby forfeiting its position of dominance. China might continue to rise and make profitable use of its abundant soft power capabilities, thereby rendering it less vulnerable to economic attacks from the USA. Economic dislocations not directly related to US pressure might seriously weaken China’s capacity for continued rapid growth. Political unrest, the class nature of society, both in China and the USA, might effectively make all of the above scenarios inaccurate. There may be peace, or war, but the status quo is unlikely to be maintained for long. Each of these scenarios deserve brief attention.


  The first of these, the ‘containment’ approach, has been given much rein in recent years. Then US president Barack Obama first gave substantial voice to America’s desire in this regard with his ‘pivot to Asia’ strategy. Georg Loffmann (2016) describes its overall intent as an attempt to maintain American hegemony through a combination of cooperative engagement and restraint. This strategy was understandably seen as a threat by China. The USA pledged to shift the great majority of its military capacity to the Indo-Pacific region. This rather provocative measure was seen to be in tandem with the US-sponsored economic-based Trans-Pacific Partnership that included the majority of economies in the region with the notable exception of China. Military threat combined with ‘grand alliance’ economic pressures failed to deliver the desired results. Trade war policies became the tactic of choice for the Trump administration. It is a strategy that is fraught with economic danger to both sides and to other nations caught in the crossfire as economic nationalism is engendered.


  This potential for economic and political fallout for third parties is all too real. The situation for Australia is a case in point. A fierce debate has been underway concerning how best to ‘deal’ with China. Australia’s economic security lies with China as its biggest trading partner, but this relationship is seriously being undermined in the relentless US campaign against China. US Republican Senator Rick Scott, of the Homeland Security and Armed Services Senate Committee, in 2020 bluntly demanded that Australia should more actively unite with America in its new cold war against China. The Covid-19 pandemic had already seen Chinese students unable to resume studies in Australia or for those still in that country, queue for food parcels because Australia had left them unable to earn money to support their studies. Education is a multi-billion dollar industry in Australia. Beijing has warned its students to be wary about studying in Australia. Other trade war actions had earlier been announced. This is but one example from one country that is being adversely affected by US foreign policy decisions that have the unrealisable aim of ‘rescuing’ the US economy and hegemonic position.


  The failures on the part of the USA to stem the flow of economic decline present, in the thoughts of some, the chance of a continued slide, possibly leading to an American ‘forfeiture’ of hegemony remains. The continued decline of US economic power is hardly a controversial premise. Robert Gordon in The Rise and Fall of American Growth (2016) describes how the USA has entered a period of permanent stagnation that has led to growing social inequality and poverty. The post-war growth period, the ‘golden age’, was in Gordon’s estimation an aberration. However, the power and influence that the United States still wields is such that its decline, although terminal and while continuing to gather pace, will be a protracted affair. In any case, there is little evidence to suggest that the American ruling class will leave the field easily or voluntarily.


  Much of the discourse on China’s rise to dominance has been predicated on its potential for continued unhindered rise. The rise has continued despite some rather significant events. Its economy has been struggling, it has faced a serious backlash from the USA and the global economy has been such that no state has avoided the repercussions and the onset of the global pandemic of 2020. Before the worst of these crises affected it, China was being seen as the almost inevitable leader in global economic terms and for this to be achieved in a very short time. Arvind Subramanian (2011) confidently stated that this would be a fact by 2030. ‘Broadly speaking, economic dominance is the ability of a state to use economic means to get other countries to do what it wants or to prevent them from forcing it to do what it does not want’ (Subramanian 2011: 67). Things were certainly moving in that direction. The USA began to react to this, and the other crises of economy began to assert themselves. The optimistic timeline for Chinese ascendancy might be reconfigured, but there seems little to suggest that its rise will be hindered by outside influences. The economy may stall, as it appears to be doing, but the general trajectory would still seem to be evident.


  The global economy is in dire straits and only the more starry-eyed of optimists would envisage anything like a return to ‘better’ days in either the short or long term. Something akin to stability that registers an economic pulse but little else is probably the best that can be hoped for. Given such a reality then it is correct to assume that China’s economic growth will stall, just as it has been slowing for the past few years. This, of itself, does not mean that its journey to economic ascendancy will falter. The reason is really very simple and is not an indication of a superiority in ideas, strategies or even will on the part of the Chinese government, state and capital. On the contrary, there is no shortage of will. The Chinese economy will continue to struggle, but there is still forward momentum, a momentum that its adversary, the USA, does not enjoy, and nor has it enjoyed for quite some time. Economic malaise will continue to hurt both players. This, and the growing inequality and injustice invoked by capitalism in crisis, might have consequences for both the United States and China.


  The very idea that economic progress for China, or the capacity for the United States to re-establish equilibrium and recapture the economic high ground, could not only be disrupted but threatened by working-class response to growing social inequality would have sounded absurd just a few short years ago. Events stemming from a deep-rooted crisis in capitalism that spilled over into global protests and strike activities in 2019 make such a scenario a little less fantastic. Wealth is accumulating into fewer and fewer hands. The working class is slowly beginning to realise that it has something in common with the working class internationally and less with the ruling class nationally. Capital continues to integrate on a global scale and yet nation-state political structures have become increasingly nationalistic and inward looking. The potential for serious dislocations in both China and the USA cannot be discounted. However, given the authoritarian nature of China and the growing sense of authoritarianism that is being seen in the USA, a working class-led crisis might not be an immediate threat. This leaves just one possible threat: the threat of war.


  Mearsheimer’s predictions of a paradigm shift through war look increasingly to be the most logical option for the powers involved. We have disturbing bits and pieces of evidence upon which to draw this conclusion. There is the production and now deployment of low yield nuclear weapons being undertaken by the US military. There is the stated US military doctrine of a shift away from the ‘war on terror’ and a renewed focus on preparing to confront global ‘great power’ rivalries. There is the ‘doomsday’ clock of the Bulletin of Atomic scientists with the hands now closer to midnight than at any other time in history. One side in this potential conflict is doing a lot of pushing. The other seems more than willing to shove back. Much might be dismissed as the normal ‘huffing and puffing’ that goes with such rivalries, but the stakes are increasingly high in this Cold War without ideology.


  War and Peace


  If John Mearsheimer’s portrayal of the future were in another age, then it would be bleak, but the bulk of humanity might get to live their lives relatively untouched by the events of history. Wars, however, have become more and more disastrous for the innocent millions and hundreds of millions. This time around we are looking at something far more threatening and fearful and presented to us in language that is at once Orwellian while simultaneously cold and clinical. A headline in Foreign Affairs magazine cut very much to the chase. The magazine devoted an entire issue to the question of nuclear conflict. The article in question is titled: ‘If You Want Peace, Prepare for Nuclear War: a strategy for the new great-power rivalry’ (Colby 2018). It would be nice to think that Elbridge Colby was offering us a warning to pull back from some apocalyptic abyss, but that was not his intent. Colby, incidentally, was one of the principal authors of a paper published by the Pentagon earlier in the same year that explained that the ‘war on terror’ was effectively over and that the US military was recommitting to the concept of great-power competition and confrontation.


  The US-inspired trade war is pushing the world towards a new cold war. The Cold War was, of course, framed by ideology. Any new versions are less ideological and more economic in nature. The stakes remain high and especially so given the fragility of the global economy and America’s place in that global economy. Interestingly, Colby’s article appeared just days before the USA announced that it would be withdrawing from the Intermediate-Range Nuclear Forces Treaty that prohibited Washington and Moscow from developing short and medium-range missiles. Increasingly it would appear that the unthinkable is being thought and given consideration.


  The new thinking, as articulated by Colby, acknowledges that the ‘risks of nuclear brinkmanship may be enormous, but so is the payoff from gaining a nuclear advantage over an opponent’ (Colby 2018: 29). To make sure that nobody was uncertain, he went on to argue the point that a future confrontation could easily include the use of nuclear weapons. People like Elbridge Colby do not dwell in a world of conspiracy theorists. They devise policy and advise the leaders of the world’s most powerful arsenal. Given the size and destructive power of the two nations, it is of no great purpose to run comparisons. Some statistics are, just the same, of interest. The United States has over 5000 nuclear warheads at its disposal (this does not include the low yield weapons on the production at present). China has 250 such warheads. The Chinese military is numerically greater (2 million as opposed to 1.35 million). The relative firepower of their respective conventional armies is not entirely clear, but each is certainly lethal.


  Vast resources, human and materiel, are expended by each state with the same ultimate purpose. That purpose for one state is to ensure it remains the unchallengeable power on the planet and for the other, to both defend its place and to make sure that a new world order will dawn with it as that one unconquerable power. Why are these states risking annihilation, and why are they willing to expend so much wealth, inevitably at the expense of the welfare of their own people? It is to ensure that their power remains, and that the world remains a suitable set of markets for ‘their’ capitalism. It is this thinking that drove nations to war and is so very likely to drive nations once more to war. It also reflects a huge contradiction that has marked capitalist development for more than a century. It is the contradiction between a globalised and globalising economy and a powerful set of nation states.


  What is taking place in the rivalry between the USA and China has a disturbing echo from developments that shaped the world at the turn of the twentieth century. There had been an intensification of globalisation of the world capitalist economy which found a reaction in a rise in nationalist response. The ultimately vain attempt to resolve this contradiction, between a globalising and increasingly integrated capitalism and the power of individual nation states, led inevitably to the carnage of WWI. The march of globalisation was briefly halted by the intense nationalism and economic nationalism that ensued, but it was but a brief delay. Today, the very same conditions are in evidence and the same, equally vain attempts to maintain power and influence are being played out.


  There is, however, a fundamental difference this time around. In the lead up to 1914 the prize was there for all to see. Global influence, access to markets and the possibility to develop new capitalist enterprises and an almost endless supply of labour to secure an almost endless supply of profits. The prize, as insane as that now seems, was deemed to be worth the risk of war.


  The situation is very different in the twenty-first century. The contradiction is the same, but the prize is a far more dubious one. Capitalism has always been riven by crisis, but that crisis has reached a point that can only be described as existential. Capitalism has reached into every corner of the world. Markets are more and more developed. The drive for cheap labour resources goes on but with each wave of capitalist penetration, another contradiction, between labour and capital, intensifies. Compounding the problem is the destruction that capitalism has wrought on the planet. Climate change and capitalism can never be reconciled. Pandemics, unlike the wild assertions of some politicians, are not ‘once in a century’ phenomena but are linked to climate change. The prize, then, is a dubious one. The winner will quite probably take all, but the ‘all’ might include a global economy that has no more elasticity, an earth scarred from war, a hostile planet devastated by climate disruption and the ever-present threat of deadly pandemics.




  Chapter 9


  Capitalism’s long road to...where?


  Ever since it first made its appearance there have been critiques of capitalism. There are just two sides, two arguments. Capitalism is either a wealth-creating system that brings people out of poverty, promotes democratic values and offers a chance for all to survive and thrive, or it is an exploitative, all-devouring system that enriches the few at the expense of the many. The pro-capitalist argument is more and more difficult to sustain. The anti-capitalist argument has often been derided. After all the state supports capitalism and the state includes all of the instruments that can persuade and mould opinion.


  Chief among the anti-capitalist critiques is that of Marxism. It has been criticising capitalism in an organised fashion since the middle of the nineteenth century. Today there is a plethora of Marxist critiques and each vie with the other for space in the arena where the battle of ideas is contested. This hardly helps to clarify an anti-capitalist perspective. Capitalism, for its part, appears to have weathered all the storms, and there have been more than a few storms. In the eyes of so many, capitalism has become an almost immutable thing. ‘There was capitalism, there is capitalism and there will be capitalism.’ Marxists have been foreseeing the end of capitalism now for a very long time.


  The premise upon which the end of capitalism claim is made by Marxists is essentially based on the theoretical concept known as historical materialism. This was given some scope earlier in this book and was used to promote the idea of Marxism as a science. It is hardly necessary to expand on that earlier exposition, but it is worth remembering that our present economic formation is but one in a series and that there is no rational or convincing argument to suggest that capitalism is in any way immortal. Capitalism, as we understand it, became the dominant force only in the eighteenth century. In historical terms this is a very short span of time. To say that we are witnessing what are the final stages of this all-encompassing economic system needs more than a little justification.


  This chapter goes some small way in supporting that claim. It does so by following some interconnected issues that affect capitalism. It is a simple and undeniable fact that capitalism is in crisis, but then it has always been in crisis. Crisis is what has motivated it to develop and to expand. Things are quite different today. The period between each cycle of crisis is becoming shorter. The system never quite recovers before the next crisis hits. Crisis is all part of the set of contradictions that capitalism is forced to confront on a daily basis. Some of these contradictions and the increasingly sharp nature of them are also examined.


  A feature of capitalist reality is its need to expand. This has propelled it from a localised set of relationships, to national and then global connections. Along the way the small have been eliminated by the large, the weak by the strong, and the globe, as a marketplace, has shrunk. Today there is virtually nowhere left for capital to explore, to consume, to exploit. It is what impels the USA to seek total submission from rivals and which compels China to seek to displace America. There is nothing personal in this acrimonious approach. It is simply how things are.


  Such a realisation brings the discussion to a central plank of Marxist theory: the idea of historical formations expanding and being overtaken by new and more efficient formations. This case has already been argued but warrants another examination as it seems that capitalism’s possibility for forward movement is very nearly at an end. The ramifications for us all in such a scenario need to be acknowledged. There is extraordinary wealth on the planet, but insecurity, poverty, inequality and anxiety are features of daily life for billions of people. There appears to be no possible chance that capitalism, or capitalist states, can reverse these trends. If that were not enough, the destructive nature of capitalist expansion has put the very survival of the planet at risk.


  Such is the prize that the two capitalist giants strive to gain. The chapter brings this into focus. Nothing short of a fundamental re-ordering of society can clean up the mess in which the world finds itself. Too many Marxists have glibly set out a prescriptive formula for the future. The future is bleak but there is no magic wand that can be waved to take away the pain. There is one simple point that needs to be borne in mind. There can be no continuation of the present. That can only end badly. Time is running out for capitalism and those seeking the prize of power in this capitalist dystopia will be left holding a poisoned chalice.


  A world of contradictions and crisis


  The battle for the prize of being the leading power in the capitalist world would be worth waging if the contradictions that bedevil capitalism could be overcome. For the last couple of centuries, capitalist development has been achieved not by resolving these contradictions and crises but by forestalling them, by dodging them and hoping for the best. There was a certain elasticity to this development but there can only be so much stretch. The contradiction between the growth of a globalised capitalism and the need for a strong nation-state has already been discussed, but equally pressing are the intense points of conflict that include a general tendency for profit levels to fall, the growth of an almost inevitably antagonistic working class, the concentration of wealth into fewer hands, and the spectacular rise in importance of finance capitalism. These are all linked, all pose existential problems for the economic system and none of them are able to be resolved.


  Estaban Maito (2014), in a study of 14 capitalist economies over time, points to the fact that there has been a general global reduction in the overall rate of profit. This has been a telling factor in the increased speed of globalisation from the 1970s. New markets and new centres of production with lower-cost wage regimes were necessary. It was a major consideration in the courting of China, by the West and especially the USA, in the 1970s. This imperative led to capital flows from the developed states to the developing economies and as new centres of production were established then so too did a massive growth of an industrial working class occur (Harman 1999, Silver 2006). A growing working class can so easily see a replication of many of the problems that necessitated the move to developing states in the first place. When organised workforces begin to make economic demands then profits again begin to slide.


  Capitalism also inevitably results in the accumulation of wealth into fewer and fewer hands, which hardly makes for a secure or content population. The people experience, on a daily basis, the growth of inequality that pervades and diminishes their lives. There are few more telling statistics than those offered by successive Oxfam reports (2014, 2016, 2019) showing the concentration of capital into increasingly fewer hands, while poverty and insecurity continue to grow exponentially. This brings us to the financialisation of capital, which has become the hallmark of economic development in the past several decades, but which has assumed a remarkable pace in the most recent history.


  Costas Lapavitsas (2009: 142-6) focuses on finance capitalism in describing crisis points in capitalism. He describes the significance of financialisation in tracing the trajectory of the current problems that confront capitalism. Richard Peet outlines the significance of finance capitalism in the twenty-first century, arguing that:



   The main difference between Hilferding’s [an Austrian Marxist and theoretician of the early nineteenth century] finance capital and today’s global finance capitalism is a greater abstraction of capital from its original productive base, the faster speed at which money moves across wider spaces into more places, the level, intensity and frequency of crises that take financial rather than productive forms, and the spread of speculation and gambling into every sphere of life (2009: 245).




  The fact that economic progress is being viewed through the lens of the stock exchange immediately validates this argument. Neither the threat of global climate catastrophe, nor global pandemics seem to hinder the work of the market. Some of the ‘best’ days recorded in recent times on Wall Street have coincided with some of the worst for the people.


  The problems facing capitalism are intensifying. The profits that are being amassed are being amassed by individuals and private corporations who owe no allegiance to any national state. This simple fact has serious implications for the ‘race’ that is underway between the two major powers. The private nature of capitalist accumulation rarely advantages the nation-state that at best is a nominal home to that individual capitalist or corporation. This problem, alongside the others just listed, are not new for capitalism or the state. They are issues that have haunted capital from its inception and have been the triggers for growth, outward movement and expansion. The flight from the ‘spectre’ that these crisis points represent has traditionally meant growth in capitalist development. Expansion into new markets, the opening up of entire continents, first to produce raw materials and then to become centres of production. It had to be. There was never an escape from those same problems, contradictions and crises.


  The attempt to escape the inescapable has led to imperialism, to war, to revolt and revolution. The fact always remained that each of the points of crisis, each of the contradictions facing capitalism and its state were impossible to resolve. But by the same token, there has been nowhere for capitalism to go but forward, to expand to fill the available space. That space has now been filled and filled to overflowing. It presents a new and even more chilling dilemma for capitalism. If growth is essential and it so clearly is, then how to achieve it when it seems that all avenues for growth have been exhausted?


  When the stakes are survival


  The fact that capitalism has nowhere to go and no room to grow is hardly a secret. States and individual capitalist concerns are equally aware of this. The necessity of movement and growth is after all what makes capitalism special. Capital, as described earlier, exists in three connected forms that have always operated as a cycle: money capital, productive capital and commodity capital. The initial money capital is used to produce goods which become commodities and finally, upon sale, become increased money capital. It has been a cycle that has been repeating since capitalism first developed.


  It is also worth remembering that until quite recently production essentially took place within national borders, with the goods produced both for the domestic market and export. Workers moved to where capital existed. Today the reverse is the norm as capital moves to where the lowest-wage regime can be found. This quest for the most fruitful places to do business has meant greater competition between the major capitalist players and has led to some of the more obvious points of friction between the USA and China.


  While the drive for profits has led to a scouring of the earth for new sources of labour to produce the goods to keep the wheels of capital turning, it has meant the destruction of manufacturing in the original traditional centres of production.


  Since the 1970s there have been massive dislocations and the loss of industry and jobs across the developed economies. Job losses in manufacturing in OECD countries have been devastating. The USA recorded a cut of 25 per cent of all manufacturing jobs as a result of the global push to maintain profitability (Bernard 2009). These figures further underwrite Beverley Silver’s (2006: 3-23) analysis that the quest for profitability, and the consequent flow of capital, builds working-class movements in developing states. Dirk Pilat et al (2006), in describing the changing nature of manufacturing in OECD economies, note that manufacturing has become more clearly integrated at the global level.


  Capitalism’s relentless globalisation and the dislocation that accompanies it is intrinsically linked to its striving to maintain profitability in the face of constant threats of falling rates of profit. Empirical evidence indicates a growing degree of inequality, alongside a contraction of profit rates over time (Basu and Manolakos 2010). The crisis in which capitalism finds itself is dire. Is it possible for capitalism to break free from this seemingly all-encompassing straitjacket? Throughout its turbulent history, capitalism has been portrayed as being resilient and innovative. Has it reached the end of the road? There are few options that remain, short of war. The increasing trend towards authoritarian rule would seem to be another.


  Capitalist economies are only able to exist while-so-ever they grow. It is abundantly clear that this is becoming more difficult, given the ‘shrinking’ global marketplace and the strained relationships between leading capitalist states. When capitalism first made its appearance as a ruling idea, it was met with opposition from those whose labour provided the profits. The relationship between capital and labour has traditionally been antagonistic. The state quickly came to realise that any on-going and open struggle between the opposing classes would end badly for capital. Open, flagrant and brutal oppression could not be countenanced as a long-term strategy. To this end, the organisations of the working class were progressively co-opted into the state and became legitimate institutions of the state. As capitalism spread beyond national borders, profitability was, at least for a time, relatively secure and the domestic working class was able to be convinced that its interests and those of the ruling class were in accord. As the expansion of capitalism is ultimately limited, new ways of extracting profits need to be considered. In this sense the wheel has turned and increasingly profits are being derived from increasing exploitation aided and abetted by the state and its institutions. This has meant for the state, introducing policies of austerity and dismantling welfare state mechanisms. Understandably these policies have not been met with acclaim from those most adversely affected. Authoritarian forms of rule are, therefore, almost inevitable, given the crisis within which capitalism now dwells.


  Actions by some states and representatives of states have been described as fascist. It is one of those pejoratives that are freely and wildly thrown about. It had become almost a running joke on the left. Anyone you disapprove of could be dismissed as a ‘fascist’. The time for jokes is now past. There is a sense that the tide of authoritarianism has a very real fascistic tendency about it. Peter Sinclair, writing in 1976, described a pathway from authoritarian populism to incipient fascism and from there to fascism (1976: 102-5). He is not alone in such a consideration. Samir Amin (2014) writes of a fascist ‘choice’ that capitalism adopts in managing capitalist society in crisis and of how the economy is ‘managed’ through the institution of fascism.


  That series of steps, from the development of populist movements, to authoritarian regimes, to incipient fascism, to the establishment of fascist regimes is decidedly possible. At the same time, it needs to be borne in mind that fascism is a political manifestation of an economic crisis. It does not appear of itself but is a response to a very real set of political and economic considerations. Fascism enjoyed wide-spread political support in earlier times. The economic realities had seen the middle class lose privilege and be ‘cast down’ to join the ranks of the working class. The working class were also becoming less and less secure. Conditions demanded radical change. The ruling class, under such conditions, actively manipulated discontent. After all, the survival of capitalism was at stake.


  Unless dramatic changes take place, such a progression becomes possible again. It is not that individual political figures, or even governments, have been secretly harbouring such desires, although there might well be such examples. Any move to such a political perspective is determined by economic factors. The simple and undeniable fact of the matter is that capitalism is in a state of crisis that is irresolvable.


  Capitalism is like that shark that just must keep moving. To stop means to die. Crisis confronts our economic system on all sides. All the old ways of seeking to overcome crisis and to side-step contradictions have been exhausted. Capitalism and by definition the state is compelled to continue what is rapidly becoming a dance of death. Countless millions of lives are being imperilled as poverty, insecurity and anxiety confront people in the developed and developing worlds alike. It is one more piece of evidence to suggest that capitalism has nowhere to go.


  A future of poverty, insecurity and anxiety


  Capitalism cannot realistically expect to continue to expand by ‘conquering’ new markets, new sources of raw materials and creating new centres of production. In an attempt to maintain profit levels and to amass further profits, capitalism has been forced to turn its attention to the working class to extract a little more than its ‘pound of flesh’. In this it has been supported by the state and the various institutions of control, both national and international. While ever smaller numbers of individuals have grown wealthier, the working people and entire states have become stretched and impoverished. Debt stalks individuals and nation states alike. Relief packages from the IMF are delivered but policies of intense austerity are enforced which exacerbates the growing feelings of fear and anxiety among the populations of those debt-laden states. There are no optimistic signs on the horizon. Inequality and insecurity are not isolated to this or that country. Developed or developing nations alike share this same precarious existence.


  The disintegration of what was once a given, that things would slowly improve, is now a fact of life. The collapse is happening at an astonishing pace. Figures and statistics concerning the growth of inequality and the concentration of wealth become obsolete as soon as they appear but they are still worth contemplating. A United Nations Human Development Report from 1999 and cited by Fred Dallmayr (2002: 144) showed that just three of the world’s richest families had an income equivalent to the poorest 600 million. As alarming as that figure is, things deteriorated steadily in the ensuing decades. Oxfam’s 2018 report pointed to the odious fact that just 26 individuals have wealth equivalent to that of the poorest 3.8 billion people.


  The UN figures from 1999 were also used by Jan Pieterse (2002: 1025) to show the rise in inequality that has occurred since the industrial revolution. He describes a situation in 1820 which saw a gap between the richest fifth of the world’s population and the poorest fifth steadily grow from a ratio of 3:1 to 74:1 in 1997. This trajectory has been steadily accelerating and explosively so, especially since the 1970s. Pieterse asks, ‘what kind of world economy grows and yet sees poverty and global inequality rising steeply?’ (2002: 1036). History and political economy can sometimes move at an astonishing speed. The answer to his question in 2002 might have been a capitalist economy existing in conditions of crisis. Just a few years later that answer is more like a capitalist economy that is beyond any possible salvation. What we are left with is ‘carpet-bagging’ and looting on a mass scale.


  The victims of all of this are the people whose very labour created the wealth that is now being so avariciously accumulated. The degree of this ‘looting’ is sometimes alluded to. International institutions, analysts and activists alike acknowledge that a fundamentally new stage of crisis has emerged. A report issued by the IMF in 2015 states that:



   Widening income inequality is the defining challenge of our time. In advanced economies, the gap between the rich and poor is at its highest level in decades. Inequality trends have been more mixed in emerging markets and developing countries (EMDCs), with some countries experiencing declining inequality, but pervasive inequities in access to education, health care, and finance remain (Dabla et al 2015: 4).




  The OECD (2015) has similarly reported that inequality in OECD countries is at its highest since records began to be kept. The same report indicates that the rise in inequality has been reflected in a growth of part-time and casualised labour. Joint ILO/OECD (2015) research has shown that for decades, labour’s share of income has lost ground to capital. OECD (Cingano 2014) reports are also clear that inequality is growing steadily with wealth differentials between rich and poor at their highest in more than 30 years.


  As many as 75 per cent of all workers across the globe now fall into the informal category – either as temporary or short-term employees. The growth of capitalist globalisation is mirrored in the growth of the global working class which now sits at about 3.5 billion. One factor that the working class in the OECD and the developing world have in common is a growing sense of insecurity.


  This sense of insecurity is exemplified in the relationship between capital and labour. In responding to the tendency that exists for a fall in the rate of profits, capital has sought, as it always has, and as it always must do, to maximise the levels of surplus value at its disposal. What appear to be ‘changes’ in the very nature of work are observable as qualitative changes in capitalism have developed. Traditional labour/capital relationships have been altered. There has been a dramatic rise in the casualisation of labour, ‘flexible’ working arrangements have been introduced, and workers are increasingly regarded as ‘sub-contractors’. Despite these ‘changes’, the reality of that essentially exploitative relationship between capital and labour remains unchanged.


  In the endless propaganda war between the two competing economic powers, the working class is often overlooked. At times the supporters of the United States’ position might point to the level of exploitation, the low wages, the long hours, the repression that so obviously exist in China and quickly link these with the one-party state and that China is ‘socialist’ or ‘communist’. China is hardly a paragon of virtue in its treatment of its workers. Following global trends, it has seen a dramatic increase in casualisation from 24 per cent to 42 per cent in recent years (Liang, Appleton and Song 2016). Chinese workers are entitled to pensions from age 60 for men and 50 for women. The social wage has, however, been significantly reduced since its journey to capitalism commenced. By contrast American workers can access pensions at age 62, although this is moving out to 67 for both sexes for those born after 1960. Twenty per cent of Americans aged 65 and over are working either on a full-time or part-time basis and fully 59 per cent are non-salaried workers, working on an hourly basis. These figures are reflected in all capitalist economies as the crisis in capitalism has led to greater degrees of exploitation.


  These are the realities with which we all live. All nations share certain common features, not the least of which is the economic system of capitalism. There are no shining lights upon the hill. There is just that dawning understanding that things are getting progressively worse. As far as capital is concerned, there is no option but to wring as much as possible from the living labour before it. The state has no option but to play its part in maintaining the economic system upon which it sits. Capitalism has reached the point beyond which there is no more ‘stretch’. Even so, the two dominant players remain locked in a struggle for supremacy, for power, for hegemony. If one does come to dominate the world, the same problems and crises will remain. The elusive new horizon with markets aplenty will not materialise. The working class will still be forced into an exploitative existence and relations between labour and capital will only become more antagonistic. And then, even if one power does assume the mantle of hegemon without resorting to global war, the planet will still be faced with climate crisis and the threat of pandemics.


  Capitalism’s scorched earth


  In 1964 the song Eve of Destruction sought to alert people to a range of threats: the Vietnam War, and the possibility of nuclear destruction for a start. The threats were unfolding, even as capitalism was enjoying its ever so brief golden age. If we move the clock forward half a century, then what have we to fear? Certainly, a little more than fear itself. As capitalism runs out of options, the ‘doomsday clock’ has moved closer to midnight than at any time in its history. Peter Maurer (2020) cites a recent survey of 16,000 millennials across 16 countries showing that 54 per cent feel a nuclear attack is likely in the next decade, and that the percentage who feel that nuclear war is likely in their lifetime is even higher. And then there is the crisis of a warming planet that capitalism has absolutely no way of resolving.


  The past couple of decades have been marked by the speed with which climate change is being felt and by a near universal acceptance of its all-consuming importance. There are no longer serious debates as to whether it is happening. Sceptics and deniers exist, but in ever shrinking numbers, even if some of these occupy powerful positions within society. The point remains that the awareness of this huge contingent of humanity is astonishing. It is an awareness that springs from observing the obvious. Weather, fires, destruction, the images that daily fill our screens, have all served to form a mass-opinion and mass-consciousness. It has also coalesced around a stated and unstated demand that something must be done.


  There is, however, a monumental disconnect between the overwhelming mass of humanity wanting change and those who can effect change. Nothing of any real substance is being done to combat this most existential of the crises that face humanity and the very economic system that is creating the crisis. The UN World Meteorological Organization (WMO) Secretary-General Petteri Taalas, citing the WMO’s annual report, stated that ‘greenhouse gas concentrations are once again at record levels and if the current trend continues, we may see temperature increases of 3-5 degrees C by the end of the century’ (Taalas 2019). The teenage activist Greta Thunberg, speaking at the 2019 COP 25 conference, drew attention to the inaction on the part of both politicians and CEOs. All of this raises serious questions. Why is nothing significant being done? How can those being held to account by Thunberg and so many others go on doing so little, and why are the people, so justly angry, unable to make these same people respond?


  What makes things even more interesting is that those same politicians that Thunberg castigates invariably acknowledge that there is a problem. As a consequence of the obvious evidence and the quiet neighbour to neighbour exchange of views, the percentages of people across the world who recognise that change must happen is astonishingly high and astonishingly similar. Two-thirds of opinion poll respondents in the UK, US and Australia have called for climate action. The figures are higher in Canada and Germany. It is an issue that unites rather than divides communities. Political theorists might well take note of all this. Responses to climate change and the calls for climate action are political issues. How political forces react to the demands being made by the people become significant. Of equal significance is how the political demand that climate change is both developed and focused on by the people on the ground. All of these things, based as they are on political considerations, ought to be able to be remedied. The problem, and it is an unsurmountable problem, comes from how the world is configured by capitalism and how its contradictions and crises are being played out.


  If ever there was a problem that warranted a global response it is the problem of global climate change. It hardly needs mentioning that international meeting after international meeting has done little to fix the problem. There have been resolutions aplenty but how to implement action? There are a range of factors that come into play. While all recognise the magnitude of the problem, the world is still dominated by capitalist relations. This might remind us of one of Marx’s primary contradictions of capitalism, the social nature of production and the private nature of ownership. This is generally considered from the point of view of a producer and his or her workforce. If we extrapolate out for a moment, we can see the population of the planet on one side of the contradiction and private capital on the other. To further compound the problem is the existence of the nation-state system of governance that exists to promote and facilitate the smooth operations of capitalist economics. At the last count there were 193 individual member states of the United Nations. Each of these make various appeals to ‘national interest’ and almost exclusively they are capitalist or at varying degrees of capitalist development. Those ‘interests’ remain national, even when the problems are global.


  Each of these economies, large or small, developed or developing, share that same overarching desire to promote capitalist relations to their own benefit. It is how the game has been played since capitalism first burst upon the scene and the evolution of the global nation-state system emerged. If that were not bad enough, there are the all but uncontrollable operations of an increasingly stateless global capitalism that owes allegiance only to profitability.


  None of this changes the fact that billions of people across the planet are demanding action and that many representatives of the people in government accept the need for change. Without change there is no future and yet the very essence of capitalism would seem in this case to mitigate against change. This exposes another and even sharper contradiction facing capitalism and the world. Capitalism has always responded to crisis in one form or another, either to move around problems, to move away from problems, to develop new mechanisms to best maintain the system, but always with an eye to survival and reproduction of the system itself. If capitalism cannot adapt, change or offer meaningful solutions to such a crisis then it simply shows the truth of the idea that economic systems have a finite life and that this one has reached the end of the line. Suggestions of ethical capitalism, of green capitalism, of a more sharing version of capitalist economics have all surfaced, but the fact remains that capitalism can only survive by growing, expanding and returning increasing profits in a highly competitive marketplace. It seems highly unlikely that the leopard will be changing its spots anytime soon.


  The devastation that is being wrought because capitalism can no longer avoid its own crisis has come to haunt the people of the planet and is haunting capitalism itself. There is a link between climate change and the rise and spread of pandemics. This in turn can effectively close down entire economies and devastate global trade as the Covid-19 epidemic has shown. Should such a spiral continue then Marx’s letter to Ludwig Kugelmann, where he commented that, ‘every child knows a nation which ceased to work, I will not say for a year, but even for a few weeks, would perish’ (Marx 1868), has an ominous ring of finality about it.


  Destruction – global pandemics


  Capitalism in its relatively short history gave much that was positive to the world. It revolutionised production, allowed for remarkable achievements in health and education, lifted countless millions out of poverty, opened up entire continents and changed forever the way people lived and thought. None of this was done through any sense of altruism. Each forward step was primarily a forward step for capital. The working people benefited coincidentally but not without enormous suffering being attached. Capitalism’s progress has been described as creative destruction. Each new crisis necessitated a new response but now the earth is exhausted, the people are in despair, inequality has never been higher, pollution and a warming planet threaten new and ever more devastating pandemics. In the face of these crises, capitalism offers nothing but pain and misery. When Covid-19 erupted in 2020, the response from leading economies was to briefly lock things down, hope for the best, seek a vaccine and as quickly as possible drive people back to work, regardless of the loss of life that would accompany such a move.


  Marx’s words that economic death will follow if a nation stops working seemed to ring loudly in the collective ears of capital. Stock markets made profits even as mass graves were being dug and temporary morgues were being erected. Production simply had to be maintained. The results were an indictment of how economies and governments view human life. Mark Williams (2020) cites figures from the UK Office of National Statistics to show that mortality rates in poorer areas of the UK were double those of more affluent communities. The death rate in the early months of the pandemic was 55.1 per 100,000 as opposed to 25.3 per 100,000 according to the class divide. Blue collar workers in the UK according to these statistics account for 34 per cent of all jobs in the country but make up 43 per cent of all Covid-19 deaths. White collar workers total 43 per cent of UK workers and 28 per cent of Covid-19 deaths. These figures can be replicated across states. The demands from business and governments to find ways to ‘open up’ the economy as quickly as possible has led to the loss of many thousands of innocent lives. The pandemic is a look into the future for us all. While it has been handled well by some states and poorly by others, it is a direct by-product of capitalism in the twenty-first century and symptomatic of its incapacity to function.


  Robin Marantz Henig, in National Geographic (2020), writes of how scientists had been warning for decades that something very like Covid-19 would eventuate. She cites her own book, A Dancing Matrix, which was published in 1990 to prove her point. That book and other reports, expressing the thoughts and research of so many experts in the field, was blithely ignored. Nothing was done. Governments avoided spending money in the vain hope that the threats just would not come to pass. Even as governments ignored the warnings, the threats were becoming reality. There is a clearly identified link between capitalism, climate change, global disease and pandemic and it is no secret. The World Health Organisation (WHO) has produced numerous reports and publications all pointing to the potential dangers associated with climate change and its relationship with human health. These reports formed the basis of much that was presented to the COP 24 meeting in Poland in 2018. What is disturbing is that organisations such as the WHO, and the hundreds of well-credentialled participants at such meetings, have been effectively ignored in a delusional hope that things will simply get better. It is reminiscent of a political cartoon from the early 1980s. A top-hatted, cigar smoking caricature of capitalism sees a billboard and orders his chauffeur to reverse in order to reread the sign. It read, ‘the world will end in 30-40 years.’ ‘What a relief. I thought it said, 3-4 years,’ comments our cartoon character. Satire has become reality.


  Capitalism did once offer something positive. It was a step forward. Its forward movement has now not merely slowed but has become stagnant and worse. It offers the people a life of insecurity, worsening living standards, poor health outcomes, anxiety and death. The people and their labour over centuries have provided every tangible thing that can be given a value. The planet has provided the materials from which that labour has produced the value. Today both the people and the planet are exhausted, just as capitalism has exhausted its usefulness. And yet capitalist regimes and individual capitalist enterprises, zombie-like, go through the motions of continuity. A monstrous charade is enacted, and capitalist nations still vie with each other for supremacy.


  Future and the prize


  Capitalism, like each economic formation before it, has a time limit. Despite the best endeavours of its apologists, the simple fact remains that capitalism exists in a line of progression. It starts at a certain point on the continuum, moves forward, gathers momentum, grows in stature and power but the line it is running along is not an infinite one, any more than the line upon which feudalism ran was infinite. The sun rises and the sun sets. We happen to be living in an historical moment that is the sunset moment. How long this moment is remains to be seen. It is clear that capitalism and its state will do all in their power to forestall the inevitable day. Those who grow rich will not be convinced to slip quietly into retirement and nor will those who struggle to maintain the edifices that support capitalism quietly pick up their hats and coats and lock the door behind them. None of these individuals and institutions have a terribly bright future but while-so-ever they remain at the helm, the future for the rest of humanity is even bleaker.


  This presents very few options. The status quo might be able to be maintained for years or even decades and with it more pain, misery and destruction. The problems will not go away. Some hope that capitalism might be reformed. A more rational capitalism, greener, sharing, ethical, might emerge, but this flies in the very face of how capitalism has developed. It is the antithesis of the logic that drives capitalism. War might be waged between those who seek to cling to power and prominence against those who seek to acquire power and prominence. Assuming that one power manages to subjugate the other and secure what remains of the world’s markets, resources and labour, it will be a pyrrhic victory and the problems that drove them to war will still remain. Fascism might come to control economies and states, but fascism must, as an extreme form of nationalism, turn on other fascist states for greater control and economic power and so the war scenario is repeated. All of these are bleak, grim and depressing possibilities and none of them can resolve the crisis that exists for an economic formation that has simply run out of ideas, time and creative force.


  The only rational solution is to accept that the end has arrived and acknowledge that change is knocking ever so loudly at the door. The lives and well-being of billions of people must be taken into consideration at some point. Now is the right time to consider those lives, and to consider the potential, the creative capacity that exists and which could resolve problems on a planet that sustains life. If the working people have, by their labour, created every tangible thing that has value, and the earth has provided every resource that has been used to produce all things of any value, then another way of thinking is required. Capitalism does not provide and cannot hope to provide any way out of the mess that it has created. If we are witnessing the end of an economic formation, then it is time to consider what comes next.


  That ‘next’ is generally called socialism. It stands as the very opposite to all that we know and experience on a daily basis. It has gained a bad reputation over the past century. Some of this by the machinations of its enemies and some by the practices of many who have proclaimed themselves as ‘socialists’, ‘communists’ and ‘Marxists’. Socialism, despite its less than illustrious past, has been enjoying a change of fortune. The vigorously anti-communist Victims of Communism Memorial Foundation (2019) conducts an annual survey of attitudes towards socialism, communism and collectivism. Its most recent survey found that 70 per cent of American millennials would vote for a socialist candidate if one were to be found on the ballot. This follows Gallup polls that show that the majority of young people are viewing the ideas of socialism in a favourable light. Such an idea, even just 10 years ago, would have been dismissed as little more than the mutterings of fantasists. How such change is to be brought about is a question for others, but one thing is certain. Change will have to be forced upon those who will not relinquish power.


  And while the people, in order to survive, will turn their attention to new ways of managing lives and livelihoods, the immediate future will be marked by an insane quest by capitalist powers to secure the prize.




  Chapter 10


  Conclusion


  A rather bleak picture has been painted. The bleak present, however, need not become a dystopian future. We live in an age that is marked by monumental changes and challenges. How the world and how the people respond to those challenges will largely shape the future. The period in which we find ourselves has been described in the book as being a period of fundamental change. The economic formation that has dominated life for the past 3 centuries has reached a point of crisis so deep that it is unrealistic to assume that there might be anything like recovery. This view has motivated much of the thinking behind this work and has been validated.


  Capitalism, it has been shown, is not some immutable structure, but exists in an historical moment and for a finite time. Capitalism made its entry upon the world stage, grew, developed, effected huge changes, was progressive for a time, and began a slide into decay. It replaced an earlier economic formation and will in turn be replaced. While there is an air of inevitability in this, it is impossible to put time frames upon such momentous events and the changes certainly do not happen of themselves. Feudalism and the economic structure that supported it did not simply disappear. The economic conditions that sustained and nourished it could no longer permit such a formation to continue and so, new forces, the bourgeois, capitalist forces, seized power. Even the most cursory glance at the world around us confirms that the existing economic structures can no longer be maintained.


  All of this formed the logic that is presented in this book. While the primary focus might be the observation of an end of an entire economic formation, changes within the capitalist world cannot but occupy our immediate attention. The fact is that the economic and political balance of power has been shifting now for some decades. The pace of this paradigm change has quickened and the world watches with a sense of alarm as the United States continues its slide and China appears set to become the dominant economy in the world. The alarm that is being felt is due to the potential for conflict that may very well accompany such changes. Historically empires have never relinquished power without a struggle. The United States is exhibiting all the same responses as its sun continues to set.


  There are parallels between the end of empires and the end of entire economic formations. The former is, in so many ways, a microcosm of the latter. A major focus of this work has been to draw those parallels between the fall of empire and that of economic formation, especially as the two seismic shifts appear to be occurring almost in concert. A primary task and motivation of this book was to make those observations and, by doing so, to offer some observations about the state and its relationship with capital, the rivalry between the USA and China, and of the price that is likely to be paid for the questionable prize for which the two economies strive.


  As a means of achieving this aim, it became necessary to outline the history and trajectory of these two titans now locked in economic and political struggle. There are, of course, limitations that will have an impact on a work such as this. While the history and development of both the USA and China were very much to the fore and form the basis of much of the analysis in the book, the work was by no means conceived as a history of either country. There are many such histories and within them much contention and conflict. The historian will doubtless find much to criticise in this work. Events and issues have been presented with rather broad-brush strokes. No, it is not a history, but it does offer a glimpse into the processes that each of the two nations underwent as they travelled along their separate paths. It allows for an examination of how each developed and how their sense of self in the world emerged. Importantly the book focused on the economic development of each state, of what is different and what is similar. It also focused on how capitalism developed in each country and how states ultimately conform to capitalist norms, even while recognising cultural, geographic and historical moments that are obviously very different. What draws the two nations into potential conflict is not any inherent differences that might be observed but a much more dangerous set of similarities that derive from a shared economic world view.


  Some readers might find fault with the book’s depiction of China. It is not easy to take a dispassionate stance in relation to China. Some choose to damn it and some to defend it. In doing so, sides are taken. The problem in such an approach is that it reduces issues to a simple and simplistic choice between two ‘options’. The book consciously sought to avoid this. While the United States, as an economic superpower, is clearly in decline and it is a decline that is not to be lamented, its replacement by another economic superpower is hardly cause for celebration. Capitalism has, after all, left more than its share of suffering, inequality and exploitation in its wake. Replacing capitalism with capitalism hardly seems a solution.


  The ‘China threat’ thesis is a dubious one, unless seen from the point of view purely of capitalist expansion, although few observers have shown much interest in this reality. Equally the arguments that China represents a better option because it is notionally a ‘socialist’ state and therefore less avaricious is hardly a satisfactory analysis. The greater the threat to American hegemony that China represents, the stronger the language that has been used to decry China’s ‘socialism’, its ‘communism’, its rule by the communist party. When Hong Kong was returned to China in 1997, China’s economy was on the rise but as far as the USA was concerned, this was a minor issue. Hong Kong’s economy at that time represented 23 per cent of the total economic power of China. In 2020 that figure had shrunk to just 3 per cent. China is now, despite its obvious capitalist credentials, being perceived as more ‘socialist’ than in 1997 and even more than when the ‘iron rice bowl’ welfare statism of Mao’s rule was in force.


  Some writers, scholars and many in governments around the world look with alarm at China and its rise. For them China is a ‘communist’ state with a communist ethos and a communist party at its head. Those who use such epithets should know better, although more than a few careers have been built and enhanced by loudly denouncing China. The veritable tsunami of anti-China rhetoric that has consumed our media has been doing its work. The Lowy Institute, an influential think tank based in Australia, issued its annual survey in 2020. It showed that in just 2 years the percentage of Australians with a positive view of China had shrunk dramatically to just 23 per cent and that 90 per cent wanted Australia to find alternative trading partners (Kassam 2020). The anti-China propagandists have successfully staked many of their claims on China’s alleged ‘socialism’. It is an alarming situation as the potential for conflict is real and the mindsets of people are being assiduously moulded.


  China is many things but certainly not socialist. Yes, it is led by a communist party, but it is simply a vehicle by which the Chinese government manipulates nationalist aspirations. China is as much a communist state as is the United States. Even the use of the term ‘communist’ is ludicrous as such a depiction presupposes that the particular state has already achieved socialism, which China did not and certainly will not. The book is critical, highly critical, of China and of its political and economic course. At the same time it is equally wrong to depict China as a threat. It is, under current conditions, a capitalist economy that began its road to capitalism at a very much later stage than most and via a very different path, through the distorted political theories of Maoism and Stalinism.


  China has been and remains firmly rooted in a nationalist sense of itself and of its place in the world. So too does the United States. Each invoke nationalist symbolism to promote their own perceived interests. Each vie for prominence as the leading economy in the world and each have rather similar problems and face similar threats. Capitalism has long moved beyond the confines of national borders and exists beyond the control of governments. Globalisation impacts on how states operate. Capitalism has expanded to the very furthest corners of the planet. There is no longer any room for forward movement. To share hegemony is unthinkable for these powers or any other competing capitalist states. What drove the world to war in 1914 was a vain attempt at finding a way out of the dilemma of a globalising capitalism and coalitions of nation states all seeking individual power. The book showed that nothing has significantly changed in the past hundred years, except that the stakes are so much higher.


  Yes, the present is bleak and even if it were simply a question of this or that economic superpower taking control of the various institutions on the planet, then there would be little to enthuse about. The planet, as the book described, is in crisis as never before. The economic structures provide no hope. Poverty, anxiety, alienation, inequality and insecurity plague the population. Capitalism and its misuse of the resources of the earth is leading to such mayhem through climate change as to make life even more difficult or even impossible. Pandemics threaten us all. Change has to be wrought if there is to be a future beyond the miserable dystopian vision that capitalism offers through authoritarianism, potential fascism and war.


  So then, how to bring about change? Can there be any possible light on the horizon? Throughout 2019, hundreds of millions of people were in open revolt at what they saw as the ‘future’ under capitalism. Strikes, riots, revolts shook the world. The streets of the USA erupted in 2020. That trigger, that spark, was the death of one man at the hands of police. That spark flared across the globe, far beyond any issue of race or police brutality. And beyond that, there are billions of people demanding a planet that will sustain life and provide a future. While these movements are spontaneous in nature and often leaderless, they signal a change in thinking, a desire for something better. People are recognising their strength and the weakness of an economic system that can no longer even begin to meet their needs.


  And while this unfolds before the eyes of the world, two economies, two titans of capital square off and struggle for a prize, and such a prize it is. The winner will briefly take all but it will be a pyrrhic victory and short lived.
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  This defence of Marxism calls for a return of the working class to the centre of potential struggle and the healing of the damage done to Marxism, in the name of Marxism, over generations past.


  A Cauldron of Anxiety, Zero Books, 2021


  The veritable tsunami of anxieties that are affecting individual lives, the increasingly dysfunctional nature of society and the potential catastrophes of global conflict and of climate change have a common cause. The inability of capitalism or the state to respond to existential crises and internal contradictions is the cause of this cauldron of anxiety. The book defends a Marxist perspective that would challenge this and provides an optimistic vision for the future.





  From the author


  Thank you for purchasing China, the US and Capitalism’s Last Crusade. If you have a few moments, please feel free to add your review of the book at your favourite online site for feedback. Also, if you would like to exchange views with me, don’t hesitate to contact me at briggsw00@gmail.com


  Sincerely


  William Briggs
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