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    1 
A world in chaos


    We all live on a planet whose destiny we collectively determine, or so we are told. And it is undeniable that the globalization which began five centuries ago with the European conquest of the Americas has passed into a new stage during the past forty years, as a consequence of the heightened intensity of international exchanges and the global spread of the means of destruction. Shall we conclude from this observation that all societies on the planet must subordinate themselves to the criteria of rationality that govern the global expansion of capital? This view, though dominant today, is not merely illogical and erroneous but infinitely dangerous.


    Capitalism has always been a world system. The process of accumulation that governs its dynamic—shaped by a law of value that operates on a world scale limited to markets for commodities and capital to the exclusion of labor power— necessarily leads to the polarization of the world into center and periphery nations. Polarization is therefore immanent in capitalism and need not be explained by diverse and contingent factors peculiar to the social formations that make up the system. The recognition of this essential aspect of really existing capitalism has consequences that are as decisive for theoretical analysis as they are for the definition of progressive political action. For everything is subordinate to the logic of world polarization : the social struggles that develop in various local areas, the conflicts between states at the center, the forms of differentiation at the periphery, and much more.


    This permanent trait of capitalism does not exclude change, which marks the successive phases of its expansion. For example, the long « Britannic empire » phase (1815-1914) was based on building a world market, particularly between 1848 and 1896. The market was structured by the contrast between the industrialized center—historically constituted as the base of the national bourgeois states—and the nonindustrialized periphery, which was gradually subjected to colonial and semi-colonial status. The world market under the hegemony of Britain went into crisis at the end of the period, owing to intensified rivalry from Germany and the United States. The system was gradually restructured by the retreats of the older imperial powers and their replacement by newer rivals in the crusade to carve up the world. This process led to World War I.


    The breakup of the old system precipitated by the Russian Revolution and accentuated by the Chinese Revolution seemed to establish two systems, one of which styled itself socialist, although what really happened was basically the delinking of immense parts of the periphery. This long phase (1917-1980) can be divided into two periods. From 1914 to 1945, center stage was occupied by the violent conflict of the two world wars. Beginning in 1945, the world market then reconstructed itself under the hegemony of the United States, in an atmosphere of military arid ideological bipolarization and cold war. During this entire phase the East-West conflict was presented as a struggle between socialism and capitalism, although it was never anything other than the conflict between the periphery and the center, manifested in its most radical form. This particular state of the world system provoked liberation struggles throughout the periphery, largely bourgeois in their orientation and capitalist in their aspirations. It was « the era of Bandung » (1955-1975), in which North-South conflicts were acted out within the framework of the East-West confrontation.1



    The requirements of globalization during the postwar years, 1945-1970, were expressed in terms of a two-part paradigm. Within the developed countries it was thought that Keynesian interventions could assure steady growth to the benefit of all, dampening the business cycle and reducing unemployment to a minimum. This vision was all the more remarkable in that it envisioned simultaneously the reconciliation of national politics and the forward march of globalization. In the third world, the ideology of Bandung asserted that national development could be open to the advantages of economic interdependence. By contrast, the socialist countries were walled off in the ghetto of autarky.


    The crisis of capitalism beginning in 1970 put an abrupt end to the illusions of Keynesianism and to what I call the ideology of development in the third world, while the so- called socialist countries had certainly not found the solution to their problems. But into the void created by this double crisis jumped the ideological offensive of neoliberalism, with its reductionist remedy for all ills, the market. Yet blind pursuit of this dogma could lead only to the breakup of the world system and the renewal of clashes between unbridled nationalisms, that is, to the opposite of what neoliberalism promised.


    Globalization, which reestablished itself in 1945 and is now in a new phase, has assumed particular characteristics that sharply distinguish it from its earlier manifestations. The new globalization is characterized by a tri-polar constellation of the United States, Japan, and the European Community (EC) that is without precedent. This tri-polarity entails not only an intensification of trade among the poles but in particular an interpenetration of capital. Up until now, capital has always been national, but now it appears that a dominant international capital is emerging at an incredible rate. However, the alleged relationship between the change that operates on the level of property relations and the change that calls itself a « revolution in technology » has been inadequately analyzed, in my estimation, if indeed it actually exists. Each of the successive stages in the history of capitalism is defined simultaneously by its specific forms of domination of labor by capital and by the corresponding forms of existence of the bourgeoisie. One distinguishes, therefore, the phases of manufacture (1600-1800) and large-scale industry (1800-1920), both analyzed by Marx; and Taylorism-Fordism (1920-1980), analyzed by Harry Braverman.2 The new stage, called « informationism, » awaits analysis.3 But while each of the three preceding phases operated within the framework of an « international economy » made up of certain key nations, I shall follow Michel Beaud and say that the new stage marks the emergence of a « world economy, »4 i.e., a much deeper degree of integration.


    The consequences of this change are major. Accumulation in the central nations was formerly regulated by national political and social conflicts that structured the hegemonic alliances. But there exists today no analogous mechanism that could structure such alliances on the grand scale of the economic decisions being made—not even for the United States-Japan-EC tri-polar cluster. Political analysts who see the dwindling scope of national decisions and the widening effects of an autonomous global economy are quite aware of this new fact. Yet there is no solution to the problem it raises, since no supranational state is visible on the horizon. This is the first major source of the chaos that the new globalization will bring in its train.


    But it is not by any means the only source. The tri-polar penetration does not marginalize the periphery, as many economists suppose. Politicians, who are much more in touch with reality, refute this claim every day. The Gulf war illustrates the error. With four-fifths of the world's population—a vital reserve army of labor—and indispensible natural resources, the periphery must be preserved and subordinated to the expansion of capital, however polarizing this may be. This is the second source of chaos in the coming decades.


    In a brilliant analysis of the history of globalization, Giovanni Arrighi has contrasted the contradictory effects of capitalist accumulation : at one pole the growing power of the active army of labor, at the other growing misery in the ranks of the reserve army.5 The first tendency paved the way for social democratic strategies on the part of the masses, the second for revolutionary outbreaks of the Leninist type. I shall not go into this thesis at length, but I accept its essential claim. I only remark that Arrighi is too optimistic about the globalization that is under way, because he believes that it is going to draw together the active and reserve armies in the various regions of the system—the more advanced center as well as the periphery, and especially the semi-periphery. I do not believe it. On the contrary, it seems much more probable that geographic separation will continue to be dominant because the reserve army will remain concentrated at the periphery and semi-periphery. It follows that the ideological separation between social democracy at the center and the revolutionary attitudes at the periphery is not yet ready to disappear, even if the political forms of delinking produce something other than Leninist movements. As always, social democracy will remain limited in its capacity to move beyond the point it has reached and achieve the substitution of the hegemony of the salaried class for the hegemony of capital. (I shall return to this matter at a later point.)


    Polarization, in my opinion, is a permanent and basic characteristic of really existing capitalism. It is not a cyclic phenomenon, as Arrighi suggests. He distinguishes, in effect, a sequence of periods : 1848-1896 (globalization); 1896-1948 (fragmentation of the world system); 1948 to the present (reconstruction of the world system). Be that as it may; I consider that the first of these periods is marked not by an accentuated contrast between the center and periphery, but by the emergence of the modem form of the periphery, which becomes colonial and semi-colonial. This development leads to fragmentation.


    The empire of chaos


    The world system is in crisis. There is a general breakdown of accumulation, in the sense that most of the social formations of the East (formerly called socialist) and the South (third and fourth worlds)6 are unable to reproduce on an extended scale, or even in some cases to hold their own. The latter situation exists in the fourth world countries of Africa. In the fourth world the crisis manifests itself as an insufficiency of capital accumulation. In the developed center it takes an apparently opposite form that classical economics would call an excess supply of funds available for loans relative to the demand for productive investment. This excess is wasted in a wild orgy of financial speculation, creating an unprecedented situation.


    The crisis reveals that the polarization of the world really constitutes a historic limit for capitalism. A genuine resumption of accumulation calls for a reallocation of capital on a global scale that is unattainable under the short-term profitability criteria that now rule the market. A market solution of the problem is bound to generate growing social, national, and international imbalances that will turn out to be unbearable. There is therefore no scientific value in neoliberalism, because it pretends not to see that the untrammeled market can only reproduce and deepen such negative consequences, and that an analysis of market advantages for a particular society is only valid to the extent that it starts from the real parameters of that society's situation : the level of its development, its historic place in the world division of labor, and the social and political links it has forged and maintained. A critical analysis must then ask what might make it possible to carry off a daring escape from the vicious circle of the market. From this point of view the considerable differences between various regions of the world imply specific political positions that cannot be derived from the postulated rationality of the market. To these objective factors one must add a quite valid recognition of the cultural, ideological, and political history of the various peoples. The real imperatives of our epoch imply therefore the reconstruction of the world system on a polycentric basis.


    To any narrow political and strategic conception of the world order, such as that which centered on the Big Five (the United States, Europe, China, Japan, and the USSR),7 it is vital to counterpose one that gives a real place to the nations and great regions of the third world. In that context the third world countries and regions have to subordinate their relations with others to the imperatives of internal development, and not the converse, which would compel them to adjust their international agendas to the world expansion of capital. This primacy of the internal imperative is the concept to which I apply the term « delinking, » which clearly has nothing to do with exclusion or autarky.


    Without a doubt this historic, fundamental limit to capital is tied in with other limits whose manifestations are quite plain to see, since they express themselves in certain « new » forms of social protest, rising sometimes to the point of questioning the legitimacy of the ideological and political systems of the advanced societies. The first such challenge is the refusal of workers and others to submit to the demands of economistic alienation. This refusal, clamorous during the revolts of 1968, lies dormant for long periods and then bursts out in dramatic and often destructive ways. The second is a response to the waste of natural resources and degradation of the natural environment by capital. It too has produced a movement, international in scope, that includes « green » political parties in some countries.


    The crisis manifests itself along both geopolitical and cultural lines : in conflicts between states on the one hand, and in clashes of civilizations on the other. The response will therefore imply massive political changes, both the creation of new political organizations within the West, East, and South, and the reorganization of relations among them, i.e., a new interstate system. But none of these changes is on the agenda for actual political action. The historical drama of our epoch is situated here, and has its roots in the failure of social consciousness on the part of leaders who refuse to imagine positive and progressive alternatives.


    The chaos results from a lack of correspondence between the geography of power on the one hand and the effects of the global expansion of capital on the other. The analysis of globalization I have proposed d ines the two spaces in which this lack of correspondence expresses itself : the relationships between the centers and their relationships to the peripheries. In my opinion, however, the intensity of the conflicts that arise in these two sectors is not equal.


    The struggles for eventual leadership within the center— between the United States and its counterparts, Japan and Germany, between NATO and such military elements as survive in the USSR, and among the Europeans themselves— will remain limited. I can hardly imagine that they will lead to armed conflicts like those of 1914 and 1939. But neither will they find amicable solutions, for want of a coincidence between the arena of economic power and that of political and social decision-making. Neither the Group of Seven nor its veritable directorate (the United States, Japan, and Germany), even with all the infrastructure of institutionalized cooperation that exists in today's world, can render the social and political consequences of globalization unconditionally acceptable to all the participants. Nonetheless, because the conflicts of the developed West are not dramatic, they will resolve themselves by changes in the hierarchy of power without fundamentally questioning the internal social order the way it was questioned in Europe by the rise of fascism between the wars. There is a risk, however, that these conflicts will express themselves in part in the arena of North- South relations, in the characteristic conflict of actually existing capitalism, which opposes the people of the periphery and the expansion of world capitalism. In this context, who will win? Will the forces that would have a united North prevail over the South (as we saw to a startling degree in the Gulf war) win? Or will it be those advancing the cause of a polycentric world, in the sense in which I use the term? The future of humanity depends on the outcome : either an order more savage than ever, or an order that will ameliorate the intolerable contrasts between the center and the periphery. Only the latter outcome will open a humane perspective for future generations.


    We are without doubt now marching down the wrong road. Liberal globalization will lead only to greater polarization, and by this act will summon up from the people of the periphery resistance movements which can only be massive and violent. But Western political thinking will ask only one question : How can one manage that which is intolerable? In this framework, the economic order produced by the world market (a grand disorder, in fact) must be capped with a military order that ensures the efficient repression of revolts in the South. The position of the Western powers on the reform of the international order therefore continues to be a refined hypocrisy, in which « morality, » « law, » and « justice » are invoked repeatedly in a futile attempt to mask the defense of unspeakable interests.


    ANATO strategy corresponding to this vision of the world order already exists. It is based on a two-part program : one part that permits those festering situations in the third world that do not threaten the imperialist order, and a second that smashes by violent means—as we saw in the Gulf war— those emerging powers in the third world that rebel against this order.


    Conflicts within the third world must be examined in this framework, for they are not all alike. There are conflicts that are the products of the objective impasses in which the societies of the third world are trapped by globalization, and conflicts stemming from the deficiencies of a social consciousness unable to respond constructively to such challenges. The drifts toward inter-ethnic or international conflicts are of this type. The mediocre political games of the dominant local classes feed on these drifts, and powers on the defensive turn their energies in these directions. Such conflicts do not menace the capitalist order. With a cynicism quite evident in their theory of « low-intensity conflict, » the capitalist powers encourage such situations to develop. But some conflicts oppose the North directly to the South, either its popular force, or its state powers. Here, as we have already seen in the Gulf war, the rapid deployment tactical forces of NATO may be inadequate, and the strategy then taken by the Pentagon is violent in the extreme, to the point of genocide.
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