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    Abstract


    Renowned political economist Samir Amin, engaged in a unique lifelong effort both to narrate and affect the human condition on a global scale, brings his analysis up to the present  —the world of 2013. The key events of our times— financial crisis, the emerging nations, globalization, financialization, political Islam, Euro-zone implosion— are related in a coherent, historically based, account. Changes in contemporary capitalism require an updating of definitions and analysis of social classes, class struggles, political parties, social movements and the ideological forms in which they express their modes of action in the transformation of societies. Amin meets this challenge and lays bare the reality of monopoly capitalism in its general, global form. Ultimately, Amin demonstrates that this system is not viable and that the implosion in progress is unavoidable. Whether humanity will rise to the challenge of building a more humane global order free of the contradictions of capital, however, is yet to be seen.




    Preface


    HAVING ATTAINED THE CURRENT PHASE of its evolution, capitalism — the capitalism of generalized, financialized, and globalized monopolies; I will specify the significance of those adjectives further on — has nothing left to offer the human race but the lamentable perspective of self-destruction. Which is the ineluctable destination of its drive toward ever-extended capital accumulation. So capitalism is done for; it has laid the ground for conditions allowing us to envisage the necessary transition to a higher phase of civilization. The implosion of this system, resulting from its ongoing loss of control over its internal contradictions, by that very fact constitutes « the autumn of capitalism ». But this autumn does not coincide with a « springtime of peoples ». That would imply the workers and the struggling peoples having ascertained exactly what is needed, not to « emerge from the crisis of capitalism » but to « emerge from capitalism in crisis » (the title of one of my recent books). This is not, or not yet, the case.


    The current historical moment, so dangerously dramatic, is fully characterized by the gap separating the autumn of capitalism from the possible springtime of peoples. The battle between the defenders of the capitalist order and those who, more than just resisting, are capable of embarking the human race on the long road to a socialism conceived as a higher phase of civilization — that battle has scarcely begun. So all the alternatives, the best as well as the most atrocious, remain possible.


    The very existence of that gap needs to be explained. Capitalism is not merely a system based on the exploitation of labor by capital; it is just as much a system based on the polarized way in which it has been extended over the planet. Capitalism and imperialism, in their historic reality, are the two faces of a single coin. The system was called into question, over the whole twentieth century, until 1980, in the unfolding of a long wave of victorious struggles by workers and oppressed peoples. Revolutions carried out under the banners of Marxism and Communism, reforms won as steps in a gradual evolution toward socialism, victories by the national liberation movements of oppressed and colonized peoples — all these together shaped a balance of forces more favorable to the workers and the peoples than was previously the case. But that wave has petered out without reaching the point at which it would have established the conditions for further advances beyond its high-water mark. Its exhaustion then allowed monopoly capital to regain the offensive and to reestablish its unilateral and absolute power, whereas the outlines of the new wave that would again call the system into question had barely begun to be traced. Monsters and specters loom up before dawn in the dark twilight landscape of an uncompleted night. For even though generalized-monopoly capitalism’s project is indeed monstrous, the replies from its rejecting forces remain mainly spectral.


    Contemporary capitalism is a system based on false premises, according to which « markets » are self-regulating, whereas by their very nature they are explosive. Nevertheless, the forces contending with one another are so unbalanced that so stupid an idea was able to succeed. At times marked by a relative balance of contending forces, as was the case while the previous century’s wave was still unfurling, the active forces in society are compelled to engage in intellectual development without which they cannot consolidate their gains. In contrast, an absolute imbalance rewards stupidity. Capital is allowed to imagine that it can forever do whatever it wants because historical development had reached its outer limits with the « definitive » defeat of socialism. The astounding mediocrity of our epoch’s political class is a pale reflection of this stupidity bonus.


    I have always believed, against the conventional wisdom, that this system is not viable. A study of the different aspects of its inexorable and ongoing implosion makes up the subject matter of this book : contradictions between a « growth policy » and the requirements of a financialization that the generalized monopolies find indispensable to their domination; implosion of a European system that is circumscribed by this form of globalization; the prospect of increasing conflicts between emerging countries and the world order; violent explosions of anger from the peoples condemned to undergo a « lumpen-development » model.


    But this is not the whole story. The ongoing period is a time of chaotic transition (my 1991 book was titled The Empire of Chaos). The response of the victims — the workers and peoples confronting the destructive effects of the dominant systems implosion — remains far less than is required to meet the challenge. I do not believe that the challenge can possibly be met by putting forward ready-made formulas with one or another model of « twenty-first-century socialism ». In contrast, I do believe it necessary and possible to trace the outlines of that boldness in thought and action without which there can be no rebirth of a radical left. In this book I advance several propositions to that end that are to be understood as contributions to a discussion about perspectives for the struggles that have already begun.


    The discourse about new realities


    There is indeed something new and important about the transformations in todays capitalism. They require the updating of our definitions and analyses concerning social classes, class struggles, political parties and social movements, the ideological forms in which these are expressed, and their ways of actively affecting social transformations. But the verbal formulae referring to that « something new » — postindustrial society, cybernetic revolution, the growth in production of « immaterial » or « non-material » goods, the knowledge-based economy, the service society — all these remain vague. They need to be reexamined in the light of a critical perspective on capitalism.


    Postindustrial society or a new stage in global industrialization?


    To use the prefix « post », as in postcapitalist, postmodern, postindustrial, usually signifies an inability to give a precise characterization of the phenomenon under consideration. In a commonplace sense, the central countries (basically the United States, Europe, and Japan) seem indeed to be postindustrial societies. The percentages of the labor force engaged in material-transforming industries, and of the value-added contributed to nominal GDP by those industries, are plainly declining. But at the same time, in the major emerging peripheral countries (China, India, Brazil, and others), similar manufacturing industries are growing at an accelerated rate. It even seems that the two proportions referred to above are growing there, even though there is still only modest growth in the proportion of the labor force in industry. The growth rate is even more modest where emergence is linked to a mode of lumpen-development and still more so when the so-called development process is limited to that mode.


    Thus, on the world-system scale, an exact estimation of this possible « postindustrial » evolution remains to be done. And even were it to be done this simple description of the recorded facts would require an explanation that those who use this phrase fail to supply. I will return below to the hypotheses which I offer about this.


    Classes or social categories? Class struggles or social movements?


    The fashionable thing, in discussing postindustrial society, is hurriedly to declare that the concepts of class and of class struggle are « outmoded ». It is then suggested (for example by the sociologist Alain Touraine) that the Marxist (and therefore outmoded) traditional vision of class struggle, particularly of struggle between the proletariat and the bourgeoisie, is to be replaced with struggle, primarily directed against the state, by activist militants in the social movements.


    Here again, and even if one might feel that empirical facts give a measure of credibility to the description at issue, there would still be no explanation of why such is the case. Touraine and the rest offer only a tautological account : things are that way because modern postindustrial society is marked by the fragmentation of waged labor, status differentiations in regard to skills and working conditions, the prevalence of individualism, etc. These characteristics, linked to changes in organization of production that are themselves results of technological revolutions (especially cybernetics), are supposed to have wiped out the broad inclusive classes, like the proletariat of the industrial period, and replaced them with an ever-increasing number of « social categories » that express their ambitions in ways as diverse as those categories themselves. For its part individualism raises The Citizen, or a generic category (women), or a community (immigrants from some given country) to the rank of transformative social actors. It goes with the adoption of a new stance within social movements that renounces the strategic objective of conquering power as the means of social transformation, replacing it with individualized goals tending to reduce the power of the state in favor of power exercised directly by « civil society ».


    All of this is seemingly evident : these phenomena are there to be seen. But these realities are themselves problematic. For example, the question that needs to be asked about the fragmentation of labor and the conditions in which it is carried out is whether it necessarily results from technological revolutions, or whether it stems from strategies whereby capital turns those revolutions to its profit. In regard to the prevalence of individualism, the question is whether the space it opens for the individuals involved to act freely is really what they imagine it to be, or, if that is not the case (which as well seems to be a recognizable fact), how and why the ideology of individualism has come to prevail. And a complementary question : What is the real distance between the things that can be transformed through the progress of social movements and the things that cannot be transformed without the transformation of state power itself?


    Nonmaterial production, service society, or generalized-monopoly capitalism?


    Here again we must go beyond mere recognition of facts : the undeniable growth in the type of production clumsily called « immaterial » by some, more correctly « nonmaterial » (output of services) by others. This is incontestably the case in regard to the advanced and dominant capitalist centers. But it is more doubtful in regard to the peripheries, which are marked by the growth of activities that seem equally nonmaterial but whose nature is of a very different sort from that characteristic of the transformations in the centers. Although material outputs — defined as those produced by transforming physically existing raw materials, by means of equally visible equipment, in order to fabricate completed physical products — make up, despite their diversity, a homogeneous whole (all corresponding to this definition), such is not the case with nonmaterial outputs. Activities of a profoundly different nature are being linked all too casually. For some of these services are, by their very nature, directly articulated with material production. For example, transportation of and commerce in material products, or financial activities servicing material production and the services involved with it. But other « immaterial » products are not related, or only distantly related, to material production. For example, general education — as distinct from training directly needed to make available the requisite supply of specifically skilled workers — or, even more so, health care.


    The relation between the equipment needed for such diverse nonmaterial activities and the workers using it is diversified among the categories of nonmaterial production involved. The equipment (infrastructure, vehicles, and the like) needed for transportation, or buildings and inventories for commerce, is related to the direct labor of workers in transportation and commerce in which equipment and direct labor are related in material production. Contrariwise, a teacher’s computer and a doctor’s sophisticated apparatus are not the kind of equipment similar to those. In these cases the equipment (products of indirect labor) are complements to the direct labor of the teacher or doctor, not substitutes for direct labor as is the case with advanced mechanization in a factory. To amalgamate all these « immaterial » outputs, which indeed have always existed, and then draw the simple conclusion that they are growing much faster than material output, is scarcely satisfactory for anyone who wants to know why, and to what extent, things are that way.


    This question — the comparative growth rates of material and nonmaterial outputs — cannot be considered apart from those concerning their articulation and functioning within the capitalist system as a whole. For my part, I have tried to reestablish that linkage — which is ignored in postmodernist chatter. Doing so, I emphasized two distinct series of questions. First of all, about the growing surplus generated by the workings of monopoly capitalism and about its absorption through the growth of a third department in addition to the two departments of Marx’s model in volume 2 of Capital. Secondly, about the social utility of certain nonmaterial activities both in capitalist society and — even more so — in the socialist project of building a society with a more advanced civilization. The arguments dealing with these two questions will be taken up further on.


    The fact remains that in capitalist society the social substance of both material and nonmaterial production is to be found in the amount of social labor time expended to obtain any given product, whether material or nonmaterial. And insofar as the reward for labor (basically wage-labor) is identical (or comparable) in all these productive activities as they are performed in developed-center capitalism — that is, compensated with a wage corresponding to a set of goods and services costing for their output a lesser quantity of labor time than that provided by the worker involved — all such material and nonmaterial activities are part of the production of surplus-value (as defined by Marx) and thereby are productive of profit.


    And yet the measurement of social labor’s productivity in some types of nonmaterial production is subject to certain difficulties and uncertainties peculiar to that activity. In material production, at least in the short term, any improvement in the productivity of social labor can be easily measured : so many meters of cotton fabric produced today using a lesser amount of (direct and indirect) social labor as against the labor needed to produce that many meters yesterday. But how to measure the productivity of a teacher's or doctor’s labor — by the number of students or of patients? Or by the quality of the results? In capitalism, nevertheless, all nonmaterial activities that have been privatized do indeed have a productivity that is manifest to the capital managing their production : the profit that can be derived from them. But in such a case the productivity is purely private and can conflict with the social productivity of the activity at issue, as against material production in which case private and social productivities are conflated.


    The apparent growth of nonmaterial activities is inseparable from the evolution of the division of labor. As soon as the conception of, design of, and/or control over the market are externalized — that is, carried out by other firms than those providing a given material or nonmaterial product — nonmaterial production is inflated by that very externalization. In general, externalization as carried out by a firm turns some elements of its output into subcontracted services.


    What is more, growth in the dominant centers’ nonmaterial activities is inseparable from how the division of labor is unequally shared between centers and peripheries. That material production is outsourced to the peripheries aggravates, in the centers, the growth of the nonmaterial activities involved in controlling it — for example, by concentration in the centers of the means of control over technologies, of globalized finance, and of communications.


    Postmodernist talk about a postcapitalist service society is linked to fashionable arguments about a so-called cognitive economy, in which scientific knowledge and technological mastery are supposedly divorced from direct labor and have become factors of production in their own right. Marx, contrariwise, unifies (and doesn’t dissociate) the different dimensions of the single reality that is social labor, and he conceptualizes its productivity quite differently. Social labor applies to its work the special and general forms of knowledge that lets its productivity be what it is. We need only recall how important Marx considered the « general intellect » to be in this regard. The economy has forever been « cognitive » because, even among the most « primitive » of prehistoric hunter-gatherers, production has always involved the application of existing knowledge. Granted, the forms of knowledge now applied in production are infinitely more advanced than those required in past forms of production, even in the near past of nineteenth-century industry. But even that obvious fact allows no in-depth understanding until these questions have been answered : who governs the development of knowledge in contemporary society? How are those parts of knowledge serviceable to capital chosen and used?


    I believe that I have not failed to take into account the realities described above. Nor have I limited myself to critique of the dominant discourse about them. I have attempted to go further, to integrate them into an overall analysis, which is the only way to situate them, to give them their rightful place. The analysis in which the totality of these phenomena coheres has as its central axis what I call generalized-monopoly capitalism. To analyze it is the aim of this book.




    1. Capitalism in the age of generalized monopolies


    CONTEMPORARY CAPITALISM IS A CAPITALISM of generalized monopolies. By this I mean that monopolies are now no longer islands in a sea of other still relatively autonomous companies, but are constitutive of an integrated system. Therefore, these monopolies now tightly control all the systems of production. Small and medium enterprises, and even the large corporations that are not strictly speaking oligopolies, are locked in a network of control put in place by the monopolies. Their degree of autonomy has shrunk to the point that they are nothing more than subcontractors of the monopolies. This system of generalized monopolies is the product of a new phase of centralization of capital in the countries of the Triad — the United States, Western and Central Europe, and Japan — that took place during the 1980s and 1990s. The generalized monopolies now dominate the world economy. « Globalization » is the name they have given to the set of demands by which they exert their control over the productive systems of the periphery of global capitalism (the world beyond the partners of the Triad). It is nothing other than a new stage of imperialism.


    This capitalism of generalized and globalized monopolies is a system that guarantees these monopolies a monopoly rent levied on the mass of surplus-value (transformed into profits) that capital extracts from the exploitation of labor. To the extent that these monopolies are operating in the peripheries of the global system, monopoly rent is imperialist rent. The process of capital accumulation, which defines capitalism in all its successive historical forms, is therefore driven by the maximization of monopoly/imperialist rent-seeking. This shift in the center of gravity of the accumulation of capital is the source of the continuous concentration of income and wealth to the benefit of the monopolies, largely monopolized by the oligarchies (plutocracies) that govern oligopolistic groups, at the expense of the remuneration of labor and even the remuneration of non-monopolistic capital.


    This imbalance in continued growth is, in turn, the source of the financialization of the economic system. By this I mean that a growing portion of the surplus cannot be invested in the expansion and deepening of systems of production, and therefore the « financial investment » of this excessive surplus becomes the only option for continued accumulation under the control of the monopolies.


    The implementation of specific systems by capital permits the financialization to operate in different ways :


    1)	Subjugation of the management of firms to the principle of « shareholder value »;


    2)	Substitution of pension systems funded by personal saving and capitalization (pension funds) for systems of pension distribution paid by current taxation (transfer payments);


    3)	Adoption of the principle of flexible exchange rates;


    4)	Abandonment of the principle of central banks determining the interest rate — the price of liquidity — and the transfer of this responsibility to the market.


    Financialization has transferred the major responsibility for control of the reproduction of the system of accumulation to some thirty giant banks of the Triad. What are euphemistically called « markets » are nothing other than places where the strategies of these actors who dominate the economic scene are deployed. In turn, this financialization, which is responsible for the growth of inequality in income distribution (and fortunes), generates the growing surplus on which it feeds. The « financial investments », or rather the investments in financial speculation, continue to grow at dizzying speeds, not commensurate with growth in GDP (which is therefore becoming largely fictitious) or with investment in real production. Among other things, the explosive growth of financial investment requires, and fuels, debt in all its forms, especially sovereign debt. When the governments in power claim to be pursuing the goal of debt reduction, they are deliberately lying. The strategy of financialized monopolies requires the growth in debt, which they seek rather than combat, as a way to absorb the surplus profit of monopolies. The austerity policies imposed to reduce debt have indeed resulted, as intended, in increasing its volume.


    It is this system — commonly called neoliberal, the system of generalized monopoly capitalism, globalized (imperialist) and financialized (of necessity for its own reproduction) — that is imploding before our eyes. This system, apparently unable to overcome its growing internal contradictions, is doomed to continue its wild ride. The crisis of the system is due to its own success. Indeed, so far the strategy deployed by monopolies has always produced the desired results : austerity plans and the so-called social (in fact antisocial) downsizing plans that are still being imposed, in spite of resistance and struggles. To this day the initiative remains in the hands of the monopolies, « the markets », and their political servants — the governments that submit to the demands of the so-called « market ».


    In this analytic perspective of monopoly-capitalism's transformation, it seems necessary to reformulate the theory of surplus (a distinct concept from that of surplus-value) and, by extending its field of action to the global system, to unveil the nature of the monopoly rent/imperialist rent that has come to exert a unilateral dictatorship over the accumulation process on a world scale.


    Beyond surplus-value : the concept of surplus


    The surplus at issue is the result of growth in the productivity of social labor exceeding that of the price paid for labor power. Let us assume, for example, that the rate of growth in the productivity of social labor is about 4,5 percent per year, sufficient to double the net product over a period of about fifteen years, corresponding to an assumed average lifetime for capital equipment.


    Let us assume that, in the long run, real wages would grow at a rate of about 2,5 percent per year to bring about an increase of 40 percent over a fifteen-year span. At the end of a half-century’s regular and continuous evolution of the system, the surplus (which defines the size of Department III relative to net revenue, itself the sum of wages, reinvested profits, and surplus) takes up two-thirds of the net product, roughly equivalent to GDP. The shift indicated here is approximately what happened during the twentieth century in the « developed » centers of world capitalism (the United States/Europe/Japan Triad).


    Analysis of the components corresponding to the concept of surplus shows the diversity of the regulations governing their administration.


    Corresponding approximately to Marx’s Departments I and II in the national accounts are the sectors defined respectively as « primary » (agricultural production and mining), « secondary » (manufacturing), and a portion of so-called tertiary activities that are hard to derive from statistics that were not designed for that purpose, even when the definition of their status is not itself confusing. To be held to participate — indirectly — in the output of Departments I and II are transportation of implements, raw materials, and finished products; trade in those products; and the cost of managing the financial institutions needed to service the two departments. What are not to be regarded as direct or indirect constitutive elements in their output, and therefore counted as elements of surplus, are government administration, public expenditures and transfer payments (for education, health, social security, pensions, and old-age benefits), services (advertising) corresponding to selling costs, and personal services paid for out of income (including housing). Whether the « services » at issue, lumped together in the national accounts under the title « tertiary activities » (with the possibility of distinguishing among them a new sector termed « quaternary »), are administered by public or private entities does not by itself qualify them as belonging to Department III : the surplus. The fact remains that the volume of tertiary activities in the developed countries of the center (as in many of the peripheral countries, though that question — a different one — does not concern us here) is much larger than that of the primary and secondary sector. Moreover, the sum of taxes and obligatory contributions in those countries by itself amounts to or exceeds 40 percent of their GDP. Talk by some fundamentalist right-wing ideologists calling for « reduction » of these fiscal extractions is purely demagogic : capitalism can no longer function in any other way. In reality, any possible decrease in the taxes paid by the « rich » must necessarily be made up by heavier taxation on the « poor ».


    We can thus estimate without risk of major error that the surplus (Department III) accounts for half of GDP or, in other terms, has grown from 10 percent of GDP in the nineteenth century to 50 percent in the first decade of the twenty-first century So if in Marx’s day an analysis of accumulation limited to consideration of Departments I and II made sense, that is no longer the case. The enrichment of Marxist thought by Baran, Sweezy, and Magdoff through their taking account of Department III and the linked concept of « surplus », defined as we have recalled it, is for that reason decisive. I find it deplorable that this is still doubted by a majority of the analysts of contemporary Marxism.


    Once again, not everything in this surplus is to be condemned as useless or parasitical. Far from it! On the contrary, growth in a large fraction of the expenditures linked to Department III is worthy of support. For a more advanced stage in the unfolding of human civilization, spending on such activities as education, health care, social security, and retirement — or even other socializing services linked to democratic forms of structuring alternatives to structuring by the market, such as public transport, housing, and others — would be summoned to take on even more importance. In contrast, some constitutive elements of Department III — like the « selling costs » that grew so fabulously during the twentieth century — are evidently of a parasitic nature and were viewed early on as such by some economists, like Joan Robinson, who were then minimized or disparaged by their profession. Some public expenditures (weapons) and some private (security guards, legal departments) likewise are parasitic. A fraction of Department III, to be sure, is (or should we say was?) made up of spending that benefits workers and complements their wages (health care, unemployment insurance, pensions). Just the same, these benefits, won by the working classes through intense struggle, have been called into question during the past three decades, some have been cut back severely, others have shifted from provision by a public authority based on the principle of social solidarity to private management supposedly « freely bargained for » on the basis of « individual rights ». This management technique, prevalent in the United States and expanding in Europe, opens supplementary and very lucrative areas for the investment of surplus.
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