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This whole book might be described as an attempt to set history on a different trajectory from the one it is now following. 

Which might look like a hopeless task: how on earth to bring about a ‘revolution’, in the middle of the 21st century, when it is supposedly easier to imagine the end of the world than a radically better society? 

In order to address a difficult problem, sometimes it helps to see it as a puzzle - at least to begin with. Some of the pieces are: the darkness of human nature, our separation as, and by, nations, war, prejudice, discrimination, education (or lack of it), corruption. Most people despair of radical change because they cannot see how to complete the jigsaw, or even that it is a jigsaw. Part of the remedy may consist in hybridising right- and left-wing politics. But there are things in what follows that will alienate both sides.

‘What follows’ is, to begin with, a radical revision of Marx’s theory of historical materialism as presented in The German Ideology, the Preface to his 1859, A Contribution to the Critique of Political Economy, and elsewhere. It proceeds from the contention that Marx omitted something crucial – a pre-condition for the entire edifice of means of production, relations of production, private property & division of labour, etc. – which I have called the means of securitisation.

But the Marxian theory also fails in other crucial respects. Among its most glaring wrong-turns was its assertion that the malignity of capitalism lies in objective ‘shop-floor’ relations (surplus value, or the alienation of the labourer from the product, etc. – neither of which captures the problem).

My aim for Firearms & the Fortress was that it should be clear, well-argued and relatively brief. Revolution and reform are not alternatives; they are two points on the same spectrum (thus, mistakenly or not, Marx once said Britain could make the transition to Communism by peaceful means). There is rarely an authentic ‘violent revolution’. Events characterised as such are typically coups d’état followed by an extensive culling of undesirables, and, in the long run, society stays the same or gets worse.

I hope the material below will contain all I have to say on its title-subject, but obviously, I cannot be sure: to write two books on the same topic - and even to have to ‘explain’ one’s book - should probably be regarded as a failure. Nevertheless, things have now reached such a point, and past exploration of our shared predicament has been so inadequate, that all the present analysis can do is point the way to what may be an exit; to re-orient us so that we point in the right direction. In which case, some sort of future re-elaboration may, regrettably, be unavoidable.

To some extent, it may read like a collection of references to other people’s texts; texts containing arguments that have persuaded me, and which, for want of space, I cannot usually summarise as effectively as I would like; and for which I am not entitled to take any credit. “As [author] says, in her [date] book, [title]” unavoidably recurs. The bibliography at the end contains all and only the texts that I directly refer to in these pages. It is not a scattergun reading list for students.    

Firearms & the Fortress was partly inspired by Mark Fisher’s 2009, Capitalist Realism, in particular, the discovery that he intended to follow it up with a more substantial book of theory. Obviously, following his death in 2017, that never happened. In 2023, I posted a TikTok video in which I concluded, “It is impossible to read this book without wondering what the longer, theoretical work Fisher had in mind might have looked like. I have my own ideas about that.”

My first guess was that he would have centralised Marx’s notion of the Fessel (fetter): ie, that he would have claimed our imaginations have been ‘fettered’ by late capitalism, and that is the reason we are unable to conceive anything beyond it. One speculation led to another, and Firearms & the Fortress is the result. I wish I had been able to discuss it with Fisher himself, but that is inconsequential: even had he lived, it is highly unlikely our paths would ever have crossed.  

To what extent the left is currently in the grip of so-called identity politics is an open question.​[1] Fifty years ago, a person wanting to join its ranks simply turned up. Nowadays, one has to pay for the privilege by spending time with intellectual purists – often, in universities - whose default mode is mistrust.

Intersectionality is, as far as it goes, a good idea - obviously it is. However, it was never intended as a philosophical system. Arguably, it fails as such; it treats all intersections as what we might call reinforcing, and ignores the collapsing ones. 

A good example of a ‘reinforcing’ intersection occurs when an individual is overlooked because she belongs to two or more minority groups. The injustice of being, eg, disabled reinforces her exclusion from mainstream society as a result of possessing, eg, a particular ethnicity. But there is also a certain a priorism in moral evaluations here: when A and B get into an altercation, the question of who is the more ‘privileged’ is never irrelevant, and may even play a purely deductive role in any attempted resolution.

A ‘collapsing’ intersection occurs when a minority group, or a member of one, excludes another minority as a matter of principle or policy. Intersectionalists have had difficulty dealing with the fact that the economies of most African kingdoms in the pre-modern era – like pre-modern kingdoms everywhere - were based in slavery, since that makes the historical issue of slavery a ‘collapsing’ one: we have to deduct our embarrassment over the one from our indignation concerning the other, and we may end up with less than we thought. The seventeenth century Angolan Queen Nzinga, an intersectionalist role model, was undoubtedly brave, resourceful and, up to a point, compassionate, but she was also a slave trader. Her own mother was one of her father’s slave-wives. Today, however, in practice, her status as a powerful black woman trumps her role as a slaver, so the latter is often passed over in silence.​[2] 

In recent years, the political right has had significantly more success in dealing with this sort of moral collision than the left, usually by adopting a nuanced position to the effect that while some things really are morally horrendous, everyone directly responsible is long dead, the idea of ‘punishing the sins of the parents to the third and fourth generation’ is rightfully obsolete, egregious injustice is a fact of pre-modern societies always and everywhere, and we cannot always judge the distant past by the standards of the immediate present. Ironically, this has had the effect of restoring the laudability of figures like Queen Nzinga, while not trying to ‘smooth them out’ for a particular kind of modern fastidiousness. But its firm basis in common sense​[3] has also made it a key component in election victories.​[4]

In addition to its failure to distinguish reinforcing from collapsing intersections, however, intersectionality tends to take a movement over: the reinforcing intersections are necessarily different each time, and since exclusionary injustice supposedly occurs at precisely those less visible places, guarding against missing them can become an obsession. The problem can be forestalled by means of a principle to the effect that where an individual stands at the juncture of two or more disadvantages, it must be assumed as a matter of principle, regardless of context and unless there is convincing evidence to the contrary, that that individual has been rendered invisible. This, in combination with a new reading of ‘The personal is political’ to mean that one’s private beliefs are always suspect, has produced a guilty-until-proven-innocent approach to diversity in which would-be leftists are routinely expected to undergo supervised auto-criticism in order to assess their level of credit with, or indebtedness to, the socially excluded. This ‘Neo-Maoism’, as I will call it, is perpetually on the lookout for deviationism: it is keen on no-platforming, silencing, and chasing individuals from their jobs. Its tendency to regard science and reason as ‘heteronormative’ and/or ‘patriarchal’ and/or ‘colonialist’ makes it inward-looking​[5] and arguably far too fractious to effect meaningful change in the real world.​[6]

To some extent, the fault for all this lies with three members of the Frankfurt school. Theodor Adorno, Max Horkheimer and Herbert Marcuse invented a corrosive fusion of Marx and Freud in which there is nothing outside capitalism, so that civil rights, reason, science and morality are all equally ‘bourgeois’ and deserving of censure. ‘Dialectics’ – a term that rarely adds anything to a discussion, and usually obfuscates it – looms large, and all too often takes the form of ‘negative dialectics’, with predictably dour results.

The word ‘communism’ in this book is simply shorthand for a world in which people of all races, genders, ages and outlooks coexist harmoniously in a single, global society whose hallmarks are mutuality and justice. It is what Kant called ‘The Kingdom of Ends’; it is implicit in all genuine moral behaviour, and pre-dates Marx by millennia. My strong feeling is that nearly all people on Earth are natural communists; or, at the very least, they would be, if they knew what it meant. 

Some perfectly reasonable thinkers have advanced the claim that capitalism has made ours the best age there has ever been: it has bestowed numerous benefits upon us, and, for all its faults, no one has ever come up with anything better. 

I deal with that claim in detail later. Although there is an apparent abundance of evidence for capitalism’s munificence – ‘global living standards have perpetually improved since around 1850’, etc. – it is almost entirely spurious. Some of the upturn is down to a profoundly unsustainable plunder of the Earth’s limited resources, otherwise it is science​[7], trade unions, civil liberties and the rule of law we have to thank, not capitalism. Capitalism is now a global system, showing it can function perfectly well under despotic conditions; its propensity for ‘bad science’ is well known,​[8] and when opportunity beckons, it rarely balks at breaking the law. Its highest development can currently be seen in Vladimir Putin’s Russia: there, it has been allowed to run its course – it does have a specific ‘course’, just as an exponentially reproducing bacteria has a ‘course’, a process of using up its own sustenance – concluding with its implosion into unadulterated plutocracy, roughly as Karl Polanyi suggested an unimpeded free market always would, as long ago as 1944.

However, even if it is as broadly benign as just claimed, the conclusion ‘so we should preserve things as they are’ does not follow. Unless what we have is perfect, we can always, in principle, do better. At present, for example, we can all imagine a world without tax havens, without corruption, without cronyism. To get rid of these three things alone would be a revolution, and that could happen within capitalism.

Couldn’t it? 

Let us begin.
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PART ONE
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1.  The Means of Production and the Means of Securitisation
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What is ‘The Means of Production’?
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Marx’s theory of historical materialism begins with the means of production. Human beings must cooperate to produce goods that satisfy their basic needs of food, clothing and shelter. That requires technology, and technology requires that human beings enter into specific relations with it and with each other. So, the means of production gives you relations of production. As Marx famously put it in The Poverty of Philosophy, “The windmill gives you society with the feudal lord; the steam mill, society with the industrial capitalist.” Relations of production involve a division of labour, and when crises occur, the myriad different occupations will distil into mutually antagonistic social classes. Those classes will carry on an “uninterrupted, now hidden, now open, fight”, ending, each time, with either a revolutionary reconstitution of the social order, or mutual destruction. Ultimately, when the means of production has evolved sufficiently to abolish scarcity, there will be a socialist revolution: the workers will seize the means of production, private property and the division of labour will be abolished, and, after a relatively brief transitional period, society will become communist and everyone will live happily ever after.

There are all sorts of problems with this account. Given that everyone has to have some relation to the means of production, how and why does it end up being owned by one group rather than another? How does ownership arise? If the means of production drives history, what causes inventions? Why hasn’t Communism existed from all eternity? Yes, past history has mostly been characterised by scarcity, but, except in its extreme form, where large swathes of a population are perpetually starving to death, scarcity doesn’t necessarily imply inequality, and certainly not gross inequality, not unless some other factor is involved. On the contrary: the earliest hunter-gatherer societies were probably fairly egalitarian. It was when surplus crept in that authoritarianism appeared.

Above all, what is the means of production? For orthodox Marxism, it is the means by which we produce our subsistence of food, clothing, and shelter. But of course, nowadays, the technology that produces our food, essential clothing, and shelter is a tiny subset of goods-producing technology. What, if anything, sets that tiny subset apart for the purposes of conditioning social relations?

And yet, the theory undoubtedly does require this subset as a necessary condition of the entire edifice (we could eliminate Venetian blinds production from the current system without much effect, but not food production). In fact, it seems that, just as historical materialism involves levels of determination, so does the means of production - the most basic of which is untouched biology.

To put it another way, we get our subsistence from the land, but the Earth can produce it without any need for human intervention at all; it can, and does, produce plants and animals for us to eat, rain and river water to drink, animal hides for clothing and shelter, and so on. Historically, humans will begin by hunting and gathering those things, then cultivating them, but, even in the most advanced societies, that will still be what they ultimately depend on. The rest of the means of production is built on top of this non-human means of production, as a kind of second level, and cannot function without it. 

Consider: if an extraterrestrial were to land on our planet and ask to see our means of production, what would we show him or her? Our best exhibit would probably be a farm, where we would exhibit combine harvesters, milking machines, tractors, land imprinters, seed drills, but also living organisms: cows, sheep, fields of wheat and barley.

Yet that would be inadequate too: most people in modern production roles have no direct contact with the subset of technology that produces life’s basic necessities. It is difficult to claim that it is the principal conditioner of our entire way of life.

The alternative is that we would show our extraterrestrial everything; the equipment we use to manufacture every single one of our commodities: tin cans, yachts, bubble gum, trainers, pencils, phones, and so on. 

Perhaps that is the means of production. But it makes it such a wide and varied phenomenon that the task of saying precisely how it engenders the social relations looks impossible. On that understanding, both sides of the equation – the means of production and the social relations – are arguably beyond circumscribing any longer.​[9] Thus the idea that the means of production produces the social relations becomes just another dogma.

To help solve this problem, we might distinguish four levels of the means of production:


	The non-human means of production. The growth of plants and animals, fully independently of any use humans might make of them;

	The harvesting of the product of (1) by humans, either (a) by hunting-gathering or (b) on farms, using farming technology;

	The processing of food for consumption by industries alongside or outside the farming industry;

	The production of everything else – shoes, batteries, clocks, etc. - which obviously requires the production of food in (1) as its precondition.​[10]




As soon as humans become involved in production, in (2), the process becomes inherently violent. Even (if there is such a scenario) where humans merely gather, without hunting, they will find themselves in competition with others – other humans, other animals. How far the violence inherent in (2) can be mitigated by the higher levels, 3 and 4, is an open question.  

Secondly, the means of production involves relations of production. But there is a sense that in Marx, the way people relate to each other in any given society is entirely an expression of the production relations, which means that other, non-productive technology must be discounted. But it is obvious that inventions like the steam engine, the camera, the telephone, the video recorder, etc. changed the way people related to each other in society after those products had left the factory floor. We can, if we are determined to defend Marx, assimilate the means of communication, the means of transportation and the means of entertainment to the means of production, but only very artificially.​[11] 

Relevant in this context (though it is rarely presented as such) is Martin Heidegger’s discussion of ‘equipment’ (Zeug) beginning in section 68 of Being and Time. We are surrounded by equipment which “always belongs to a totality of equipment ... ink-stand, pen, ink, paper, blotting pad, table, lamp, furniture, windows, doors, room ... Out of this, the ‘arrangement’ emerges, and it is in this that any ‘individual’ item of equipment shows itself. Before it does so, a totality of equipment has already been discovered.”​[12] Equipment is definitely a medium through which Dasein relates itself to itself, and to others, and it seems to play roughly the same role in Heidegger as the means of production does in Marx. Moreover, Heidegger’s account is highly plausible. But to what extent are those two key concepts translatable into each other?

As if these were not problems enough, we also have the so-called problem of legality. In his 1955, The Illusion of the Epoch, HB Acton pointed out that production was only possible within a given legal framework, and that Marx’s theory of history, which placed the means of production at the basic causal level, and ideas – including legal ones – at the ‘superstructural’ level, was therefore faced with a problem. 

In his 1978 Karl Marx’s Theory of History, the analytical Marxist, GA Cohen, tried to solve that problem by providing what he called a rechtsfrei interpretation of the means of production, in which its socially endorsed operation is grounded in de facto powers, rather than legal entitlements. The superstructure, where such entitlements properly belong, simply ratifies the powers at the basic level; it does not create them.

It is an ingenious response, but it raises the question of whether those de facto powers are sufficient in themselves. If they are, then the superstructural rights are redundant; if they are not, the problem remains. To put it another way, do the powers need the rights to give them power?
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Firearms & the Fortress or The Means of Securitisation
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In fact, Marx’s theory, on its own, cannot explain how history works because it is missing a level. Production is always production for some community or other, and the means of production can only function as such insofar as the community takes steps to shield it from attack. Before a community can begin to produce in any systematic, enduring way, it needs to have considered what I will call the means of securitisation: how it will protect 

(1) the means of production and 

(2) the product of production





from seizure or destruction by hostile forces.



Until this question is satisfactorily answered, the means of production cannot come into existence, or its use will be pointless.​[13] As regards (1), the instruments themselves will be stolen, or vandalised. As regards (2), the goods produced will be continually plundered or spoilt. No, the means of production, and its produce, has to be surrounded by, or contained within, a safe of some kind. Moreover, since the means of production is always, at least potentially, a means of creating indefinite private wealth, it will be subject to continual appropriation attempts, so the means of securitisation is never a once-and-for-all static thing: it must be perpetually maintained, and, as far as possible, it must improve. Its evolution is linked to the evolution of the means of production, and forms its precondition insofar as a more secure space makes procuring more up-to-date, and probably more costly, technology worth the risk.

The earliest safe may simply have been a hole in the ground, in which the surplus of the day’s hunt or forage was kept overnight and covered over. The anticipated plunderers would be wild animals and rival tribes, and for practical purposes they were probably regarded as one and the same. Securitisation of the product of production was limited by biology; ultimately, by the inevitability of decomposition. The land could never be entirely securitised in the way that, later, a machine could. Even in relatively advanced agricultural societies, thieves and wild animals would break in and steal, and the biological depreciation of the product of production made sharing as much of a practical as a moral necessity (‘Give X the unusable surplus, and next year, he may be in a position to return the favour’).

When defensible safe technology advanced to the point where animals ceased to pose so much of a threat, only hostile humans remained; eventually, these stopped occupying territory outside the tribal boundaries and became incorporated into settled communities, at which point they changed from being a rival set of tribes to being a rival social class. Writing was originally a means of securitisation: a way of recording what was owed. Note that the ruling class was not so much the one that owned the means of production as the one that owned the means of securitisation of the product of production. The means of securitisation has always been a better way of explaining the phenomenon of social class than the means of production. Political power here, as elsewhere, is nothing more than the effective ownership of at least a share in that means.

To fully appreciate this, it is necessary to understand that the means of securitisation has a double aspect. In order to secure my goods, I need more than a safe/stronghold: that is merely defensive or passive securitisation. Such means will, at first, involve physical blows and kicks, projectiles and staves for defending the product of production against rival tribes and wild animals. But if it is to be effective, securitisation must always have a proactive or offensive aspect. It must recognise that attack is the best form of defence, and devise a means of meeting fire with fire. In historical order, spears, swords, bows and arrows, muskets, cannons, and machine guns have been used interchangeably between defence and attack.

In other words, the proactive means of securitisation has applications well beyond securitisation: it can also be used to plunder.​[14] Nevertheless, the defensive means of securitisation must precede the proactive. Before a tribe can carry out raids and conquests, it must be relatively confident of its own ability to withstand attack. (It goes without saying that in war, attack and defence are often inseparable.)

Yet raiding hordes are probably the historical exception; far more common is the phenomenon of governments using the proactive means of securitisation to rob their own citizens. It is often said that the nation-state is an artificial, modern invention that still appears as an intrusion in some parts of the world. That may be true insofar as some human communities are nomadic, or subsist chiefly by raiding. But as soon as a community settles down, the nation-state is always implicit in its development. Cities emerge first, but ultimately they have to be walled to repel raiders; when raiders arrive, men and women from the surrounding countryside seek security within those walls: since the peasants are the foundation of the urban economy, and vital to its continuance should the crisis pass, they can hardly be left to fend for themselves, or turned away. 

Of course, the wall also has proactive aspects. Both aspects combine to reshape human nature. As Bowyer puts it, “In addition to providing the greatest possible protection to its inhabitants, the city also offered the greatest opportunity to aggressive behaviour. While offering unparalleled freedom it also imposed a regulation of life which has, over the years, become second nature to man. Law and order supplanted brute force as the city took form around the Royal Citadel.”​[15] 

But this shows that we already have the beginnings of a nation: a fortified city surrounded by a population which sees itself as ‘belonging’ to it, and whose sense of belonging is reciprocated. What must happen to make the idea more explicit is for the rural population to increase to the level at which ‘our’ citizens (those associated with our city) come up physically against ‘theirs’ (those associated with the nearest rival city), at which point a border – more or less fluid - will be established, either by convention or diplomacy or force. ‘Our’ population becomes a pool from which soldiers can be legitimately recruited. At this point, Anderson’s ‘imagined community’​[16] begins to materialise: its sense of collective belonging is initially based in warfare: communal mourning, victory celebrations (which may become festivals), the identification and mythologization of heroes. To some extent, in a world of city-states something like the nation eventually emerges naturally from the notion of defensive securitisation, but it only gradually coalesces to the extent that the rivalry of Crown and Municipality is resolved, and its maintenance often requires proactive securitisation.

As the nation-state solidifies, differentials of wealth stabilise, and, given enough territory, these will be expressed in terms of locations and access. The means of securitisation is not ultimately firearms and fortresses in themselves, but the spaces they mark off from ‘intrusion’. A well-organised militia – at first, local and baronial, but always ultimately tending towards an omnipresent police force - is necessary to prevent trespass, but it must be supplemented by a judicial system to punish trespass when it occurs. David Harvey probably saw this first, although Max Weber also wrote insightfully on the subject​[17]: geography is always, on one level, a representation of securitisation. As Nick Hayes recently put it in the context of the English landscape: “Race, class, gender, health, income are all divisions imposed upon society by the power that operates on it; if this power is sourced in property, then the fences that divide England are not just symbols of the partition of people, but the very cause of it.”​[18] But of course, private property is impotent without an effective means of securitisation to support it. As Hayes goes on to point out, the English are excluded, by law of trespass, from 92% of their land and 97% of their waterways.

In any case, settled communities with strong economies and standing armies can only be developed on the basis of an effective defensive means of securitisation. The means of production must exist within some infrastructural framework of safekeeping.

We should also distinguish attempts at securitisation from the means of securitisation. The Norman invasion of England in 1066 was an attempt at securitisation; Norman forts and the Harrying of the North were the means that enabled it to succeed. The whole of human history can, in many ways, be understood as a series of attempts at securitisation by different groups, more or less successful depending on their possession of an effective means.  

It is obvious that, once the means of securitisation is factored into the equation, we end up with a completely different outcome for the relations of production. The idea that those relations emerge as a straightforward function of the means of production, as nothing much more than an optimal division of labour required to effectively deploy the relevant technology, is implausible: it cannot explain social classes except on the understanding that candidates for the skilled roles within the division of labour will be rarer, thus in greater demand, and thus better remunerated, giving rise to differentials of wealth. In Marxism, this is known as the problem of ‘primitive accumulation’: the question of how some people, in an originary world of rough equality, manage to end up owning capital while others do not. For Adam Smith, the solution lay in the fact that some workers put in longer hours, and so earn more money, which they then invest.

Marx dismissed this explanation as ‘childish’, and we only need look about us to see that workers are not necessarily rewarded according to hard work or even skill.​[19] And in any case, differentials of wealth can never, in themselves, explain the emergence of an owning class, who do little except live off the fruits of others’ labour. As David Harvey pointed out in 2003​[20], primitive accumulation may have peaked during the transition from feudalism to capitalism, but it is an ongoing process: it occurs, for example, every time a playing field is sold to private developers. And yet the ‘primitive accumulators’ in any society never look like hard workers or skilled tradespeople. They usually look more like thieves. Possession is nine-tenths of the law, and private property, which is supposed to be predicated on alienated labour in (the early) Marx, is simply the securitisation of significant goods by powerful elites, and has existed since ancient times.

And in fact, it is this very solution that Marx himself endorses. Primitive accumulation is the fruit of violence, effectively applied. In other words, it cannot be explained by the means of production, but only by the proactive means of securitisation: guns, swords, clubs, armies. And what is accumulated is retained by the defensive means of securitisation: guns, swords, clubs, armies, but also fortresses, palaces, banks. 

More than that, it is not primarily the means of production that drives history, but the means of securitisation. It does so because the proactive and the defensive means of securitisation are locked in perpetual fecund conflict. When an effective defence is invented, an effective way of getting past it must be devised, which in turn requires an innovation in defence, and so on. In short, war drives technological innovation, and one (indirect) outcome of that will be an improvement in the means of producing food, and shelter. The other (direct) outcome will be an improvement in the means of securitisation. Obviously, the two are interlinked.

A good example of this can be found in Bowyer’s analysis of the history of building, in a passage which also shows the impact of the means of securitisation on social institutions, types of informal assembly, and styles of architecture:


“Up to the 15th century, defence was stronger than attack. The improvements in the production of cannon and the invention of the iron ball changed this... The effect of the attacker’s artillery on stone walls and tiled roofs of the city was disastrous... New systems of fortification were devised with outworks, salient and bastions in star formation, which for two centuries protected the cities of Europe. The cost of providing and maintaining these works cast a financial burden on the inhabitants which may well have contributed to the decline in living standards which ensued during this epoch. The restricting effect of the new fortifications was a planning disaster. New growth could only take place either by utilising the gardens and open spaces which were formerly so valuable as a safeguard to the health of the population, or by increasing the height of the buildings (up to 10 or 12 storeys in places such as Edinburgh). The intensive development of the art of fortification altered the pedestrian scene of the medieval city to the expanding world of the Baroque city with its long-range artillery and wheeled vehicles. The army became a new factor in city life, the barracks took the place of the medieval monastery, and the parade ground was conspicuous in the new city plan... In addition, avenues were a great military asset, not only for the rapid movement of troops from one section of the city to another, but also for contributing to the sense of power imparted by a matching column.”​[21]  



Some readers may object, at this point, that the means of securitisation must itself be produced, and so cannot be primary: the means of production must be primary. The answer is (a) that the means of production can only be produced within a means of securitisation, so we have, at best, a circular chicken and egg situation, and (b) that most people will only come into contact with the means of production during their working hours. Throughout that time, they will be working with, and within, a system defined and conditioned by the means of securitisation. But they will also be defined and conditioned by the means of securitisation when they get home, when they walk outdoors, when they eat and when they sleep. Mostly, they will literally bear a means of securitisation on their bodies (eg, a purse or a weapon to defend against attack). They will worry about the means of securitisation, because it is rarely perfect, and that process of concerned thinking will undoubtedly condition their self-understanding and their relationships with others. The same cannot be said of the means of production: it is nowhere near as pervasive.

Anyone who doubts this should read Robert Peckham’s 2023, Fear: An Alternative History of the World. “Dynasties rise and fall,” he writes, “religions are created, reform and break apart; modern states are born; profits are had, and markets implode; the world is made and unmade – and all, in part, because of fear and its offshoot, panic. Yet if you look up ‘fear’ in the index of most history books, it’s doubtful you’ll find it. Like the background noise in a film, it’s part of the atmospherics. Something that happens incidentally, the most inaudible soundtrack of real life.”​[22] In another context, Germaine Greer wrote: “probably the only place a man can feel really secure is a maximum security prison.”​[23] 

A focus on the means of securitisation allows us to bring psychology and sociology together as part of a single science, in a way that primary focus on the means of production does not. The Frankfurt School famously tried to meld Marxism and Freudian psychoanalysis, and in recent times, Slavoj Žižek has attempted the same thing, only with an emphasis on Jacques Lacan. But Freud and Lacan were arguably pseudoscientists (which is perhaps why Hannah Arendt was able to have such fun analysing the Frankfurters themselves in terms drawn from the Oedipus complex). The fact that human beings are highly securitised in an ever-increasing number of ways under modern capitalism explains why we are so Janus-faced: simultaneously grateful for being so safe, yet acutely anxious that our safety might evaporate at any moment. The daily news produces the impression that the world outside is a dangerous place, and so we have become an ‘indoor society’ - which adds to our malaise. More about this later.

But even apart from all this, the primacy of the means of production, in the classical Marxist sense of the technology producing food and shelter, can be questioned. In her 2017, Doughnut Economics, Kate Raworth follows feminists like Neva Goodwin, Angela Davis and Silvia Federici in observing that:


“Mainstream economic theory is obsessed with the productivity of waged labour while skipping right over the unpaid work that makes it all possible, as feminist economists have made clear for decades. That work is known by many names: unpaid caring work, the reproductive economy, the love economy, the second economy. However, as economist Neva Goodwin has pointed out, far from being secondary, it is actually the ‘core economy’ and it comes first every day, sustaining the essentials of family and social life.”​[24]





Nevertheless, all the tasks Raworth lists under this economy – ‘making breakfast, washing the dishes, tidying the house, shopping for groceries, teaching the children to work and to share, washing clothes, caring for elderly parents, emptying the rubbish bins, collecting kids from school, helping the neighbours, making the dinner, sweeping the floor, and lending an ear’ – require an effective means of securitisation if they are to make a difference. Once again, the means of securitisation is primary.

In his 1975, Discipline and Punish, Michel Foucault describes the societal transition, in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, from feudalism to what he calls a ‘disciplinary’ regime. Under the former, “Individualisation is greatest where sovereignty is exercised and in the higher echelons of power. The more one possesses power or privilege, the more one is marked as an individual... In a disciplinary regime, on the other hand, individualisation is ‘descending’: as power becomes more anonymous and more functional, those on whom it is exercised tend to become more individualised.” What we gradually see is an increasing preponderance of fine-grained, military-type surveillance and control in schools, hospitals, prisons, and, of course, barracks.

Foucault does not ask where this comes from, although it can undoubtedly be re-described without loss as an intensification of the social means of securitisation; the securitisation of what we will call Productive Human Bodies. Barbara Ehrenreich, in her 2007, Dancing in the Streets, describes ‘what looks, in today’s terms like an epidemic of depression’ occurring at the same time​[25], which common sense suggests must be related.

The likely ultimate source of all this was the printing press: a way of securitising texts by reproducing them in such quantities that they would gain greater permanence. From that, came the Protestant Reformation and the religious wars that accompanied and followed it, above all (for the emergence of the ‘disciplinary’ society) the Thirty Years’ War, one of the most violent and traumatic events in the continent’s history. Suddenly, there were two camps in Europe whose intense mutual antagonism dwarfed anything the class system of the time could produce. No one was entirely safe: Protestants and Catholics could be, and were, ‘fifth columnists’ in each others’ countries. 

As part of the same effect, as Benedict Anderson pointed out, the invention of printing gave rise to modern nation-states: firstly, by creating “unified fields of exchange and communication below Latin and above the spoken vernaculars”; secondly, by giving a “new fixity to language” which “helped to build that image of antiquity so central to the subjective idea of the nation”; thirdly, by creating “languages-of-power different to the older administrative vernaculars.”​[26] The nation-state is perhaps the chief means of securitisation in the capitalist world, as will be discussed below. 

All the proximal factors behind Foucault’s ‘disciplinary’ society are violent. In addition to the Thirty Years’ War: the see-saw movement in England between Henry VIII and William III, and the accompanying threat from Spain; the Anglo-French War of 1627-29; the British ‘Wars of the Three Kingdoms’ between 1639 and 1653; the Nine Years’ War of 1688 to 1697, and so on. All of which must have been alarming enough, but since Protestants and Catholics could be living in each other’s midst, the need for the most exhaustive surveillance, and hence securitisation, of all societies everywhere must have seemed indispensable. In this context, it is interesting to note how often Foucault’s own analysis mentions the intensity with which religious orthodoxy was scrutinised (‘whoever did not have his rosary’ (176), ‘when a pupil has not retained the catechism from the previous day’ (179), ‘a pupil may be given four or six catechism questions to copy out as an imposition’ (180), ‘catechism in the morning’ (186), ‘whether they know their catechism and the prayers’ (211), ‘knowledge of prayers’ (212), and so on).

Of course, once that ‘discipline’ (to return to Foucault’s term) had been successfully imposed and accepted, and religious tensions had calmed down – beginning at the end of the eighteenth century and ending in 1815 with the defeat of Napoleon - the pacified, effectively securitised result constituted fertile conditions for the transformation of industrial production to power full steam ahead.

A theory in which history is driven by the means of securitisation rather than the means of production has no difficulty in explaining Acton’s ‘problem of legality’: laws are institutional undertakings/threats to bring the means of securitisation to bear in specified circumstances, and since that means is prior to the means of production, of course laws can be too. It also has no difficulty accounting for Karl Polanyi’s claim that, for most of human history, the economy has been subject to the broader requirements of society.​[27] Indeed, the only circumstances in which the economy would drive history entirely unrestricted by politics would be under the kind of anarcho-capitalism favoured by Friedrich Hayek and Milton Friedman.

Above all, it explains something that appears in Marx, but which he underestimated: the ‘fetter’ (fessel), in which the ruling powers of one economic system try to prevent the classes constituting its successor from taking charge. Thus, in The German Ideology:


“In the place of an earlier form of intercourse, which has become a fetter, a new one is put, corresponding to the more developed productive forces and, hence, to the advanced mode of the self-activity of individuals - a form which in its turn becomes a fetter and is then replaced by another. Since these conditions correspond at every stage to the simultaneous development of the productive forces, their history is at the same time the history of the evolving productive forces taken over by each new generation, and is, therefore, the history of the development of the forces of the individuals themselves.”  





And in the 1859 Preface:




“At a certain stage of development, the material productive forces of society come into conflict with the existing relations of production or – this merely expresses the same thing in legal terms – with the property relations within the framework of which they have operated hitherto. From forms of development of the productive forces these relations turn into their fetters. Then begins an era of social revolution. The changes in the economic foundation lead sooner or later to the transformation of the whole immense superstructure.”



The fetter is a deployment of the means of securitisation – an impending revolution could best be stopped using police surveillance, armed military obstruction, and prisons - and, contra Marx, sometimes it may constitute a more or less permanent brake on social development.​[28] It would be difficult, if not impossible, to deduce the different political systems of each of the current 195 nations in the world from an examination of the means of production within their borders, but a grasp of their means of securitisation, and especially the frequency and geographic scope of its deployment, would give a fairly accurate sense of their nature. 

Affordable, effective securitisation gave us individualism, and eventually social atomism, with all its attendant mental health problems.

The Hundred Years War began with archers and ended with riflemen. The First World War began with dispatch riders and cavalry detachments and ended with field radios and tanks. The means of securitisation is an animal that reproduces by eating itself.
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Productive Human Bodies
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A crucial aspect of the means of securitisation is always the securitisation of what Marx called Labour Power, but which we shall call Productive Human Bodies. (‘Labour Power’ is too abstract: it hints at a precision of measurement that does not exist in practice). As we mentioned at the beginning of this chapter, at its most basic level, the means of production is purely biological: the Earth, the life-cycle of crops, the regularity of rain. But humans need to harness that if they are to survive. Once they do so methodically, they mostly settle into geographically fixed communities, and they build places to live. Besides necessity, they probably perceive this first and foremost as a matter of relative comfort and convenience, but it is also a matter of self-securitisation.

Which will usually require other-securitisation: in more complex settled societies, tools - including slaves, where they appear - need to be locked away, and/or locked out when they are not being used, farmers and their dependents need somewhere (like a walled city) to flee to when an invading army arrives. Productive Human Bodies are perhaps the most precious resource a community has, and though they may be brutally mistreated, they cannot be allowed to die off en masse.

But self-securitisation and other-securitisation pull in slightly different directions. As soon as the individual has achieved self-securitisation, providing he is not subject to restrictions imposed externally by certain kinds of other-securitisation, he might well ask himself what he can do to improve his living accommodation, especially if he has to spend a lot of time there. Thus, the house takes on a double aspect in which its function as a means of self-securitisation can be rivalled by its function as a status symbol and a source of luxury.

So private property enters the equation, and we begin to see the rise of a middle class. More about this in chapter 4.
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2.  Capitalism
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Considerations of Terminology
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Anyone acquainted with modern critical thought will inevitably notice that, for many authors, blaming a problem on capitalism is like waving a magic wand, in that it instantly terminates the need for analysis. The faults of capitalism are supposed to be so obvious that nothing more needs to be said, and in that guise, it is a disguised rallying cry, the sort of thing a philosophical Emotivist might recognise.

Accordingly, a more impartial spectator might well wonder what we are talking about when we talk about capitalism. We can distinguish at least seven current usages:

(A) ‘Capitalism’ is used as a descriptive, would-be scientific term to specify a manufacturing process: namely, the one described in chapter 4 of the first volume of Marx’s Capital: “The exact form of [the capitalist] process is therefore M—C—M′, where M′ = M + ∆ M = the original sum advanced, plus an increment. This increment or excess over the original value I call ‘surplus-value.’ The value originally advanced, therefore, not only remains intact while in circulation, but adds to itself a surplus-value or expands itself. It is this movement that converts it into capital.”​[29]

(B) ‘Capitalism’ is used as a descriptive, would-be scientific term to specify an entire economic system predominantly characterised by the process outlined in (A).

(C) ‘Capitalism’ is used as a moralistic term to appraise the economic system described in (B), above. Evaluations can be positive or negative, but most of the positive ones are apologetic (in the technical sense) reactions to the negative; the negative is primary.

(D) ‘Capitalism’ is used as a vague moralistic synonym for (i) large multinational companies and/or (ii) the super-rich: Amazon/Jeff Bezos and Tesla, Inc./Elon Musk exemplify ‘capitalism’ in this sense. Small businesses and their owners often escape censure, even though the latter may employ workers who create ‘surplus value’. (D) is arguably behind the slogan ‘We are the 99%’. It differs from (C) above in being purely evaluative: in (C), an evaluation supervenes on a perceived fact. 

(E) ‘Capitalism’ is used as a vague moralistic synonym for the collective shortcomings of the present age. In this form, it can be blamed for all social ills, regardless of whether the accuser can demonstrate a connection. Thus conceived, it functions more as a proper noun than a common noun.

(F) ‘Capitalism’ is an item in the discourse of radical chic. An individual publicly claims to be ‘anti-capitalist’ as a means of self-advertisement. Its use here is essentially egoistic.

(G) As in Marx, ‘capitalism’ is a synonym for ‘bourgeoisie’, the middle classes. The word ‘bourgeoisie’ is largely absent from leftist discourse nowadays, and few thinkers consciously use the term ‘capitalist’ in this manner anymore. More about that later.

In addition to A-G, we have historical divisions of capitalism, for example, Werner Sombart’s four stages: ‘proto-’, ‘early’, ‘high’ and ‘late’. The notion of ‘late capitalism’ (Spätkapitalismus) – which entered the English language via Ernest Mandel in the 1970s - has, of course, been very influential. The Frankfurt School’s notion of ‘advanced capitalism’ is similar, but not wholly identical.

And we also have synchronous divisions of capitalism. To give just a few examples - industrial capitalism, finance capitalism, eco-capitalism, state capitalism, print capitalism, venture capitalism, crony capitalism, bailout capitalism, biopolitical capitalism, disaster capitalism, vulture capitalism, communicative capitalism, semiocapitalism, vector capitalism, oligarchic capitalism, state-guided capitalism, big-firm capitalism, entrepreneurial capitalism, anarcho-capitalism, crack-up capitalism, surveillance capitalism – which are not, by any means, mutually exclusive categories, but whose entanglement may be impossible to unpick with any precision. There is a sizeable academic industry, reminiscent of medieval scholasticism, devoted to the precise taxonomy of capitalism.

Despite all this, it is rare for people to find themselves at cross-purposes when they talk critically about ‘capitalism’ - which may suggest that the purpose of such talk is to signal that the speakers belong on a particular political wavelength. In many, but not all cases, it functions as a kind of tribal password.

Part of the problem is that, in classical Marxism, capitalism was one side of a dualistic conception of social relations: “society is more and more splitting up into two great hostile camps, into two great classes directly facing each other: Bourgeoisie and Proletariat.”​[30] The proletariat was, of course, the industrial working classes. 

But in the 21st century, the industrial working classes have largely disappeared as a significant political force: in their place we are often presented with a broad spectrum of different disadvantaged or excluded groups that some leftists hope to meld into an anti-capitalist coalition, but which share no unifying name – and perhaps very little intrinsic overlap. Added to which there is the difficulty of specifying – at least, for everyday polemical purposes - exactly how it is that each of these groups, separately or in combination, is adversely impacted by capitalism. It can be done, but it is not so glaringly obvious as it was for the proletariat in 1848.
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Now away with all your superstitions
& the masses arise arise

we'll change for good the old
conditions & stir the dust to win the
fight so comrades come rally & the
last fight yeah o yeah let us face the
internationale unites the human race
no more

deluded by reaction on tyrants only
we shall make war the soldiers will
down tools yes indeed o they will
break their ranks and fight no more
&if youlalala de dum da try to stay
put try to stay unified then o I swear

we will break your ranks our own
right hand those bonds will sunder
shred like confetti yes o yes one more
time everybody sing it loud now
away with all your superstitions

SINGALONG VERSION

That is the thesis. The reader who accepts
it may already have her own ideas about
what to do n If so, we have now
passed beyond the possibility of ‘proving’
her wrong.

The business of normative evaluation and
the question of whatever action (if any)
it prompts requires us to talk in a
different, prescriptive register.

As mentioned earlier, this is not a division
early Marxism recognised. The original
theory of historical materialism ‘proved’
revolution was imminent, and Marxism
assumed, without further inquiry, that it
was incumbent on readers to support it.

But, as Hume had pointed out nearly a
century earlier, one cannot derive an
‘ought’ from an ‘is’. And of course, we
have also argued that the theory of
historical materialism, as Marx produced
it, is brim-full of hidden moral norms.

——
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A NEW THEORY OF HISTORICAL
MATERIALISM AND SOME CONSIDERATIONS
CONCERNING THE ROAD TO COMMUNISM
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