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




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




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




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




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




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




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




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




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





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




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




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




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




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




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




  War and Peace – questions and answers




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




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




  Key issues




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




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




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




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




  So why is this book relevant?




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




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




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




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




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




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




  Structure




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




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




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




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




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




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




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




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




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









  Chapter 1




  Capitalism and the state




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




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




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




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




  Capitalism rules – but how?




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




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




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




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




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




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




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




  Capitalism’s irresistible rise




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




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




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




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




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




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




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




  Keeping the peace




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






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







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




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






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







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




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




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




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




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




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




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




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