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  Introduction




  Anti-capitalism is not a new phenomenon. Indeed it is as old as capitalism itself, which most experts in the field would date from the rise of European mercantile or trading

  societies in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. On the other hand, popular interest in anti-capitalism, the kind of interest that drives commentators to write books about the topic, is new.

  It is new because until recently there was nothing that looked like an anti-capitalist movement, something that united all the disparate factions, groupings, ideologies and followers of ‘the

  left’. Anti-capitalism, so it was held, was something that had died with the failed revolts of 1968, or with the Fall of the Berlin Wall or the ‘Death of Communism’. Yet, piece by

  piece, event by event, these conclusions have been shown to be premature.




  A number of key events over the course of the past couple of decades have encouraged many to conclude that there is, or might be, a global anti-capitalist movement. They include the Zapatista

  insurrection of 1994 that inspired numerous meetings and campaigns in solidarity; the Seattle protests of 1999; the creation of the World Social Forum in 2001; the wave of protests by the

  Indignados and the creation of the worldwide Occupy movement in 2011. Quite apart from these discrete yet always interconnected events and initiatives, there is a more general sense that

  anti-capitalism is ‘in the air’. The Global Financial Crisis (GFC) of 2007 onwards punctured the impression of self-confidence amongst elites. It created uncertainty amongst

  commentators and experts about the ‘inevitability’ of capitalism, and thus created a chink of possibility for querying the desirability and necessity of capitalism itself. Figures such

  as Slavoj Žižek, a self-proclaimed Marxist and communist, were treated quite seriously by mainstream as well as alternative media. All manner of ideas and alternatives were given air time

  in a manner that was quite impossible to imagine before 2007. Indeed this author was invited to give a presentation at the 2010 OECD annual assembly on ‘life after capitalism’,

  something that would have been improbable a decade earlier, to say the least. Anti-capitalism has become part of the contemporary political climate. But what is anti-capitalism? What does it mean

  to be anti-capitalist? And where is anti-capitalism going – if anywhere?




  As someone who has been teaching a variety of anti-capitalist subjects for two decades I have attempted to keep up with most things anti-capitalist over the course of that time. This was a

  fairly straightforward task until recently. Before then, ‘anti-capitalism’ meant looking mostly at the ideas and events of the past, sometimes the far-flung past. It also meant keeping

  abreast of the various activisms and ways in which apparently unfashionable ideas like socialism, anarchism and Marxism were supposed to be evolving, changing or adapting to New Times.

  ‘Anti-capitalism’ was a minority subject, in this case a very minor one compared with the more mainstream interests of some of my colleagues. The Seattle protests of 1999 changed all

  that. What we have witnessed since then is an enormous outpouring of analyses, commentaries and manifestos to go alongside the huge increase in activist materials, websites, newspapers and

  periodicals. Looking at the mountain of material out there, what is noticeable is that the work of those committed to saying something or writing about anti-capitalism tends to be of three kinds,

  some of which may be helpful to beginners, but few of which are for beginners. It will be useful to say something about what has been written so far, if only to give the reader a

  sense of what is already available, and also a sense of how I see my own task in relation to the existing literature on the subject.




  Firstly, there are activist orientated books. These are books that are either written by activists about activism or written by activists for other activists (or

  would-be activists). These include the useful Anti-Capitalism: A Guide to the Movement. This is a cheap, well-produced account of the issues and events surrounding the reemergence of

  anti-capitalism. It is published under the aegis of the British Socialist Workers Party (SWP), and many – though not all – of those writing commentaries or chapters are members of the

  Party. Those who are not are all activists of one kind or another and are able to give a good sense of the movement, where it has come from and where it is going. It is a good place to go for facts

  as well as a politically committed survey of developments. There are also reams of activist materials in activist outlets, some of which I list in the Resources section. If one really wants to get

  the ‘worm’s eye view’ of what the anti-capitalist movement means to those who are part of it, then it would be indispensable to consult materials such as these.




  Secondly, there are what might be termed expert analyses. These are works by people who have conducted research on some aspect or another of the contemporary global situation, together

  with a critique of it. The various writings of Naomi Klein would be one obvious place to start. Her book No Logo was a pathbreaking contribution of its kind, and rightly hailed as one of

  the key works helping to unpack the issues behind the corporate domination of the global marketplace. There are other works by investigative journalists-cum-activists that are also expert in this

  sense. Many will be familiar with the works of Michael Moore who, like Klein, has done much to highlight inequalities in his own country and the obstacles to the emergence of a progressive

  politics. Gregory Palast’s The Best Democracy Money Can Buy follows Moore in offering a stinging exposé of contemporary politics.




  Outside the US, the work of BBC journalist Paul Mason is well worth mentioning here, particularly as regards the impact of the GFC on the growth of political activism after 2007. His work on the

  origins and causes of the GFC is exemplary (Meltdown: The End of the Age of Greed). He is also interested in the political effects of the GFC and the growth of anti-capitalism across the

  world in the wake of this latest crisis. His Live Working or Die Fighting: How the Working Class Went Global and Why It’s Kicking Off Everywhere: the New Global Revolutions

  are indispensable for understanding the interplay of economic and political factors in the new radicalism. Still the most detailed account of the anti-capitalist movement itself –

  particularly the US movement – is Amory Starr’s Naming the Corporate Enemy: Anti-Corporate Movements Confront Globalization, a comprehensive digest of all things

  ‘anti-corporate’ together with a critical evaluation of the various strengths and weaknesses of the movement.




  In view of recent developments it is unsurprising to find that there is now a burgeoning literature of post-capitalist advocacy. These include outright ‘manifestos’ whose

  aim is to marshal the movement behind a particular political project or vision of how the world should look. Notable amongst these are Alex Callinicos’s An Anti-Capitalist Manifesto

  and George Monbiot’s The Age of Consent. The recent crisis of capitalism has also highlighted the availability of sophisticated theoretical treatments of the crisis and the

  availability of post-capitalist alternatives. Amongst these works, the most discussed would include the various contributions by Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri, starting with Empire,

  moving through Multitude and culminating with Commonwealth. One should also mention John Holloway’s work Change the World Without Taking Power, and the follow-up

  work that takes account of the GFC, Crack Capitalism. Perhaps the most discussed theorist in this vein is Slavoj Žižek, whose work combines astonishing erudition, throwaway

  anecdotes from the communist era and reflections on film, popular culture and contemporary life. A prolific author of a number of works of importance for our topic including Living in the End

  of Times and In Defence of Lost Causes, Žižek is a very singular anti-capitalist figure, using the media, public events and activist causes to advance his reading of the

  present crisis. I discuss Žižek’s work and the work of some of the other figures mentioned here in chapter 4.




  So there is plenty to read out there. Why then do we need another book? As someone who spends a lot of time thinking, teaching and writing about anti-capitalism in one form or another, what is

  apparent is that there is nothing (yet) I could put in the hand of a student, friend, relative or neighbour and say ‘here, this is quite a lot of what you might need to know about

  contemporary anti-capitalism. Here is an overview of the issues involved, together with a digest of some of the key arguments and issues’. This is to say there is nothing much for the

  beginner either in the sense of someone who wants to understand what is going on, or in the sense of someone who wants to begin acting but doesn’t know where to begin. Here

  a word or two is needed about the notion of beginner underpinning the book.




  I have thought hard about ‘the beginner’ to try to ensure that I keep within the remit of what my publishers want, but also because in a subject like this the notion of a beginner is

  ambiguous, handily so in the case of a topic like anti-capitalism. ‘Beginners’ can be passive or they can be active. They can, that is, be seeking to find out more about the

  anti-capitalist movement, why it came about, who is in it, where it is all heading. On the other hand they might be thinking ‘something must be done’, and be asking themselves where to

  find out more about the various resistances and campaigns going on. This is (hopefully) a book for both kinds of beginner.




  I should say one more thing about the beginner and how it informs the kind of book I wanted to write. In my experience as a teacher beginners to a subject do not want to be told what the answers

  are, so much as what the issues are. They want a guide to a controversy, the ideology, the movement, the territory so that they can find their own way around in it. The worst teaching

  experiences I have endured (and indeed been responsible for) are those where an expert wears her politics on her sleeve. I don’t like being harangued about a subject, or being told what to

  think or how to respond, and nor do most of those I have tried to help learn about a subject. This is not to say that I am neutral on the subject of anti-capitalism, as if one could be indifferent

  to the issues we will be discussing. I am not – and it will not take long for the reader to work out where I am coming from. Nonetheless, for the purpose of this book I have at least aimed at

  providing a map of the issues that will be of relevance to the interested beginner, not a set of directions pointing her to the ‘right’ place. This is not an activist

  work for activists; nor is it a manifesto or guide on how to change the world. It is a work by a specialist, but it is not an ‘expert’ analysis in the sense used above. I am not

  presenting new research or fieldwork designed to expose global inequities. What I have aimed for is a guide to the issues, positions, alternatives.
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  The hows and whys of capitalism




  A question of definition




  In a book about anti-capitalism we are naturally enough going to hear all sorts of reasons why it is that we should be opposed to capitalism. Many of these arguments will

  differ in sometimes surprising and indeed conflicting ways; but one thing they will all have in common is that they know what they are against: ‘Capitalism’ – or, more likely,

  refinements of the same such as ‘neoliberal capitalism’, ‘transnational capitalism’, ‘economic globalisation’, ‘corporate capitalism’. Whilst

  anti-capitalist literature is replete with reasons why one should oppose capitalism, they are often less helpful on what capitalism is and how it differs from other forms of social organisation.

  They are often less than forthcoming, too, on why it is that capitalism is ‘hegemonic’, why it appears natural or normal to so many (as it does). Thus what the beginner to the subject

  might already have asked him or herself is how it is that anyone came to think that capitalism was worth defending in the first place. So, thinking in terms of how to initiate the beginner into the

  nature of anti-capitalism, it is as good a place as any to start with some brief thoughts on capitalism itself. In particular we need to think about how capitalism established itself as a

  dominant economic system, and one accepted as rational and desirable by many across both the developed and developing world.




  First of all it will be helpful to think about the central term capitalism itself. What exactly is capitalism? There are two ways of answering this question. The first is to think of it in

  abstract terms, that is in terms of what it represents as a relationship between people. The second is to think in more historical terms, i.e. of how it is that capitalism came

  about, and how it developed into the system we see before us today. Why do we need two ways of thinking about the same object? The easy answer is that since the dawn of capitalism in the early

  modern period (roughly the seventeenth century onwards) capitalism has obviously changed a great deal. Indeed it has changed so much that it is remarkable to be talking about the same

  ‘thing’ at all, the world of the twenty-first century being radically different to that of even the nineteenth century, let alone the seventeenth. Yet economists and commentators still

  agree for the most part that there is a fundamental continuity between then and now. What then is the continuity? Fortunately there is little controversy over the matter. Capitalism is not in this

  sense a particularly contested term in itself. What is contested is whether it is just, rational or otherwise in the best interests of humanity. In abstract terms it is said that

  we have capitalism where we see the following:




  

    

      • private ownership over the means of production: land, factories, businesses;




      • paid employment or, to put it another way, ‘wage labour’;




      • creation of goods – or the offering of services – for profit via a system of exchange, i.e. the market.


    


  




  This is a pretty anodyne definition, which is to say that most of those who take some professional interest in the matter would regard it with a shrug of the shoulders. This is

  what is intended. We are looking for a base line here: something that can be agreed on, so that we can understand exactly what it is that pro-capitalists celebrate and anti-capitalists object to.

  Looking at the definition other questions will, however, arise. Beginners as well as cynics might think that capitalism looks in this view utterly basic to human experience. What other kinds of

  economic relations might there be?




  There is some substance to the concern, the chief among these being the relationship between capitalism and the market, or ‘commodity production’. Hasn’t there always been a

  market, and thus capitalism? The market or commodity production is indeed much older than capitalism, and there are those who would insist that virtually every society known to us embraced

  some form of market exchange, whether that be the exchange of shark teeth, beetroot or gold pieces. This is actually a very important point in relation to questions raised in relation to

  anti-capitalism, and so the need for clarity here is acute. The point is that the market is not an invention of capitalism, nor does the market of itself lead to capitalism.

  Markets have existed alongside all manner of different economic regimes and different forms of ownership. The mere exchange of equivalents does not necessitate or make inevitable wage labour, which

  is in turn the key to understanding the distinctiveness of capitalist production. Nor is the market in this sense something new or confined to capitalist economies. Markets have existed for longer

  than human history itself, which is not to say that the market is inevitable or necessary to human life as such, only that markets frequently arise in the course of human interrelationships, and

  will probably go on doing so as long as people want to swap things. But the point is, the market is not capitalism, and capitalism is not the market. So what is?




  Looking back at the definition what becomes apparent is that one of the distinctive features of capitalism is that it serves a particular kind of market, namely that for labour. In

  pre-capitalist times labour was sometimes bought, but more often than not it was procured by some other means, classically by the institution of slavery, and more recently by bondage, vassalage, or

  other arrangement that rendered individuals directly subservient to someone else. Through force of arms, conquest, or some other more or less violent process people were made subjects of a lord or

  noble. As a slave or serf a person had little or no control over his or her own life, but rather was a mere adjunct of an ‘estate’ to which he or she was personally tied. As feudalism

  and slavery were overthrown or displaced, so those who were liberated became ‘masterless’ men (and women), freed to try and procure a living for themselves, usually through selling

  their labour to someone who needed it for the factories, mines and workhouses that accompanied the process of industrialisation. Here, in short, we see a process by which the economic relation of

  feudalism, namely control over the person is transformed into the capitalist economic relation in which some people buy other people’s labour power. Whereas in the market

  place of Ancient Rome or of ante bellum America it was people who were bought and sold, in the capitalist market place it is our labour power that is bought and sold. But what is our

  labour power bought and sold for? Why do people need to buy and sell labour power?




  Money, money, money




  This brings us to the second relatively uncontroversial part of the definition of capitalism, which is that under capitalism the primary purpose of production is profit or

  making money. This too sounds a banal fact about the way we live. What on earth could be the point of setting up companies, working hard, taking risks, indeed getting up in the morning if it was

  not for making money?




  We shall hear quite a lot more about what other ends production could serve when we come to discuss anti-capitalist ideas themselves, but for the purpose of contrast we could at this

  point think about one possible alternative to production as profit, which is production for what is termed ‘subsistence’. It is probably a truism to note that over the course of human

  history most economic activity has been for the purpose of maintaining the well-being of the family and the extended groups of which the individual is a part rather than for making a profit as

  such. Looking closely at pre-capitalist production what is striking is the degree to which people worked just enough to ensure that they have the things they need to keep them going and to ensure

  that as and when unexpected crises come along (bad weather, poor crops etc.), there was enough surplus to ensure that everyone was looked after. This is what it means to subsist: a farmer works

  hard enough and long enough to make sure that all basic needs are met. Beyond that however, life is for living, singing songs, lazing in the sun, swimming, painting or whatever. Under such

  conditions profit has little rationale. To the subsistence farmer, profit requires extra work, and extra work means less time to do the other things she or he wants to do as well. This is one of

  the ironies of capitalist production spotted by the very earliest critics of capitalism. We often work harder and longer hours to be able to do the things that, if we worked less and for fewer

  hours, we would be able to do anyway, like lazing in the sun. So inevitably the question arises of why capitalism is characterised by production for profit as opposed to something else, like

  subsistence.




  To answer this question we need to make a link between wage labour and profit creation, for what has yet to be clarified is why anyone would want to work for someone else rather than work for

  themselves as, say, a subsistence farmer. Why do most of us work for someone else, and not for ourselves, or for our families, or relatives or friends and neighbours, or with whom we choose?




  Historically, the reason why most of us work for others is that we have very little choice but to do so. It is again a truism to note that in most parts of the world, the most important

  resource allowing a degree of independence to individuals, namely land, was conquered, invaded or otherwise taken from indigenous groups to serve the needs of royal families,

  conquistadores, colonial barons, imperial elites or states. In the UK the story of the creation of masterless men – or future ‘employees’ – is one that concerns

  conquest of a particularly crude, and at times bloody, kind over the course of the previous three centuries, and this is to say nothing of 1066 and the Norman conquest of Britain. Formerly

  independent subsistence farmers were thrown off the land, in turn forcing them into the towns and cities to search for work. We can note that some of the very first anti-capitalist protests and

  demonstrations were sparked off by such processes. They account in part for the sporadic resistances, sometimes violent, that punctuate modern British history, notwithstanding the impression given

  by conservative historians that Britain’s historical development is a largely peaceful affair.




  This is part of the story of the industrial revolution in Britain, and it is in turn part of the story of virtually every country the world over. It is part of the story of anti-capitalism in

  those countries that have experienced the failures of land reform in recent times. We could mention here the case of Mexico where the Zapatista rebellion of 1994 was initiated by those seeking a

  return of control over scarce arable land in the mountainous Chiapas region. We could also mention the Sem Terra, or landless, of Brazil striving for the means of getting land for those who have

  been deprived of it, or the Via Campesina network that attempts to help various groups restore their rights to land and agricultural produce. Much of Hugo Chavez’s support in Venezuela came

  from the landless poor. But the story of the conquest of ‘subsistence’ is not the whole story, as those who defend capitalism will, with varying degrees of skill and urgency,

  insist.




  We should also note, however, that the private ownership of the means of production is hardly intrinsic to human experience. For much of history, hunter-gathering was the norm and where

  this was displaced it was often by various forms of collective ownership, whether by families or kinship groups, or by larger units such as villages, towns and city-states. We can also

  note that even under advanced industrial conditions private ownership of production existed side-by-side with public ownership, as for example in the welfare or social democratic states of the

  early to mid-twentieth century. As recently as the mid-1980s over 50% of French GDP was accounted for by publicly owned enterprises. Even this ratio is dwarfed by the situation that obtained in

  communist states such as the former Soviet Union where the vast bulk of the productive capacity of the country rested in ‘collective’ hands, admittedly a euphemism for the party-state

  apparatus that ruled the country until its collapse in 1991. The private ownership of the means of production has thus historically supplanted a variety of other kinds of ownership,

  collective, communal and feudal. It also supplanted varieties of non-ownership, as in hunter-gathering and nomadic forms of life that subsisted without resort to ownership over the land and natural

  resources. It has also co-existed alongside rival forms of ownership, particularly the large-scale state ownership seen in the former communist bloc. Many if not all of these alternatives

  have some supporters amongst anti-capitalist groups, and so we will be returning to the issue of which, if any of them, could provide a realistic and/or desirable alternative to the forms of

  ownership so many anti-capitalists object to.




  So to summarise this brief discussion, we can talk about capitalism in abstraction from the historical conditions that brought it into being, but only just. Without some element of that history,

  we get the how, but we don’t get the why, which is equally part of the case before us. We can see that capitalism is not the same as the market. Capitalism is of course a

  market society, but market societies may take forms other than those found under capitalist conditions. Even feudal and slave-owning societies were market societies. We can also see that capitalism

  requires a certain kind of social relation, namely that between formally free individuals. This means that wage labour is only possible where people are free to the extent of being able to sell

  their own labour power to someone else. People whose labour is forcefully taken from them are formally unfree like slaves or serfs. We can also see that capitalism is about the creation of profit.

  Profit is needed not least to give owners the money they need to keep themselves alive. It is also needed to reinvest in their businesses, in particular in the new technology and equipment that

  will enable them to compete successfully with others and thereby maintain those profits without which any capitalist enterprise will fail.




  Capitalism as a system of competition




  Though we have not mentioned it so far, this final point illustrates an important aspect of capitalism, which is that it is normally, though not necessarily, characterised by

  intense competition. Capitalism is as we know defined by the existence of a market; without a market there is no capitalism. A market is a physical or nominal space in which those with

  something to sell or exchange – like their own labour – can seek buyers. Much of the time there are others who will be wanting to sell something similar, and so there is a competition

  for buyers. What determines who wins the competition is, when all other things are equal, price. If I can sell tomatoes for a lower price than you can, I will sell more tomatoes than you.




  The lower the basic costs, the lower, potentially, one can set the price of goods. So the tendency in market-based societies is competition on costs, all of the costs not just that of

  the labour power without which ultimately there can be no tomato farming. The seller who can reduce her costs, can reduce her prices further than the seller who has higher costs. This in turn means

  that in an environment of intense competition and relatively open markets that seller will be at an advantage: she will win the competition, driving her competitors out of business, into

  retirement or another sector of the market. That is until another tomato grower comes along who thinks she can reduce her costs even further (and so on).




  What still needs clarification, however, is the difference between capitalist and non-capitalist forms of market competition. The tomato seller example used above illustrates some of what

  happens in markets as such, not just capitalist markets. Isn’t there a difference? Indeed there is. As we have had occasion to note, a key to understanding capitalism is wage labour,

  and thus the competition for labour between capitalists. They need us, and in the absence of other means of keeping ourselves alive like having our own land, we need them. So the cost issue that we

  were discussing above refers very particularly to the costs of labour power and of keeping us working. This is much less the case in pre-capitalist societies where a great deal of production is

  based either on enforced labour of the feudal kind or on subsistence farming and manufacture which is characterised by family or small group production, rather than on wage labour. We have also

  noted that production in the capitalist market is for profit, with at least some of that profit being used for increasing the level of productivity through investing in machinery, new

  technologies, plant and equipment. So capitalism is a particularly energetic, or perhaps a frenetic, form of market society. Whereas the pre-capitalist market mainly concerns the

  reproduction of the basic necessities of life (give or take a few luxury goods) the capitalist market concerns the accumulation of capital though the exploitation of all available means

  for the increasing of production, whilst at the same time diminishing costs. Under the capitalist market there is no resting place for producer or seller. Capitalism is in its own

  self-image a Darwinian struggle, a struggle with many winners and many losers. It is for this reason that even Marx paused – part in admiration, part in incredulity – at the sheer

  relentlessness of the system, even whilst exclaiming how much he detested it.




  Capitalism today




  So far we have been describing capitalism in fairly abstract terms. That is, we have been trying to extract what it is that unites the very early forms of capitalist

  society with what we see around us today, but what we see around us Now is very different in many ways to what existed Then. It is time to think about what these differences are so we get a better

  sense of what capitalism is. This means thinking further about:




  

    

      • interdependence and the transnationalisation of capitalism;




      • corporate consolidation;




      • the legal and political framework of economic globalisation;




      • financialisation.


    


  




  Towards a global (economic) village: interdependence and the transnationalisation of capitalism




  It is no doubt true to say that capitalism has since its beginnings always been a world or ‘global’ system, in the sense that the rise of capitalism coincides with,

  and feeds upon, the rise of colonialism and inter-continental conquest. The markets of Europe in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries were never in this sense merely markets for local produce,

  with local buyers and local sellers, but were supplemented with produce from colonies such as tobacco, wood and precious metals. But what is equally obvious is the degree to which, over the course

  of the development of the modern world, we see an ever-increasing interdependence between markets, producers and sellers. But what does this interdependence mean? What does it mean to be

  increasingly interdependent apart from the fact that there is more stuff to buy in the shops?




  Thinking in terms of capital itself it becomes obvious that, over the course of the twentieth century, owners have removed capital, that is money, assets and resources from local, regional and

  national contexts in the pursuit of greater profit. Capitalists were once local people investing in local businesses, using local employment. This is no longer the case. Since the Second World War

  capital has become increasingly mobile, meaning that capitalists have been able to invest wherever they see the greatest possible return on their investment. They have been able to take advantage

  of ever-diminishing costs in terms of air freight, communications infrastructure and IT capabilities to outsource production to far-flung parts of the world. Such changes are often referred to in

  the specialist literature in terms of the transition from ‘national capitalism’, to ‘multinational capitalism’ and finally to

  ‘transnational’ or ‘global’ capitalism proper. These labels give some idea of what is said to have occurred. The term ‘globalisation’ is more commonly

  used than any of these more specialist terms, but globalisation or, better, economic globalisation is just another way of talking about the same phenomenon, i.e. the growing

  interdependence of the world economy. Again, there is nothing new about global interdependence, as a glance at, say, Marx’s The Communist Manifesto or Smith’s The Wealth of

  Nations reveals. It is the degree to which we are interdependent that is striking and particularly so over the course of the last thirty years. But what does it all amount to?




  We noted above that what determines the success or failure of the producer is her capacity to drive costs down to survive the intense competition that characterises the capitalist market place.

  Capitalists must do whatever they can to stay ahead of the game, which means being able to compete with others in the market place on price and cost. As we know costs vary from place to

  place and from country to country. In the global North the cost of living is pretty high. Housing costs are expensive. Thus the basic costs involved in producing anything are themselves

  relatively high, not least because of the high cost of keeping a worker working. By contrast, costs in the developing world are much lower.




  Given intense competition it is irrational for capitalists not to take advantage of those conditions which aid the reduction of their costs. Why? Because if I can lower costs then

  not to do so will be to leave myself open to the possibility that someone else will, in turn putting me out of business. As a consequence, over the course of the latter third of

  the twentieth century capitalists engaged in a wholesale transfer of production from relatively expensive economies at what is sometimes termed the ‘core’ to relatively cheap economies

  at the ‘periphery’.




  So over the latter decades of the twentieth century capitalism became progressively internationalised, meaning that more and more production circled around the globe looking for the

  cheapest places to set up. Volkswagen went to Czechoslovakia, Spain, Poland; Ralph Lauren to Indonesia; Raleigh bikes to Thailand and Vietnam, and the really big corporations like Coca-Cola, Nike,

  Apple, Ford, Shell, McDonald’s and Citibank just went anywhere and everywhere they could. This is what ‘transnational’ as opposed to ‘multi-national’ means.

  Multi-national corporations can be found in a number of countries; transnational corporations are by contrast ubiquitous. The concept of bounded locale as in ‘national’ is meaningless

  for them. They are all over the world. Thus the constraint of operating under local, regional, or national contexts in order to drive down costs has given way dramatically under the need

  to compete more effectively, which in turn leads to greater profit, and in turn to greater investment. All this is because it is (remember) in capital’s own interest to seek the

  cheapest possible cost base, the cheapest resources and labour that it can find to produce the goods it wishes to produce. Such developments conform to what is sometimes termed the ‘logic of

  capitalist accumulation’. To keep her business going the capitalist entrepreneur has to compete effectively, and this in turn means finding the most productive, most competitive, most

  commodious environment in which to operate. Not to do so is, as the history of contemporary capitalism painfully illustrates, to consign one’s business to the dustbin of history. It was for

  this reason that even Marx argued there is little point in blaming individual capitalists for the character of capitalism. They are busy ‘outsourcing’,

  ‘streamlining’, down-shifting’, ‘flexibilising’ because under a competitive market order they need to do whatever it is permitted to do to compete effectively. It is

  march or die.




  Corporate consolidation: the big just got bigger




  We noted earlier that in order to succeed in the market place you can either reduce your costs further than your competitors or you reduce the number of competitors through

  merger, incorporation or take overs. Corporate consolidation is a key part of the story of contemporary capitalism and helps explain why it has the character it has, and indeed why it is

  that the energies of so many anti-capitalists have been directed at the power of corporations. The degree of consolidations is indeed striking, particularly as regards older, capital intensive

  industries such as car manufacturing, shipbuilding or steel making. To take cars as an example, in the immediate post-war period there were literally dozens of manufacturers in Europe. Now one can

  count them on the fingers of two hands. But it is not just these traditional industries that have experienced accelerating consolidation. Look around the world of the media, luxury goods, software,

  drinks companies, banking. Everywhere one looks the story is the same: merger, acquisition, strip down, streamlining.




  The survival of a multitude of brands in our shops does not, confusingly, obviate the point. Between them Unilever and Proctor and Gamble own hundreds of brands of soap powder, detergents and

  dishwasher tablets. The fact that the shelves of our supermarkets groan under the weight of an astonishing range of products should not be taken as a sign that there is an astonishing array of

  competitors out there in the market place for household products such as these. There was an astonishing range of competitors, but they became gobbled up by the ‘big two’ as

  part of their efforts to shape the market place in accordance with their own interests. Again, it seems we will be wasting valuable energy blaming individual companies for looking after their own

  interests in ways which are legal and part of the game. If there is a fault to be found in this scenario then it lies with the rules of the game, or rather with those who invent and maintain

  ‘the rules of the game’.




  Here, however, matters get more complicated because the gap between the ‘players’ and the ‘makers of the rules’ has narrowed markedly to the point where we begin to see

  that often the ‘players’ and the ‘makers’ are the same people, albeit with different ‘hats’ on. In the case of large corporations such as Unilever, they not only

  make soap powders, they also ‘help’ make the rules by which international commerce is regulated (or not). As Michael Moore, George Monbiot and Gregory Palast (amongst the many) have

  documented, large corporations ‘help’ by buying the favour of the political elites. They fund election campaigns, commercials for local politicians, holidays for politicians, school

  fees, medical fees, and lots of other useful services besides. They like things as they are, and they are prepared to do a lot and spend a lot to make sure that they remain so.

  This too is part of the game of contemporary capitalism.




  The legal and political framework




  Reflecting this latter point, one of the characteristics of contemporary capitalism is that it takes place within a legal and political framework that is now,

  reflecting the internationalisation of trade itself, global in scope. Here we need to mention those various agencies and institutions set up by the most powerful states after the War to oversee the

  development of international trade. Their aim was to prevent the kind of economic instability seen in the inter-war period, one that fatally undermined democracy in Germany and led to a severe

  crisis of confidence in the capitalist world more generally. The names of the institutions will be familiar to most people reading this book, as their various meetings tend to provide the pretext

  for anti-capitalist carnivals and protests, as for example at Seattle, Prague, Quebec City and Genoa. These institutions include the International Monetary Fund (IMF), The G8, the

  World Bank, and the Organisation of Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD). We need to mention too the various agencies of the United Nations involved in economic or

  socio-economic regulation, particularly the United Nations Conference on Trade and Development (UNCTAD). The World Trade Organisation (WTO) was set up much later in 1995 to

  provide a permanent institutional focus for the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT) discussions which attempt to make the free market even ‘freer’, that is free from

  the barriers that prevent businesses circling around in perfect liberty.
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