Alliance for Workers’ Liberty

Day school: Globalisation and imperialism

Saturday 22 October and Saturday 29 October

London: 22 October, 14:00, Sebbon Street Community Centre, Sebbon Street, London N1 (off Upper Street, behind Islington Town Hall)

Leeds: 29 October, 13:30, Swarthmore Centre, Woodhouse Square, Leeds.

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

“Crib-sheet”

Learning from the experience of the “Marxists and trade unions day school”, we will organise the discussions a little differently from indicated in the first set of notes sent out. As follows:

- Short plenary introduction, flagging up the main issues for the day;

- Small-group discussions one: evaluating different assessments of what globalisation means;

- Small-group discussions two: evaluating different political responses;

- Small-group discussions three: drafting a five-minute speech on “imperialism: what it is and how to fight it”
- Final plenary session: we hear and discuss some of the five-minute speeches.

The reading is as previously indicated: the AWL material on the subject in Workers’ Liberty 2/3 and 2/2, and the articles by Samir Amin, Ellen Wood, Michael Hardt, and John Rees of the SWP, with a few short snippets from other authors added below. The change is that, in the second round of small-group discussions, instead of working on critiques of the full texts, we will discuss brief summaries of ideas from the texts. This should make the school more accessible and more enjoyable.

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

Small-group discussions one

The capitalist world has changed since the 1980s. “Globalisation” is the usual short name for those changes. Among leftists there are at least four radically different assessments (or, at least, emphases in assessment) of what’s actually going on. Discuss these four assessments. For each one, identify the evidence supporting it (or seeming to support it) and the objections to it.

A: US empire. The world today is essentially an American empire. The USA so powerful that it dominates the whole world in roughly the same way that Britain used to dominate the British Empire. It is reversing the colonial liberation struggles of 1945-75 and re-establishing colonial-type control over the poorer countries.

Samir Amin: The United States took the offensive once more, in order to reestablish its global hegemony... [US] hegemony had been forced to accept the peaceful coexistence imposed by Soviet military might. Now that page has turned and the United States has gone on the offensive to reinforce its global domination. Henry Kissinger summed it up in a memorably arrogant phrase: “Globalization is only another word for U.S. domination.” [Amin is a famous Third-Worldist, once semi-Maoist, economist; born in Egypt, educated and working mostly in France. More popular writers, like Tariq Ali and John Pilger, argue the “US empire” line without the qualifications which Amin adds].

B. Exporting democracy and free-market development. “Globalisation” means bringing democracy and economic development, imperfectly, in capitalist form, but substantially to more and more of the world.

Michael Hardt: There is an alternative to US imperialism: global power can be organised in a decentred form, which Toni Negri and I call “empire”... Empire is a network composed of different kinds of powers, including the dominant nation states, supranational organisations, such as the United Nations and the IMF, multinational corporations, NGOs, the media, and others. There are hierarchies among the powers that constitute empire but despite their differences they function together in the network... [a] decentred network power of empire.

Hardt and Negri, as summarised in WL 2/3: The US Constitution... instituted a “democratic interaction of powers linked together in networks”. That explains the USA’s ability to take a “privileged position” in the construction of Empire, “a global project of network power”. [Negri was a prominent revolutionary activist in Italy in the 1970s, of an ultra-left/ “autonomist” bent. He has recently, with Hardt, written a book entitled “Empire” and arguing that this “decentred network power” is the dominant reality today].

Meghnad Desai, “Marx’s Revenge” (as summarised by reviewers): Lenin... ignored [Marx’s] warning that one type of social organisation can succeed another only when the former has exhausted its capacity for development. Capitalism had not exhausted its potential when the Bolsheviks seized power, and their project was thus always doomed...
If Marx was right, capitalism, like feudalism, will go under once it has exhausted its potential. And the irony about recent efforts to deregulate economies is that they will hasten rather than retard this process.
So long as capitalism was shackled - by high taxes, tariff barriers, capital controls and so forth - its development was stymied. The truest friends of socialism, Desai thus hints, are the conservative leaders who liberalised markets. They restarted the historical process that will lead, ineluctably, to a socialism that is genuine because spontaneous rather than imposed by revolutionary upstarts....

Bill Warren, as summarised in WL 2/2: Warren came to paint the development of capitalism in the most glowing colours, not only recognising it (as Marxists must) but effectively praising and advocating it. Everything that pointed to capitalist progress in the Third World was played up, the other side of the picture played down.

C. Return of the old order. The USA is in relative decline, and trying to use its military power, in wars, to stave off that decline. World economics and politics have been made more fluid by the collapse of the USSR and its bloc. Those two facts create a world of unsettled rivalries similar to the world dominated by rival colonial empires before World War 1.

John Rees (SWP): For all that US power seems unassailable, the truth is that it has very real limitations... It does not have the economic capability to rebuild a world economy... The central feature of the new imperialism is that even the greatest of the great powers is no longer so great that it has the same capacity to structure the world... The new fractured ‘multi-polar’ world... As the Gulf War showed, international co-ordination is... necessary as well as desirable [for the US]... The need for international action speaks of US weakness, not strength... relative economic decline of the US. [The SWP’s more popular literature adopts the “US empire” story, in direct contradiction to the account in their theoretical writings].

John Rees (SWP): The opening up of the great swathe of the globe dominated by Eastern Europe, Russia, the Caspian and Central Asian states to Western multinationals and military strategists after their long Cold War exclusion... marked a reversion to patterns of interstate conflict that predated... the Russian Revolution... ‘The Great Game’ [19th-century British/Russian rivalry in Asia]... so it is again today.

Alex Callinicos (SWP), as summarised in WL 2/3: Imperialism after the Cold War [is] in fact a more unstable version of the old [“classical”, 1875-1945, imperialism].
D. “Empire of capital”/ “Imperialism of free trade”. What’s essentially new is capitalism, and capitalist nation-states, coming to cover the whole globe and relate to each other essentially through market mechanisms. The system is regulated by a set of cartels or coalitions of big states, mostly dominated by the USA.

Ellen Wood: For the first time, capitalism has become a truly universal system... This doesn’t, by the way, necessarily mean the disappearance of the nation-state. It may just mean new roles for nation-states, as the logic of competition imposes itself not only on capitalist firms but on entire national economies, which, with the help of the state, conduct their competition less in the old “extra-economic” and military ways than in purely “economic” forms... “Globalization” [is] really just a code-word... for a system in which the logic of capitalism has become more or less universal and where imperialism achieves its ends not so much by the old forms of military expansion but by unleashing and manipulating the destructive impulses of the capitalist market. [Wood is an academic, of a Stalinoid political background, but who has shifted to a more class-based outlook over the years].

WL 2/3: The core exploitative mechanisms are those embedded in free trade itself... The imperialism of free trade is global capitalism... We have a world made up mostly of bourgeois states integrated into the world market in complex and multiple ways... Vast pauperisation, abrupt destruction of social safeguards, arrogant domination by a few billionaires - that is the world capitalist system today, as destructive as the old colonial empires... Yet it also generates vast potentials for subversion. The wage-working class... is probably a bigger proportion of the world’s population than ever before - about one-third...

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

Small-group discussions two
Various responses to globalisation are proposed by various currents on the left. There is a rough connection with the various assessments, but not an exact one. Some currents propose a response which corresponds better to an assessment different from their own; different currents with different general politics may propose different responses while having similar objective assessments.
A: Anti-Yankee. Solidarity with all forces fighting the USA; and, especially, solidarity with the forces fighting the USA most militantly, such as the Islamic fundamentalists. This anti-Yankee fight is basically of the same sort as the old colonial liberation struggles of the 20th century. Sub-variant: Back to Lenin! Imperialism today is basically the same as in Lenin’s day (a world dominated by competition between bigger, richer powers for control over poorer regions), so we should have the same response as Lenin. And Lenin’s big idea, so this current argues, was solidarity with all militant anti-imperialist struggles whatever their character.
John Rees (SWP): Lenin was determinedly opposed to those on the left who qualified their opposition to imperialism on the basis that those facing imperialism did not hold progressive ideas. “To imagine that social revolution is conceivable...without revolutionary outbursts by a section of the petty bourgeoisie with all its prejudices, without a movement of the politically non-conscious proletarian and semi-proletarian masses...is to repudiate social revolution...[which] cannot be anything other than an outburst of mass struggle on the part of all and sundry oppressed and discontented elements. Inevitably...they will bring into the movement their prejudices, their revolutionary fantasies, their weaknesses and errors. But objectively they will attack capital...”

SWP pamphlet on Afghanistan, as summarised in WL 2/2: World politics is shaped by a relentless “drive for global economic and military dominance” by a nebulous force variously named as “the world system”, “globalisation”, “imperialism”, “the West”, or “the USA”... Advanced capitalism (aka imperialism, aka “the West”, aka the USA) is reactionary, and everything else, everything that comes into conflict with it, is progressive! Even... the Taliban...

B. Create a multi-polar world. The big trouble of the world today is the collapse of the USSR, which was a healthy restraining counterweight to the USA. First priority is to create a new counterweight, by encouraging the European Union to strengthen itself and stand up to the USA, or by encouraging alliances (EU-Russia-China), or by strengthening the UN. Sub-variant: Restrain the US rogue state. Objectively the world is moving towards more peaceful networked power. But the USA is reviving old imperialist methods. We must encourage the global majority of capital to restrain the US neo-con minority.
Samir Amin: The very existence of the Soviet system, with its successes in extensive industrialization and military accomplishments, was one of the principal motors of all the grand transformations of the twentieth century. Without the “danger” that the communist model represented, Western social democracy would never have been able to impose the welfare state. The existence of the Soviet system, and the coexistence it imposed on the United States, reinforced the margin of autonomy available to the bourgeoisie of the South.
Samir Amin: A multipolar globalization [is] the only strategy that would allow the different regions of the world to achieve acceptable social development, and would thereby foster social democratization and the reduction of the motives for conflict. The hegemonic strategy of the United States and its NATO allies is today the main enemy of social progress, democracy, and peace... The new European strategy could be intertwined with those of Russia, China, India, and the third world in general, in a necessary, multipolar construction effort.
Michael Hardt: Business leaders around the globe recognise that imperialism is bad for business because it sets up barriers that hinder global flows... In the long run their real interests will lead global elites to support empire and refuse any project of US imperialism

C. Support capitalist progress! Capitalist globalisation is bringing democracy and prosperity to the world - more slowly and unevenly than we would wish, but it’s doing it. No immediate socialist alternative is possible. So the left should place itself in the camp of capitalist globalisation, trying along the way to assemble forces which can strive for something better at a later stage.

Hardt and Negri’s analysis should logically lead to this conclusion, but in fact they recoil at what Bush is doing now, branding it as an old-style imperialist break with the logic of globalisation, and call for other bourgeoisies to restrain the USA (see above, B).

Meghnad Desai, “Marx’s Revenge” (as summarised by reviewers): Lenin... ignored [Marx’s] warning that one type of social organisation can succeed another only when the former has exhausted its capacity for development. Capitalism had not exhausted its potential when the Bolsheviks seized power, and their project was thus always doomed...
If Marx was right, capitalism, like feudalism, will go under once it has exhausted its potential. And the irony about recent efforts to deregulate economies is that they will hasten rather than retard this process.
So long as capitalism was shackled - by high taxes, tariff barriers, capital controls and so forth - its development was stymied. The truest friends of socialism, Desai thus hints, are the conservative leaders who liberalised markets. They restarted the historical process that will lead, ineluctably, to a socialism that is genuine because spontaneous rather than imposed by revolutionary upstarts....
[Meanwhile] for those who still express moral indignation at pronounced and prolonged inequality and poverty, the market is the most likely rescue route. 
Whether it is called the market, or capitalism, or neoliberalism, it is a tool that has not yet been harnessed fully for poverty alleviation. As Desai points out, the market is a tool for eliminating scarcity. It is departures from the free market, such as big subsidies for agriculture in rich countries, that are doing most to solidify poverty.

Alan Johnson, from Solidarity 3/62: The political third camper accept that being for the ‘third camp’ means doing the difficult and messy work of building an alliance of democratic and progressive political forces out of a situation of extreme weakness. This dictates we attend urgently to what we might call ‘real political time’ and develop our political programme in its light. This kind of third camper wants to be a political lever not an abstract propagandist. We are working for the construction and eventual victory of the third camp not the coalition. But if we decide to live in ‘real political time’ not ‘third camp time’ we have do that work in a particular way...
The real difference between us and Matgamna was captured by an AWL member months ago. “At least Alan Johnson takes his position to its logical conclusion and offers critical support to the occupation...”
There is no chance of a workers’ militia fighting back the insurgents and once that truth lays waste to flat-pack politics there are consequences to be faced...
The road to the self-determination of the Iraqi people passes through the democratic process being overseen by the UN and the coalition. The role of the left is to build up our forces to fight within that process. 

D. Save the state! The big trouble of the world today is that market forces are overwhelming states. Governments in the rich countries are being forced to scrap their welfare states; in the poor countries, to abandon populist measures introduced to uphold national independence and protect the poorest. The first priority is to help states regain the ability to defy global-market forces.

Writers for the French magazine Le Monde Diplomatique, as summarised in an article in Workers’ Liberty 50/51: For some writers, [globalisation is] annihilating the state and society. It is “becoming increasingly difficult for corporate managers to manage in the public interest, no matter how strong their moral values and commitment”, and globalisation is destroying governance based on the theme that “rich and poor alike shared a sense of national and community interest”.
States are “withdrawing from their main responsibility, the regulation of the violence of social relations to ensure the common good”. “The bourgeoisie of the Third World is no longer a national bourgeoisie working in the interests of its people but an international bourgeoisie working in the interests of international capital”. “The right balance... a social market economy... is being lost... the engineers of the new global economy throw overboard the insights gained by those who first made it a success”.
“Faced with the powerful rise of global firms, the traditional countervailing powers (State, parties, unions) seem more and more powerless... Can citizens tolerate this new-type global coup d’etat?”. According to Martin and Schumann, our task is “to restore the State”.

Hardt and Negri have the same view about states being outpowered, but draw different conclusions.
E. A “multi-polar social movement”. In the fragmented, diffuse world of globalisation, ideas of working-class struggle become outdated. But a new social movement of resistance is emerging, as diffuse as the world it resists but all the more effective for that.

Samir Amin: A third technological revolution... divests the old forms of worker and popular organization and struggle of their efficiency and therefore of their legitimacy. The fragmented social movement has not yet found a formula strong enough to meet the challenges posed. But... an emerging multipolar global social movement (that [the capitalist centre’s] potential counterweight, alternative, and successor) ha[s] elements already visible in outline.
Various “post-Marxists”, as summarised by Ellen Wood: “The universal capitalism of the postwar world is dominated by liberal democracy and a democratic consumerism, and both of these have opened up whole new arenas of democratic opposition and struggle, which are much more diverse than the old class struggles... In this universal system of capitalism, there can be, can only be, lots of fragmented particular struggles within the interstices of capitalism.

F. The Third Camp. Capitalist globalisation is intensifying capitalist exploitation and capitalist pauperisation, but also expanding the working class and its possibilities of international communication. We should promote international working-class solidarity, against both the USA hyperpower and its allies, and the “paleo-imperialists” (like Islamic fundamentalists) who may clash with the USA.
Ellen Wood: It’s time for the left to see the universalization of capitalism not just as a defeat for us but also as an opportunity—and that, of course, above all means a new opportunity for that unfashionable thing called class struggle.

WL 2/3: Vast pauperisation, abrupt destruction of social safeguards, arrogant domination by a few billionaires - that is the world capitalist system today, as destructive as the old colonial empires... Yet it also generates vast potentials for subversion. The wage-working class... is probably a bigger proportion of the world’s population than ever before - about one-third...

WL 2/3: To be anti-USA is not necessarily a certificate of positive virtue. The USA’s adversary may well be a “sub-imperialist” or “paleo-imperialist” power, one whose drive is for a more localised and primitive form of imperialism rather than for national or human liberation.

WL 2/3: Even if we can surmise that a particular US “globocop” action may - if all goes well, if there are no hidden hitches - bring some improvement on balance, we give no credit in advance... We seek to educate and mobilise the working class as an independent - which necessarily means, oppositional - force.

WL 2/2: Time was when “imperialism” could be used as shorthand for “the advanced capitalist states”, without great confusion. To do that today is essentially to use the word “imperialist” as a way of branding advanced capitalism as a particularly bad form of capitalism. But the evil in advanced capitalism is capitalism, not advance.

WL 2/2: There is no way to “fight imperialism” of this [global-capital] sort by upholding the weaker predators against the stronger. Against political domination we fight for the right to self-determination of all nations and consistent democracy. Against the impositions of the IMF on poorer countries, we support the struggles of workers and peasants in those countries. Against the depredations of international capital, we fight for social ownership and for the planned use of the world’s resources and technology to get rid of poverty... Only independent working-class struggle can do that. And the working class which can wage that struggle is growing in numbers... all across the ex-colonial world.

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

Small-group discussions three
Each small group will prepare a five-minute speech - suitable for example for a student meeting - on “imperialism: what it is and how to fight it”. Imagine you have some people in the audience influenced by SWP/populist ideas, but open-minded. Note: It is a helpful prop, with speeches like this, to structure them in three. “I will argue three points. First: xxxx. Second: xxxx. Third: xxxx.

“So, first….”

WL 2/3: The always-greedy domination of the world by big capital is also, and inseparably, the always-greedy domination of the world by particular centres, cities, states - hence imperialist in the broad sense of the world.

WL 2/3: The working class should push forward through capitalist globalisation - basing itself on the class contradictions within the process, fighting the class struggle within the process, aiming towards its own socialist and democratic “globalisation” - rather than trying to back out of globalisation, halt it, or maintain national or local barriers.

WL 2/3: In the conflicts between US hyper-imperialism and local “sub-imperialisms” or “paleo-imperialisms”, we take an independent working-class stance - we place ourselves in the “Third Camp”.

____________________________________________________________________________________________________

Final plenary
We will conclude by hearing some of the speeches. 
____________________________________________________________________________________________________
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