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For my big sister Naomi,

who called me a Groucho Marxist when I was in college.


In short, this left-wing radicalism is precisely the attitude to which there is no longer, in general, any corresponding political action. It is not to the left of this or that tendency, but simply to the left of what is in general possible. For from the beginning all it has in mind is to enjoy itself in a negativistic quiet. The metamorphosis of political struggle from a complusory decision into an object of pleasure, from a means of production into an object of consumption—that is this literature's latest hit.

—Walter Benjamin, “Left-Wing Melancholy”
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Introduction

When I was in the seventh grade, I was fortunate enough to have an older sibling in college to help provide the framework for my own intellectual endeavors. A university senior finishing up a joint degree in Religious Studies and Politics, Naomi had amassed a considerable library that reflected her academic curiosities as a young Jewish leftist. Although I was too young to discriminate between the volumes on her shelves, there were two books with titles that lodged in my mind in the same way that the names of albums circumscribe the imagination of dedicated music fans: Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels’s legendary Communist Manifesto, and Rudolf Bahro’s 1978 work, The Alternative in Eastern Europe.

To this day, I can only begin to surmise why these book titles were so fascinating to me. Perhaps it was because this was the start of the last decade of the Cold War and it was impossible to avoid every name and phrase associated with the conflict becoming a potential gateway to some great realm of ideas. After all, to an inquisitive adolescent living in the United States just before the dawn of the Reagan years, what could have been more compelling than two books outlining the possibilities for utopia from the perspective of communism and the former Soviet Bloc? Even though my reading skills were poor, this much I could intuit. I revelled in the mysterious impenetrability of these two books, knowing somewhere, deep down, that I was holding in my hands the ideological equivalent of forbidden fruit. They felt good. They reminded me of my favorite Black Sabbath records.

It would not be until I actually bought my own copies as an undergraduate student in the late 1980s that I’d move beyond the countercultural mystique these rather awkward books held for me and actively try to understand them. By that time, the pro-democracy movement had already started to take root in Eastern Europe, and Bahro’s anti-Stalinist notion of a “third way” for socialism would not figure prominently until the mid-1990s, when it became a catch-all phrase employed by former communists in Western Europe to describe their new-found appreciation of the free market.

“What are these books about?” I once asked Naomi in the spring of 1980.

“Oh,” she replied, “that first book inspired most of the communist revolutions over the past hundred years, and the book by Bahro is about what went wrong, and how a more humane socialism might be achieved.”

Looking at the trajectory of my own interests over the years, I find it highly ironic how two volumes I became fascinated with as a teenager came to metaphorically book-end the parameters of my own political thinking, as well as the opinions and perspectives espoused by most of the essays herein. While the historical circumstances informing the basis of this collection are entirely different than those of Marx and Engels during the late 1840s (and those of the German Democratic Republic in the late 1970s), what they have in common is a suspicion about the limitations that market economies impose on people’s freedom, and a decidely heterodox Marxist slant, informed by the varieties of progressive intellectual currents which contributed to the rearticulation of materialist thinking after the 1960s.

The underlying theme which ties this book together is a sense that a healthy respect for democracy requires an appreciation of the forces that inhibit its realization and prevent its logic from being extended to every sector of modern society.

This is not meant to suggest that this book is a nostalgic invocation of Marxism. The Anti-Capitalism Reader is not intended to be a comprehensive representation of the varieties of anti-capitalist movements making themselves felt around the world. To accomplish that task would require a far different, more exhaustive, multi-volume set than this modest collection could ever hope to achieve. Rather, these pieces are contemporary reflections on the role that the market continues to play in our lives, on the ways in which we might construe critical responses to it.

This collection is broken up into four sections. The first, My Definition Is This, concerns itself with defining “anti-capitalism.” The second, Done By the Forces of Nature, attempts to break down the ways in which some people critically interrogate the political effects of the market in terms of revolutionary social movements; struggles for national self-determination; popular conceptions of the “freedoms” granted to indviduals by the market; the redefintion of imperialism and sovereignty in a post-9/11 world; as well as the insufficiency of historical discourses about human rights.

Section three, Open Up the Iron Gate, grapples with how it is that people react to the market, both in terms of progressive forms of resistance—developing alternative methods of economic exchange, engaging in creative and symbolic forms of protest, and reconsidering the language that the left uses to express itself—to more alienated, and yet no less critical forms of anti-market social movements and ideologies, such as religious fundamentalism. After all, anti-capitalism is not the sole domain of the left. If anti-capitalism has any articulation equally eloquent to that made by progressives, it is in religion.

The focus of the fourth and final section, Culture and the Angels of History, is devoted exclusively to what more orthodox, labor-oriented leftists have historically stressed as the least important zone for anti-market activism: culture. As many a scientific, facts-and-numbers-driven revolutionary continues to insist—and here it is worth echoing the words of James Carville, quoted again in Charlie Bertsch’s essay, “Anti-Capitalist Taste”—“it’s the economy, stupid!” According to the contributors to this concluding portion of the book, this dynamic has always been true. Culture is consistently conditioned by the economic and historical circumstances in which it is produced, and like any symbolic reflection of the world, it is more often than not deployed to mystify inequality and represent the perennially unjust status quo as though it were natural.

But to allude to two highly influental intellectuals cited in this volume—Jürgen Habermas and Antonio Gramsci—culture is also a synonym for the social space in which critical reflection can and must take place, because culture can always become a material force. This insight is already taken for granted by those critics of cultural activism who choose only to read culture as a conistently symbolic realm of total affirmation. Like many materialist theorists of culture before them, and in the tradition of good dialectical analysis, this section’s contributors consistently reverse this equation, because they rightly believe that culture is the space where it remains possible to have something resembling a public sphere—a space for exchanging critical thoughts, a space where it is still possible to create new constellations of ideas and beliefs in order to critically influence the common sense of our age.

In essence, this sums up exactly what this book is about.

 

Joel Schalit

San Fransisco, August 2002


In this society, all human relationships transcending immediate encounter are not relations of happiness: especially not relations in the labor process, which is regulated with regard not to the needs and capacities of individuals but rather to profit on capital and the production of commodities. Human relations are class relations, and their typical form is the free labor contract. This contractual character of human relationships has spread from the sphere of production to all social life. Relationships function only in their reified form, mediated through the class distribution of production to all social life.

—Herbert Marcuse, “On Hedonism”
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What Is Anti-Capitalism?

J.C. Myers

Every socially necessary task eventually gives birth to its own cadre of specialists. And surely, by now, the issuing of proclamations every twenty years or so declaring capitalism’s permanent victory over all conceivable opposition has become the work of dedicated professionals. Before Francis Fukuyama’s announcement of the End of History in 1989, a generation of aging European intellectuals had already danced on the grave of “modernity,” pronouncing dead all questions of inequality and exploitation and turning instead to probe the more marketable mysteries of “the gaze” and “the body.” The first years of the 1960s, some may recall, were supposed to have marked the End of Ideology, and we all know how that turned out. Fifty years earlier still, Max Weber was predicting the imminent demise of communist internationalism when it was only just getting started. To be sure, when the European uprisings of 1848 were turned back by bayonets and musket balls, some thoughtful representative of the Holy Alliance must have remarked that finally all this nonsense about a workers’ revolution was finished, once and for all.

But each time the Captains of Industry had been tucked safely into their beds, the words of the happy fairy tale still soothing them to sleep, the echoes of massed voices rose again in the streets and the sea of bodies and banners rolled back in like the tide. The demonstrations that have confronted every major meeting of world trade and finance officials in recent years are, if nothing else, yet another reminder that the grievances of millions upon millions of people against capitalism have not gone away. In December 1999, when protesters battled riot police outside the World Trade Organization’s ministerial talks in Seattle, the demonstration’s underlying sentiment was widely described as “anti-globalization.” But as a movement began to take shape, it became increasingly clear that its target was not the connection of all parts of the globe to one another, but the domination of that process—and of the world itself—by the forces and the logic of capitalism.

The results of capitalism’s successes in the 1980s could not be more patent. The total number of people around the world living on less than two dollars a day rose from 2.5 billion in 1987 to 2.8 billion in 1998.1 And while the gap between rich and poor countries unquestionably expanded, it was not simply a matter of the West benefiting at the expense of the Rest, but of a global capitalist class benefiting at the expense of a global working class. Nothing about the world economy in the last two decades of the twentieth century can be understood without including in the picture the fact that material inequality grew not only between rich and poor countries, but within the rich countries themselves. In 1983 the top 1% of all households in the United States owned 33.8% of the country’s wealth, while the bottom 60% owned 6.1%. By 1998 the share of national wealth held by the top 1% had expanded to 38.1% while the portion owned by the bottom 60% had fallen to 4.7%. The worst losses were sustained by the bottom 40% of U.S. households who saw their share of the country’s assets drop from 0.9% in 1983 to just 0.2% in 1998.2 When the workers of the rest of the world found themselves losing ground, American laborers found themselves caught in the same downward spiral. Market forces may respect many principles, but nationality is clearly not one of them.

Nor is rationality. Market decisions are the result of buyers and sellers pursuing their immediate interests, and while free markets have proven to be astoundingly effective at offering up a mind-boggling array of consumer goods, they have also proven to be singularly disastrous at ensuring social equity or planning for the future. To take just one example, the continued dependence of developed economies on fossil fuels, despite the looming threat of global warming, has nothing to do with the science available to us. We have—and have had for many years—cleaner, more sustainable methods of generating power for homes, industries, and vehicles. Why do we fail to use them? Because it would mean cutting into the profits enjoyed by the board members and shareholders of the oil industry, the electric power industry, and the auto industry. Shifting to a less profitable but more sustainable technology is a decision that market forces will never make. Only political power can force such a change.

The anti-capitalist movements have always known this. Unemployment, poverty, social deterioration, and environmental degradation have all been addressed, at one time or another, within capitalist societies. But they have never been remedied by the fundamental mechanisms of capitalism itself. This is the reason why anti-capitalist movements rose in the past and the reason why they will continue to rise, again and again, until a better way of life is won.

What Was Anti-Capitalism?

The precise origins of capitalism remain a subject of debate among historians. But whether shifts in trade patterns or legal structures gave rise to its basic dynamics, capitalism—as a way of life—first took shape during the Industrial Revolution. Tempting as it is to associate that hundred-year transformation first and foremost with the introduction of new technology, the innovations really responsible for making the Industrial Revolution what is was came in the organization of production. Through most of the eighteenth century, manufacturing was a small-scale affair, carried out by individual craftspeople in their homes or workshops, using hand tools they owned themselves. But if industries like cloth-weaving and iron-forging were going to make use of steam engines or water-powered looms, what was required was not only the technology itself, but a new way to use it: factories large enough to house the gigantic machines and accommodate the numbers of workers needed to operate them. Similarly, the whole factory system would have been impossible without urbanization: the growth of cities large enough to house, feed, and clothe this new industrial working class.

Yet, while the basic outlines of the Industrial Revolution—factory production and urbanization—were determined by the technique of production being employed, the character of social life in this brave new world was set by the way in which its resources were owned. There is nothing inherent in the nature of factory production that requires it to be nightmarishly grueling and dangerous, nor is there any immutable law demanding that city life be unhealthy, degrading, and cruel. There is, however, a direct trade-off between the conditions experienced by ordinary working people in factories and cities, and the profits to be made by factory-owners and urban landlords. In other words, the Industrial Revolution created poverty and misery not because it was an industrial revolution, but because it was a capitalist revolution: a mobilization of industrial technology in the interests of the few at the expense of the many.

The many responded to this brutal transformation of the world with apathy, alcoholism, and religious revivals, but also with political struggles. At one end of the continuum, workers destroyed machines and organized unions within individual firms; at the other end, they began to envision and to fight for a social transformation as sweeping as the one they were already living through. What sort of transformation was this to be? If the poverty and misery of the Industrial Revolution were caused by the fact that the bulk of productive resources was owned and operated by private individuals for their own benefit, then the key to transforming society in a more positive direction would be to bring those resources under public control for the benefit of the society as a whole.

Precisely how that reorganization was to be accomplished drew the dividing line between two camps of social revolutionaries. Socialism, communism, and social democracy (essentially interchangeable terms in the nineteenth century) built their political vision around three pillars: a critique of private property as the central principle of economic life; a corresponding critique of market-commodity exchange as the dominant force in social life; and a belief in the capacity of a democratic state to step in and improve things where private property and the market had created chaos and misery.3 Anarchism largely agreed with the first two ideas, but disagreed strongly with the last. For nineteenth-century anarchists, all forms of political authority were to be rejected in favor of voluntary and spontaneous forms of social organization.

Yet, in this respect, the anarchists shared a core belief with the apostles of capitalism: Both argued that the best form of society would arise from the spontaneous interaction of individuals freed from government interference. For both camps, the question of the proper relationship between state and society proved to be a haunting one throughout the twentieth century. If for socialists, communists, and social democrats the problem was one of insuring that a strong state with control over the economy remained meaningfully democratic, for anarchists the problem was exactly the reverse: maintaining effective control over private property without any form of state at all.

One further difficulty confronted the forces of social revolution: While capitalism did in fact give birth to its gravediggers, it fought with every weapon at its disposal to keep them at bay. Karl Marx, the single greatest analyst and critic of early capitalism, has often been ridiculed for predicting a future marked by the rise of anti-capitalist workers’ revolutions, yet this is precisely what actually happened. In the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, every corner of the globe was touched by social revolution, from Central Europe in 1848 to Central America in 1979. What did not occur frequently, easily, or unproblematically was the victory of those revolutions over their adversaries. In the highly developed capitalist countries, the ability of ruling classes to offer temporary compromises—institutionalized collective bargaining and social welfare benefits—often derailed the drive for more sweeping transformations. In the lesser-developed countries, the sheer lack of resources and the constant pressure exerted by the capitalist world (in both military and economic forms) damaged and deformed the revolutions that did come to power. It is worth remembering, though, that Marx had predicted two possible outcomes to the era of class struggle: a revolutionary transformation of society or the collective ruin of all those involved.

What Isn’t Anti-Capitalism?

So large did anti-capitalism loom on the horizon of the twentieth century that virtually every opposition movement seemed in one way or another to become associated with it. While for a time this helped to foster a sense of momentum—even inevitability—in anti-capitalist politics, it also had the gradual effect of confusing anti-capitalism with other, decidedly different, political agendas.

This occurred perhaps most often with the various expressions of anti-colonial nationalism. Even prior to the turn of the century, some social revolutionary thinkers had begun to develop a critique of colonialism, and by the end of WWI, opposition to imperialism had become an accepted element of anti-capitalist politics. More importantly, though, as independence movements arose in the colonized world (largely after WWII), they readily adopted for themselves the imagery and discourse of social revolution. On the one hand, this earned them practical benefits: a ready-made political theory and, in many cases, material assistance from the Soviet Union. On the other hand, however, the commitment of anti-colonial movements to anti-capitalist politics was not always a deep or lasting one. Once in power, anti-colonial leaders often jettisoned their critique of capitalism in favor of a more economically flexible vision of national strength and unity.

Why was this transformation such a seemingly effortless one? Although many anti-colonial movements expressed an opposition to capitalism for its exploitation of people as workers, the primary purpose of any anti-colonial effort is the expulsion of outsiders from what is to be an independent nation-state. This is to say that what is most central to an expression of anti-colonial nationalism (like any other kind of nationalism) is a claim about identity: the existence of a unique, exclusive people and that people’s right to political self-determination. In the context of colonial domination this may represent an important form of emancipation, but nothing about it suggests a critique of capitalism as such. If foreign exploiters are bad because they are foreign, indigenous exploiters may be perfectly acceptable. Thus, for many anti-colonial nationalists, a national capitalist class is something to be promoted rather than overthrown.

A similar set of circumstances and dynamics might also be said to have connected anti-capitalism to the politics of cultural identity. As with the struggles against imperialism, anti-capitalists have often been counted among the strongest allies of the movements opposed to racial, ethnic, and sexual oppression. When Marx and Engels drafted the Communist Manifesto in 1848, they felt compelled to respond within the text to one set of critics who had already identified the anti-capitalist movement with early feminist thought. In the U.S., for most of the twentieth century, the only political organization with a majority “white” membership to take an uncompromising, active stand against racism was the Communist Party. But while anti-capitalists have regularly filled the ranks of the movements for civil rights and gender equality, there has never been any good reason to assume that the relationship was a reciprocal one. As historian Eric Hobsbawm has argued, however just their struggles, identity groups are ultimately motivated by particularistic interests and exclusive claims. At the end of the day, they are for themselves and no one else.4

Like nationalism and identity politics, both fascism and religious fundamentalism have at times found capitalism to be an occasional inconvenience—challenging its tendency to trade moral fiber for consumer hedonism—yet both have always made their peace with it in the end. Hitler railed against “Jewish bankers” at the same time that he depended upon corporate giants like Krups to build his short-lived empire. Christian fundamentalists in the United States and Islamic fundamentalists in the Middle East often bemoan the commodification of sex while offering no similar critique of the commodification of labor-power. Anti-capitalism, by contrast, is a universalistic movement. It is not a complaint about who owns the banks and the factories, but about the way in which banks and factories are owned. It is not a criticism of the fact that women or Hispanics end up in the lower ranks of the working-class, but of the fact that any person should end up spending his or her life as little more than a worker. Anti-capitalists are opposed not only to the exploitation of racialized groups or religious minorities, but to the exploitation of all human beings.

Curiously enough, this is also the reason why anti-capitalism must be distinguished from environmentalism. The latter is, to be sure, a universalistic belief: environmentalists are for the preservation of the Amazon rainforest and the California redwoods alike. But environmentalism, particularly in its more radical forms, is ultimately uninterested in human beings. Thus, at one end of the spectrum, the Sierra Club bourgeoisie can comfortably accommodate a love for both endangered species and expanding markets, while at the other end, Earth First! activists can accept a thoroughgoing critique of capitalism without giving any substantial consideration to what sort of economic arrangements should replace it.

Of course, environmentalists might have good reason to be suspicious of anti-capitalist intentions. “Industrializing socialism” in Eastern Europe and the Third World was notoriously unconcerned with environmental protection and sustainable development. Yet, one fact we can note about defense of the environment in capitalist countries is that it has always and everywhere been an initiative of the state against the market. No firm in private industry would willingly incur the costs required to reduce their output of pollutants without government regulations forcing them to do so. So-called “green products” (i.e., unbleached toilet paper, non-aerosol sprays) have found small niche markets among enlightened consumers, but for most shoppers, price will win out over extra-economic appeal. Thus, while anti-capitalism does not in and of itself guarantee that the natural environment will be protected, it does offer the only set of tools with which we might realistically do so, while simultaneously looking after the needs and aspirations of humanity as a whole.

What Is Anti-Capitalism?

Anti-capitalism, then, begins with a commitment to the idea that capitalism cannot produce societies fit for all or even most of the people who live in them, and follows with a commitment to a realistic, achievable alternative. That alternative would necessarily mean the planned use of major economic resources to achieve a society in which all human beings could live more fully human lives. What would such a society look like? Some might suggest that what is most important about human beings is their radical individuality, and that any planned effort to provide for their needs and desires would only result in a massive hubristic fiasco. Others might argue, in a similar vein, that if a post-capitalist future is to be a democratic one, little if anything could be said in advance about how such a society would be organized. What such criticisms ignore, however, is that the ability to pursue individual desires and to participate in democratic institutions is rooted in a set of basic needs all people share. Someone dying of hunger has little use for the freedom to choose from thirty-seven varieties of soda in order to select the one most expressive of his or her unique personality. Likewise, someone able to meet their basic needs and still have time left over in the day for other activities might be better able to develop and express their individuality than someone barely able to make ends meet with a full-time job. Further still, the quality of some individual rights and freedoms might be meaningfully improved by the provision of certain fundamental goods. Freedom of speech might be more useful to someone who was also provided with a decent level of health care, just as the right to vote might be more useful to someone who was also provided with a high-quality education.

In its history, capitalism has done an outstanding job of providing a relatively small number of people with both the foundational goods (food, shelter, health care, education) and the time away from work to experience something we might call freedom. Anti-capitalism seeks to take that freedom away from no one. Rather, anti-capitalism, first and foremost, is a call for society to be reorganized in such a way as to provide the greatest amount of freedom for all; to use our resources and our technology to provide people with their needs so as to allow them to pursue their desires. For all but a handful, capitalism has failed. For the rest of us, anti-capitalism remains our only hope.

Endnotes:

1. Source: Global Economic Prospects and the Developing Countries, World Bank, 2001.

2. Source: “Recent Trends in Wealth Ownership 1983–1998,” Edward N. Wolff, Jerome Levy Economics Institute, 2000.

3. Two caveats apply here: (1) Private property, in this sense, refers to productive resources rather than personal property, i.e., factories and farms rather than shirts and shoes. (2) Socialists, communists, and social democrats did not necessarily reject all market mechanisms, but were critical of the increasing dominance of markets and market principles in all aspects of life.

4. Hobsbawm, Eric, “Identity Politics and the Left,” New Left Review, May/June, 1996.


Does It Mean Anything to be a Leninist in 2001?

Doug Henwood

For the conference “Towards a Politics of Truth: The Retrieval of Lenin,” Essen, Germany, Feburary 4, 2001

When I was asked to present a topic for discussion at this conference, I chose the question, “Does it mean anything to be a Leninist in 2001?” I really had no idea of an answer then, but was convinced I’d come up with something in the intervening eight weeks. I’m not sure I have, even though most of this conference is now behind us.

One reason I picked the title is that over the years I’ve asked self-identified Leninists for their definition. I can’t say that I’ve gotten a memorable answer yet—or one that isn’t a literal transposition of Lenin’s own writings into the present, like some case of ideological time travelling. I just don’t see how a revolutionary doctrine that was devised for a lightly industrialized, semi-peripheral monarchy, remains relevant to highly industrialized metropoles where censorship and the police operate in much more subtle, often unconscious ways.

I’ve heard some efforts at definition over the last couple of days. One set of suggestions held that Lenin serves as a reminder of the centrality of politics, the crucial importance of a good analysis, and the indispensability of The Party. The first two seem fairly obvious to me, and so general that Margaret Thatcher or the people who thought for Ronald Reagan would have assented to them.

Lenin’s emphasis on the centrality of The Party seems like a dead idea to me. Like it or not, the notion of a vanguard party in the Leninist model, operating on quasi-military principles of discipline and hierarchy, has less than zero appeal to all but a handful of relics today. It is, I’m fairly certain, beyond any hope of revival. To speak that language today, to an audience not already in basic sympathy to your program, is to condemn yourself to irrelevance.

So much for the Leninist style of politics. There is also the matter of Lenin as icon, the successful revolutionary who keeps alive the possibility of revolution today. I’m susceptible to this appeal; I even have a picture of Lenin hanging in my kitchen. There’s no denying that he is a great image. But again, I doubt the breadth of that appeal. The other week I asked a friend of mine who is a professor of English at a major American university, whose allegiance to Marxism has almost certainly hurt his career, what he thought of Lenin. His answer was that he was a philosophical cretin and a political gangster. I’m sure almost everyone in this room would disagree with this characterization. But if you get this kind of response from a Marxist intellectual, I’d say Lenin’s image problem borders on the fatal.

I’m certainly not endorsing this view of Lenin. However, in politics you have to work with the hand you’ve been dealt, and Lenin’s face isn’t even in the deck these days. A more possible project might be the retrieval of Marx, a topic I’ll return to a bit later. Nevertheless, I have to dissent from Slavoj Zizek’s picture of the Old Man’s growing respectability, at least from my experience in the U.S. Aside from a handful of universities, Marxism has disappeared from American economics departments. In fact, I know of only one Marxist who’s been hired by a major U.S. department in the last twenty years—John Roemer, by Yale. That was a joint appointment with the Political Science department, and it was Poli Sci that was the driving force behind the hire. Yes, things are a bit better in the humanities, but many of my friends in the Marxist Literary Group have severe publication and employment problems.

There are very few Marx-o-philes on Wall Street. I know of one exception, though I think he’s rather paranoid about having this be known: Bruce Steinberg, the chief economist at Merrill Lynch. Steinberg was on the editorial board of the Review of Radical Political Economics about twenty years ago, and has been heard saying that his study of Marx helped him immensely. I strongly suspect he was the unnamed Wall Streeter who was quoted in John Cassidy’s article on the Marx revival in The New Yorker in October 1997. But that’s about it. My own Marxist book on Wall Street—though our friends the Spartacists will dispute its Marxism—was received mainly with silence by financiers, though the financial weekly Barron’s described it as “loopy” and “repellent.” A member of the business staff of the Los Angeles Times characterized it as mapping out the road to the gulag (of course). Some years ago, the former executive editor of the Wall Street Journal told me that I am “sick and twisted,” and added that it’s tragic that I exist. But that’s Wall Street. The exuberant reception for Verso’s 150th anniversary latte-table edition of the Communist Manifesto and Cassidy’s New Yorker article suggest a broad willingness to listen to Marx, now that memories of the USSR are fading and the moment of capitalist triumphalism is starting to feel hollow. Perhaps even false.

Aside from media evidence, my own experience of talking to popular audiences in the U.S. has been that people are quite willing to listen to a Marxian analysis, especially if they don’t know that’s what they’re hearing—and that younger audiences don’t even have any problem with the name. With Lenin’s name, though, they most certainly do.

What about Lenin as a political analyst? The essay on imperialism has come up a lot here, and it so happens that I just reacquainted myself with it, after a long separation, to prepare for this conference. It’s certainly of great historical interest. But unfortunately, too many self-identified Leninists take it and apply it unmodified as an analytical template for today. That just won’t do. One very serious problem is the prominence of Hilferding’s analysis of finance capital, a book that has long afflicted Marxian analyses of finance in general. First, let me start with the achingly obvious: the era of high colonialism is over. Right now, Kautsky’s ultra-imperialism seems a like a not-bad characterization of the world in the early twenty-first century, even if he was very wrong about the early twentieth century.

Yes, there are contradictions in the system; yes, there are rivalries among the major imperialist powers; yes, the three metropoles, the U.S., the EU, and Japan, each have their own geographic spheres of particular influence. But conceding all that, it’s amazing how peaceful the coexistence is among the imperial powers. The members of the EU fought among themselves over who would be the first head of the European Central Bank, but they ended up with a nominee. The major powers fought over who would head the WTO and the IMF, but they ended up with nominees. The U.S. is the major investor in Latin America, but the EU is the major investor in Brazil and Argentina. Yet all parties pretty much get along. The U.S. is in the process of economically annexing Mexico, but you’ll find Sony and Volkswagen plants operating happily there.

After all, in The Economic Consequences of the Peace, John Maynard Keynes wrote that an upper-class Londoner around 1910 regarded the then-prevailing freedom of trade and capital flows as (freer by many measures than the present, I should add):

 

normal certain and permanent, except in the direction of improvement, and any deviation from it as aberrant, scandalous, and avoidable. The projects and politics of militarism and imperialism, of racial and cultural rivalries, of monopolies, restrictions, and exclusion, which were to play the serpent to this paradise, were little more than the amusements of his daily newspaper, and appeared to exercise almost no influence at all on the ordinary course of social and economic life, the internationalization of which was nearly complete in practice.

 

Maybe there’s a serpent waiting to pounce sometime in the future, but not right now. Right now it sure looks like a truly global ruling class is constituting itself through public institutions like the IMF and private ones like the Davos World Economic Forums.

And then there’s the stuff about cartels and banks. I often hear self-described Leninists apply these concepts to the present with almost no modification. The word “monopoly” is thrown around, as if J.P. Morgan were still walking the earth. First off, lets take cartels. For the last twenty years, it has been the policy of many governments around the world to promote competition, through deregulation and the dismantling of import barriers. The executive committee of the bourgeoisie realized that the comfy world of the 1950s and 1960s, the one described with some admiration by John Kenneth Galbraith and with considerable hostility by Paul Baran and Paul Sweezy, had led to systemic sclerosis. Nor is there any compelling evidence of a trend toward monopoly. A study of twenty industrial sectors published last summer in the Harvard Business Review found increased concentration of market share in only one, semiconductors. All others saw a decline or no change. It also found that cross-border mergers imparted no competitive advantage on the new entities, a result confirmed by other studies showing that multinationals are no more profitable than domestic firms.

To complicate the picture even further, contrary to Lenin’s assertion that profits are higher in poor countries, data on American multinationals shows returns on Latin American investments to be lower than those in Canada or Western Europe, and returns in Taiwan to be higher than those in China. Furthermore, over two-thirds of the total stock of U.S. foreign direct investment is in countries with incomes roughly comparable to the home country’s. Throw in the four classic Asian Tigers and you’ve got over three-quarters of the total. I’m not entirely sure what this all means theoretically, but it does suggest that some serious rethinking of received wisdom—received wisdom to which Lenin’s Imperialism contributed no small amount—is in order.

And as for the banks, well, to quote the Velvet Underground, those were different times. Lenin, following Hilferding, declared that the stock exchange was an institution in serious decline. It’s not. In the U.S., the power of stockholders has grown enormously over the last twenty years, and other countries are following suit. One of the vastly under-appreciated aspects of the Euro project is to create more American-style financial markets, and to weaken the hold of German-style bank ownership. The point is to expose companies to the constant public discipline of profit maximization.

There’s been a lot of talk about Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri’s Empire over the last couple of days. I’ve only begun to think about the book, but there’s a lot to consider in it. I think they overdo the assertion that today’s Empire has no Rome—Washington, Wall Street, and Hollywood are a lot more central to the structure than they allow—but their point about the dispersion of power in the new order is absolutely right, I think. Empire today is a much more collective and dispersed affair than it was in Lenin’s day, what with the UN and NATO acting the part of imperial enforcers, and stock markets arranging ownership and discipline. No, the nation state isn’t dead, and yes, financial power is still concentrated—but too much attention to Lenin will only confuse us.

* * *

Having doubted the relevance of Lenin for the last two thousand-some words, I’ll now invoke the clichéd Leninist question: What is to be done? I wish I had a good answer, or even several approximations of the beginning of an answer. Certainly the state of official electoral politics everywhere is dismal. European leftists can kvetch about the “Third Way,” but we’ve just inaugurated a reactionary moron who didn’t really even win the election. It’s almost enough to make me nostalgic for Bill Clinton.

But outside the electoral realm, there are some new-ish and very exciting political movements for which “Seattle” has become the shorthand. I understand there’s quite a dispute going on between the British Socialist Workers Party and its U.S. subsidiary, the International Socialist Organization, on just what these movements are all about, with the SWP calling them “anti-capitalist,” and the ISO calling them “anti-corporate.” In part this may be a geographical difference. I’ve noticed that the European press uses the term “anti-capitalist” to describe them. The U.S. press calls the demonstrators “anti-corporate” or “anti-globalization,” both because they can’t even imagine how anyone could object to capitalism and because we don’t have much of a native strain of anti-capitalism in our political tradition—but we do have a populist, petit-bourgeois, small business one. All these names, you’ll observe, begin with the word “anti-,” which suggests that they’ve got a pretty good idea of what they’re against, and a much vaguer idea of what they’re for. That criticism has been made here, and its truth has to be conceded. But after twenty or twenty-five years of political torpor, this is some serious progress.

Even though I said that “Seattle” is the shorthand for these movements, it’s important to remember that they weren’t born there. You can trace them back at least a few years earlier. There was the worldwide mobilization against the Multilateral Agreement on Investment, which was being negotiated in effective secrecy by the major powers—until a draft text of the treaty was leaked and posted on the web in January 1997. Within weeks, an anti-MAI movement was formed, in large part through websites and email lists, and not all that much later, the MAI talks collapsed in April 1998. Part of the problem was that the major powers had some differences among themselves, but the popular movement contributed a lot to the failure. Then there were the coordinated worldwide demonstrations around the G-7 summit on June 18, 1999. At the time, almost no one paid serious attention to these summits. However, J18 was marked by scores of protests from New York to Nairobi. The front page of the Financial Times carried an inspiring picture of a shirtless protester hurling a rock at some cops; the city of London was effectively shut for the day.

Then, of course, there was Seattle. There was a lot that was unique and irreproducible about that event. For one, the authorities were caught off guard; for two, it’s a liberal city whose government wanted to be as tolerant of protest as possible; and for three, the local police just weren’t up to the task. At the end of the protest week, I walked up to a group of cops and said, “I’m from New York, and believe me, this couldn’t have happened there. The mayor would have surrounded the meeting site with 40,000 cops and no one but the delegates would have gotten close.” One of the cops replied, “Yes, but the NYPD has lots of experience with crowd control. We don’t.”

A few months later, in Washington, DC, the cops were plenty prepared for the April 16 protests against the World Bank and the IMF—but the meetings were still disrupted, and virtually the entire center of the city was shut down. But of more political importance, the Bank and the Fund had to junk their prepared agenda and instead talk unconvincingly about their deep concern for the world’s poor. If hegemony consists in part by establishing the terms of discourse—as they say in the opinion-management business, we can’t tell the public what to think, but we can tell them what to think about—then something is happening here. We were telling them what to think about.

I could list some more names: Melbourne, Davos, Porto Alegre, and, in two months, Quebec City. That kind of catalog would point out one of the risks of this movement—that, in the words of the Canadian writer Naomi Klein, it threatens to devolve into serial protest. But since I’m trying to be more optimistic these days, I’ll say that hasn’t happened yet because it’s still a young movement, trying to find its feet.

Related to this movement is an explosion over the last three years in the level of political activism on U.S. campuses, most prominently the anti-sweatshop movement. (Anti- again, but it’s having serious real-world effects.) Maybe I’m a bit biased about this because I live with its leading journalistic chronicler, Liza Featherstone, but this is profoundly inspiring stuff. Here’s an example of what it’s up to: A few weeks ago, a South Korean-owned firm that does contract work for Nike fired some workers who were trying to organize an independent union. The students heard about it, and within days they were on the scene in Mexico—and at home, they started publicizing the fight. Just the other day, Nike, fearful of bad publicity, forced the Korean firm (whose managers had claimed that it was an acceptable form of labor discipline to hit lagging workers in the head with a hammer) to rehire the organizers. Maybe this is just temporary; maybe it’s a PR coup that will soon be quietly undone. Maybe this is all too media-driven. News that MTV is working on a special about “Revolution” confirms anxieties that the system is, in the words of Tom Frank and his colleagues at The Baffler magazine, commodifying our dissent. But better MTV is doing a special on revolution than on apathy. Again, we’re telling them what to think about.

Some of the many exciting things about these recent movements is that they’re global, they’re fast, and they’ve had an impact. They couldn’t exist without technologies like the web and the cellphone, things that were only recently the stuff of capitalist triumphalism. Organizationally, they’re flexible yet disciplined, serious yet good-humored. Their structure has more to do with Spanish anarchism of the 1930s than with the Bolsheviks of 1917. Soon after I got back from Seattle, I was part of a panel reporting on the events to the New York City chapter of the Labor Party. After I was done, a voice arose from the audience to complain that what I was talking about sounded more like a carnival than politics, and then it launched into what sounded like a computer-generated Leninist diatribe about imperialism. How especially odd it seemed to hear that; it was as if the speaker wasn’t, as the doctors say, properly oriented in time and space. The kids wouldn’t have listened to him for a second. And the carnival was absolutely wonderful, one of the greatest weeks of my life.

So, is there a role for Marxist intellectuals in these new movements? Yes, absolutely, I’d say. It’s true that they’re theoretically unsophisticated (though Michael Hardt told me that some of the anti-sweatshop activists at Duke, where the movement started in 1997, are really liking his class on Kapital). Seattle, the new revolutionary icon, was ideologically a very mixed bag, with nationalist Steelworkers mingling with topless lesbians, petit-bourgeois Greens, and some unaffiliated socialists—and the infamous Black Bloc of anarchists, who marched around chanting things like “Capitalism, no thanks/We will burn your fucking banks!” The new activists tend to focus on extreme abuses like sweatshops, or on state institutions like the IMF and WTO—though it’s easy to understand that institutional focus, because such institutions give Empire something like a home address. But in my experience of talking to the protesters (and I don’t want to give the impression that they’re all young, though they mostly are), they’re extremely open to a radical analysis.

The ISO has been spending a lot of time around the anti-sweatshop movement. From what I’m told, the kids are grateful to hear a coherent analysis of how the parts of the system fit together. However, they’re extremely wary of furtive takeover attempts. Vanguardists have this distressing habit of trying to take over movements that they had no role in starting. It reminds me of the American poet A.R. Ammon’s line (which I’m quoting from memory, so I may not have it exactly right) that the way to look like a leader is to get in front of a moving crowd and start waving your arms. That’s not very helpful, and it will give Marxism a very bad name at a moment when its prospects look better than they have in a very long time. It seems like it would be far more efficacious for Marxist intellectuals to talk with the protesters, to engage them in conversation with some modesty, perhaps even a touch of awe.

A few months ago, I interviewed the Columbia University economics professor Jagdish Bhagwati for an article I co-wrote on the anti-sweatshop movement that will appear imminently in the academic gossip magazine Lingua Franca. Bhagwati was very disturbed by the events in Seattle, and came back from there to organize his free-trading comrades into a protest group of their own, the Academic Consortium on International Trade. Bhagwati recalled a chat he had with a masked young woman in Seattle. He asked her if the mask signified that she was a Zapatista. She said no, she was an anarchist. He just didn’t know what to make of her, or the crowd she was part of, but he was quite shaken up. The ruling class is rather unnerved by this new generation of protest, and that can only be a good thing. I’m almost tempted—especially given the lack of a female presence on the platform throughout this conference—to nominate the anonymous masked woman as the Lenin of our time. That wouldn’t be quite accurate, I know, but it’s still mighty tempting.
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