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Introduction

The title chosen for the French edition of this book, Pour un monde multipolaire, should already be indicative of the author’s political position. Yes, I do want to see the construction of a multipolar world, and that obviously means the defeat of Washington’s hegemonist project for military control of the planet. In my eyes it is an overweening project, criminal by its very nature, which is drawing the world into wars without end and stifling all hope of social and democratic advance, not only in the countries of the South but also, to a seemingly lesser degree, in those of the North. In this connection, I wrote as long ago as 1991 of the emergence of an ‘empire of chaos’.

The term ‘multipolar world’ calls for some clarification. Like other widely used expressions in the realm of politics, it remains unclear unless and until it is given a precise meaning. For my own part, it implies a recognition that the social system in which we live is thoroughly ‘global’ or ‘globalized’, and that any alternative to globalization based on the principles of liberal capitalism (or its more extreme ‘neoliberal’ form) can itself be nothing other than ‘global’. In other words, I am a champion of what has been called ‘alter-globalization’, not an advocate of ‘anti-globalization’ in the sense of opposition to any form of globalization. That seems to me not only unrealistic but undesirable.

Disagreements therefore centre on what is meant by multipolarity. Some think of it as a means of ‘restoring balance’ in the Atlantic alliance, or of ensuring that the other two partners in the triad (the European Union, or its major powers, and Japan) have a position equal to that of the United States in the running of world affairs. Others go further and argue that there is a need for large countries such as China, Russia, India and Brazil, perhaps even some more or less ‘emerging’ countries in the South, to have a place in the concert of the major powers.

So far as I am concerned, this is a quite inadequate conception of multipolarity: it does not hold out a satisfactory answer to the real challenges facing the peoples of the world, nor the prospect of social progress that can alone provide a reliable and robust basis for democratization. In other words, my idea of the multipolarity that is necessary today entails a radical revision of ‘North–South relations’, in all their dimensions. This revision must create a framework that makes it possible to reduce the power of forces within the system (the capitalist system, to call it by its name) that operate in such a way as to exacerbate the polarization of wealth and power. By calling into question the ‘imperialist’ tradition, or whatever one likes to call it, which governs core–periphery relations in the actually existing capitalist system (something quite different from the general market system dreamed up by mainstream economists), such a revision would automatically pose a challenge to the most fundamental aspects of capitalism. But I should immediately make it clear that, beyond differences of analysis concerning the nature of the system and what appears to be possible or desirable, my argument is intended to open a political debate with all who refuse to align themselves with the unilateralist project of US hegemonism.

Being clear about the nature of capitalism and imperialism

The conception of capitalism as a global system, more than and different from a mere juxtaposition of societies at various stages of capitalist transformation, is not a new idea of mine. The first book I wrote, in 1954–55, already bore the title Accumulation on a World Scale, and since then a global vision has been central to my analyses and proposed goals of struggles to ‘change the world’. This is not the place to go back over what I have written on these questions. I shall therefore summarize my conclusions by simply recalling that I identify four main phases in the modern globalization associated with capitalist expansion. The first two I call (1) the mercantilist phase (1500 – 1800), during which Atlantic Europe established the core–periphery system through the conquest and reshaping of the Americas, the development of the slave trade and early commercial assaults on Asia (and, to a lesser degree, Africa), and (2) the classical phase (1800 – 1950) of the system, based on a division between industrialized cores and non-industrialized peripheries and a related tendency to reduce the latter to a colonial or semi-colonial status. In (3) the post-war phase (1950 – 1980), the victory of national liberation movements and/or socialist revolutions (which I interpret as radical forms of national liberation) enabled the peripheries to impose a revision of the old asymmetrical terms of the global system and to enter the industrial age. This period of ‘negotiated’ globalization was exceptional, and it is interesting to note that the world then experienced growth that was the strongest known in history, as well as the least uneven in terms of the distribution of what was produced. In today’s new phase (4), a global system is being constructed in which the cores (the triad) benefit from ‘five monopolies’ (more about these later) that give them control over reproduction of the system.

The modern global system of actually existing capitalism has always been polarizing by nature, through the very operation of what I call the ‘globalized law of value’, as distinct from the law of value tout court. In my analysis, therefore, polarization and imperialism are synonymous. I am not among those who reserve the term ‘imperialist’ for types of political behaviour designed to subjugate one nation to another – behaviour that can be found through the successive ages of the human story, associated with various modes of production and social organization. My analytic interest is anyway geared only to the imperialism of modern times, the product of the immanent logic of capitalist expansion.

In this sense, imperialism is not a stage of capitalism but the permanent feature of its global expansion, which since its earliest beginnings has always produced a polarization of wealth and power in favour of the core countries. The ‘monopolies’ enjoyed by the cores in their asymmetrical relations with the peripheries of the system define each of the successive phases in the history of the globalized imperialist system.

From the Industrial Revolution (early nineteenth century) to the decades following the Second World War, the monopoly in question was an industrial monopoly; core and periphery were then synonymous with industrialized and non-industrialized countries. We can understand why national liberation movements in the periphery made industrialization their priority, within a wider perspective of ‘catching up’. Their success forced imperialism to adapt to this demand. This does not mean that they actually took the road of ‘catching up’, nor that we entered a ‘postimperialist’ period of history. For the core countries then reorganized around new monopolies, which gave them control over technologies and access to the world’s natural resources, over international financial flows, communications and the production of weapons of mass destruction. These monopolies cannot fail to reproduce and deepen polarization on a world scale.

Imperialism, from its sixteenth-century origins to the Second World War, was a plural phenomenon; permanent, often violent, conflict between different imperialisms played an important role in shaping the world. In this respect, the Second World War ended with a major transformation, since a collective imperialism of the ‘triad’ (USA, Europe, Japan) then replaced the multiplicity of imperialisms.

I would suggest that the formation of a new collective imperialism originated in the transformation of competitive conditions. Whereas a few decades ago the large corporations still waged their competitive battles essentially on national markets, the market size now required for victory in the first round of matches is approaching 500 to 600 million ‘potential consumers’. The battle therefore has to be fought out directly on the world market, and those who win there can subsequently assert themselves in their own home patch as well. A deeper globalization thus becomes the primary framework for the activity of large corporations. Or, to put it in another way, the causality has been reversed in the national/global couplet: national strength used to control global presence, but today the opposite is the case. Transnational corporations, whatever their country of origin, therefore have common interests in running the world market. These interests overlap with the constant mercantile conflicts that define all the forms of competition peculiar to capitalism.

The dominant segments of transnational capital in all the partners of the triad have a real solidarity with one another that is expressed in their rallying to globalized neoliberalism. The United States is seen as the defender (if necessary the military defender) of these common interests. But Washington has no intention of sharing ‘equitably’ the profits of its leadership. On the contrary, it seeks to reduce its allies within the triad to the status of vassals, and is unwilling to allow them more than minor concessions. Is this clash of interests within dominant capital likely to become so pronounced that it leads to a break in the Atlantic alliance?

The conception of globalization that I defend below is one of real and complete multipolarity, in the sense that it gives a place to all nations on earth and concerns 100 per cent of humanity. It contrasts with the truncated multipolarity of all those who implicitly, if not always explicitly, think first of the core triad countries (15 per cent of humanity) and only afterwards grant a few concessions at most to the other 85 per cent. I have always rejected that systematic distortion bound up with the West-centrism of the dominant culture.

Is there a desirable form of globalization?

Since modern globalization and capitalism are inseparable, the globalization that one regards as ‘desirable’ (unipolar, hierarchically multipolar, non-hierarchically multipolar) will depend on whether one’s preferred model of society is liberal capitalism, a more ‘social’ form of capitalism, or one or another form of socialism. Any option in favour of ‘normal’ (essentially liberal) capitalism implies an imperialist posture in North–South relations, in accordance with the immanent logic of capital accumulation. At the other end of the spectrum, I would place a radically anti-imperialist approach that recognizes the need to correct the huge North–South inequality in the conditions of production created by five centuries of capitalist expansion. Such a correction evidently implies a socialist perspective (one that goes beyond the basic logic of capital accumulation), but it also requires a conception of global socialism not necessarily shared either by earlier historical socialisms (communist and social-democratic) or by all the currents of new social, and even socialist, thinking.

In what follows, an attempt will always be made to draw out the relationship between proposals for an alternative globalization and certain conceptions of society. The analyses in this work are ‘geopolitical’, but I should stress that they are in no way inspired by the methods of conventional geopolitics. That discipline, which originated in the nationalist ruling-class thought of the imperialist countries, treats nation-states as homogeneous invariables, with ‘interests’ dictated by their geographical location and economic ambitions usually identified with those of the dominant sections of capital. These are the limitations of otherwise excellent works of mainstream geopolitics, such as Paul Kennedy’s The Rise and Fall of the Great Powers.

My own approach starts from the observation that all countries, in both core and periphery, are beset with social contradictions, and that visions of the society and its place in the international order are not unified at a supposedly national level. Even when a semblance of consensus appears to align the popular classes with their government, rulers and ruled do not necessarily have the same perception of internal or external challenges and of the responses that need to be made to them. I therefore place the emphasis on the contradictions, since only this will allow us to gauge the likelihood of the various conceivable ‘scenarios’, and to spell out the difficult but possible options that I would like to see strengthened. My analyses will seek to take into



OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
Samir «

e min

B.EX O N D

- US

HEGEMONY?

Assessing the Prospects for
a Multipolar World






OEBPS/styles/page-template.xpgt
 
   
     
	 
    
     
	 
    
     
	 
	 
    
     
	 
    
     
	 
	 
    
     
         
             
             
             
             
             
        
    
  
   
     
  




OEBPS/styles/cover_page-template.xpgt
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 




 



 
 





