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A specific phase of South American economic and social history is over. It saw the export of raw or semi-processed products in quantity and at high prices allow its economies to experience decent growth rates and governments to finance a set of social programs without changing the distribution of wealth. The “model” as it was named was dependent on the rate of growth and the demand for commodities in other parts of the world economy, in particular in China. The end of what was finally a fifteen year parenthesis will lead to a sharpening of political and social confrontation everywhere, heralded today by the events in Brazil. I am glad to contribute to the discussion in Herriamenta with a contribution explaining what I consider to be a crucial point in world history, one where capitalism is reaching its absolute limits.

The unresolved global economic and financial crisis
The on-going economic and financial crisis ends a very long phase of periodically checkered (1949-49 for the US, 1974-76 and 1981-82 worldwide) but nonetheless unbroken accumulation, which goes back to circa 1942 in the case of the US and circa 1950 in the case of Europe and Japan. The initial very strong dynamism of accumulation was due to the scale of the investments required to rebuild the material base of the capitalist economies after the long depression of the 1930s and the massive destructions of the Second World War and to exploit technologies created in the 1920s and of course as a result of the war. 

The on-going crisis started as a financial crisis behind which laid a deep crisis of over-accumulation and overproduction compounded by a falling rate of profit. The crisis was in the making since the second half of the 1990s and was delayed by massive credit creation and the full incorporation of China into the world economy. Given that the US is the main world financial centre and it was there that the credit system had been pushed to its “extreme limits”
, it was there that the crisis, in its financial dimension, broke out in July 2007 and reached its paroxysm in September 2008. The slump which began in late 2008 was global in nature and not just a North American ‘Great Recession’, hitting initially the industrialised economies. Emerging countries, which thought that they would remain largely immune to its effects, were latter to lose this illusion. In 2008 world capitalism led by the US assessed that the combined configuration of internal and political relationships excluded that the crisis be left to destroy fictitious and productive capital in the way that occurred in the 1930s. The speed and scale of government intervention in 2008 by the US and the major European countries in support of the financial system, and also, more temporarily and to a lesser degree, of the automobile industry, must be considered as expressing the direct pressure of the banks in defence of financial wealth and that of US and European carmakers to protect their position against Asian competitors. But it also expressed considerable political caution both domestically and internationally. The Chinese Stalinist-cum-capitalist apparatus and social élite shared these concerns and financed large investments in a Keynesian-like manner. China is highly dependent on exports and its elite have also a genuine fear of the proletariat. 

The policies enacted in 2008–9 to contain the crisis help to explain the persistence and further growth of a mass of fictitious capital in the form of claims on value and surplus value engaged in innumerable speculative operations, alongside an unresolved situation of global over-accumulation and overproduction of a wide range of industries. The continuous recourse by the G7 governments and central banks to the injection of huge amounts of new money into their economies (“quantitative easing”) means that large nominal amounts of fictitious capital roam the world financial markets marking them with very high instability. 
The convergence of many crises and the situation of the working class

The length of the world crisis and the absence on the part of the bourgeoisie of any economic horizon other than that of short cyclical recoveries announces the convergence and ultimately the merging of the economic and social effects of protracted economic crisis with those, of portentous dimensions, of climate change. The first warning about the dangers of climate change dates back to the late 19880s, and led to the setting up by the United Nations of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC). Global warming has been measured more and more precisely and its consequences documented by the IPCC’s successive reports (1990, 1995, 2001, 2007 and 2014). They have not been heeded. Climate change “skepticism” financed by oil lobbies has given way to lip-service recognition by governments. Five years ago, The Economist published a well-informed synthesis announcing that “The fight to limit global warming to easily tolerated levels is over”.
 The four major international conferences which have been held since have basically been cynical expensive communication operations aimed at deceiving the uninformed. The convergence and ultimate merging of economic and of environmental crisis raises simultaneously two related issues: that of the future of capitalism and that of the perspectives for tens of millions of people in given parts of the world and for civilized social existence everywhere. 


Following the incorporation of China, even for the US Trotsky’s key methodological point that “the mighty and independent reality (…) created by the international division of labour and the world market (…) imperiously dominates the national markets”
 is true. Liberalisation and globalisation have also unleashed the “blind forces of competition” with a degree of brutality not experienced before and certainly not during the decades following the Second World War. For domestic bourgeoisies the loss of the margin of economic policy control they possessed when national economies had a certain degree of autonomy is one component of the political crisis they are all experiencing. It pushes major powers to compensate new and unwelcome or sharpened situations of outward economic dependence by political and military means within their field of influence. Malaise in the face of globalisation as expressed politically by US neo-conservatism helps to understand the invasion of Iraq and not just a fight for the control of oil. Russia’s policy in Syria is of the same nature. Behind the crisis of the European Union lies the idea that governments can regain control of certain political and economic parameters. 

For the working class the consequences of the liberalisation and globalisation of capital are yet more serious. The accumulated historical experience of workers has almost exclusively been that of fighting capital within national borders. The organisations of the working class, unions and political parties succeeded in “centralising the numerous local struggles, all of the same character, into one national struggle between classes.”
 But in the words of Marx and Engels this fight was “continually being upset again by the competition between the workers” created by capitalists in the labour market. Today capitalists can pit workers in different countries and continents against each other. Capital’s greatest achievement during the past 40 years has been the creation of a ‘global labour force’, through the liberalisation of finance, trade and direct investment and the incorporation of China and India into the world market. This is often referred to as the ‘great doubling of the global labour pool’,
 of the potential global industrial reserve army in Marx’s words. Its existence sets the conditions for the increase in the rate of exploitation and the configuration of the industrial reserve army in each national economy. Information and communication technologies have led to an ever increasing fragmentation of labor processes, now followed by the true entry into the era of robotisation.

    The faltering of capital accumulation
A mode of production is simultaneously a specific form of the organization of the social relationships of production, along with the corresponding relationships of distribution, and a mode of social domination organized institutionally and politically. When the mode of production qua social relationships of production begins to falter and seize up and expanded reproduction slows down strongly, historical experience shows that the dominant components of the upper class will have as their unique aim and horizon the preservation at all costs their privileges and power on the basis of given institutions. They will reject any call for reform even from members of their own ranks. This was the case for the court of the Absolute Monarchy in France with ministers such as Turgot and again in that of the court of Tsarist Russia. It was the case again when the hybrid sui generis social relationships of production of the Soviet Union seized up. The bourgeoisie is in this situation today. It has no Roosevelt in its ranks. The expressions of its crisis include the extent and depth of corruption, the very low level of political debate, the cynicism of corporations and paralysis of governments in the face of climate change. The 2016 Davos conference chose to focus the crisis of European banks and similar issues rather than to discuss the report expressing in diplomatic terms:
« concern about the effects of digital disintermediation, advanced robotics and the sharing economy on productivity growth, job creation and purchasing power. It is clear that the millennial generation will experience greater technological change over the next decade than the past 50 years, leaving no aspect of global society undisturbed. Scientific and technological breakthroughs – from artificial intelligence to precision medicine – are poised to transform our human identity.” 

 A major component of the situation today is the absence of previously available exogenous prerequisites for renewed long term accumulation. The upturn of "long waves" in the meaning given by Trotsky and recognized in a complicated way by Mandel is determined by exogenous factors – world wars, massive expansions of the market due to territorial expansion (the “frontier” in US history) or to the creation of new industries as a result of major technological breakthroughs. The political conditions for world war (an ideological preparation of the type undertaken by Nazism after 1933) do not exist at present. So for the bourgeoisie the issue is that of finding a factor capable of driving accumulation again over several decades. Since China has been incorporated into the world market there is no “frontier” left. The only possibility  is new technology. Only new technologies with extremely large investment and employment effects are capable of driving a new long wave of accumulation, associated with expansion through new markets. The role of ICTs in radically reshaping the organization of work and everyday life is indubitable. The major issue is whether they possess investment and employment effects capable of driving a new long wave of accumulation. Their strong overall labour-saving impacts, coupled with their effect of increasing the value of constant capital invested, suggest the contrary, notably if a “Fourth Industrial Revolution”, a quantum jump of the technologies which emerged in the “Third Industrial Revolution” as named by neo-Schumpeterian theoreticians, is in the offing. The dominant opinion among US economists and sociologists is that the factors which drove economic growth for most of America's history are to a large extent spent. They talk of a “technological plateau” and point to the “low-hanging fruit” which made rapid growth easy, including the cultivation of much previously unused land or again of “once and for all” technological breakthroughs, notably transport, electricity, mass communications, refrigeration and sanitation and finally mass education. What ITCs offer capital and state in the form of Big Data is an unprecedented capacity for social and political control. They offer no solution for mass unemployment
 and raise the organic composition of capital.
An early reflection on the future of capitalism 
In his introduction to the Penguin Edition of Volume 3 of Capital, Mandel makes a number of theoretical developments on the ‘destiny of capitalism’.
 As opposed to Sweezy, Mandel discusses Grossman’s theory of capitalist breakdown or collapse respectfully and seriously. It leads him into a discussion of the consequences of what he names at the time ‘robotism’. The new technologies were still in their infancy when this was written but for Mandel they already had portentous potential consequences. Given the forecasts discussed above it is important that they be read and discussed:
[T]he extension of automation beyond a given ceiling leads, inevitably, first to a reduction in the total volume of value produced, then to a reduction in the total volume of surplus-value produced. This unleashes a fourfold combined ‘collapse crisis’: a huge crisis of decline in the rate of profit; a huge crisis of realization (the increase in the productivity of labour implied by robotism expands the mass of use-values produced in an even higher ratio than it reduces real wages, and a growing proportion of these use-values becomes unsaleable); a huge social crisis; and a huge crisis of ‘reconversion’ [in other words, of capitalism’s capacity to adapt] through devalorisation – the specific forms of capital destruction threatening not only the survival of human civilisation but even the physical survival of mankind or of life on our planet.

And a bit later on, so as to be understood, Mandel writes:
it is evident that such a trend towards upgrading labour in productive sectors with the highest technological development must, of necessity, be accompanied by its very negation: a rise in mass unemployment, in the extent of marginalized sectors of the population, in the number of those who ‘drop out’ and of all those whom the ‘final’ development of capitalist technology expels from the process of production. This means only that the growing challenges to capitalist relations of production inside the factory are accompanied by growing challenges to all basic bourgeois relations and values in society as a whole, and these too constitute an important and periodically explosive element of the tendency of capitalism to final collapse.

And he then adds:

not necessarily of collapse in favour of a higher form of social organization or civilization. Precisely as a function of capitalism’s very degeneration, phenomena of cultural decay, of retrogression in the fields of ideology and respect for human rights, multiply alongside the uninterrupted succession of multiform crises with which that degeneration will face us (has already faced us). Barbarism, as one possible result of the collapse of the system, is a much more concrete and precise perspective today than it was in the twenties and thirties. Even the horrors of Auschwitz and Hiroshima will appear mild compared to the horrors with which a continuous decay of the system will confront mankind. Under these circumstances, the struggle for a socialist outcome takes on the significance of a struggle for the very survival of human civilization and the human race.

He tempers this truly catastrophic perspective with a message of hope adapted from the problematic of The Transitional Program:
The proletariat, as Marx has shown, unites all the objective prerequisites for successfully conducting that struggle; today, that remains truer than ever. And it has at least the potential for acquiring the subjective prerequisites too, for a victory of world socialism. Whether that potential will actually be realized will depend, in the last analysis, upon the conscious efforts of organized revolutionary Marxists, integrating themselves with the spontaneous periodic striving of the proletariat to reorganize society along socialist lines, and leading it to precise goals: the conquest of state power and radical social revolution. I see no more reason to be pessimistic today as to the outcome of that endeavour than Marx was at the time he wrote Capital.

That radical social revolution is the solution is true more than ever, but the threat of ecological crises unforeseeable by Marx, as well the political legacy of the twentieth century, do not lead one to as optimistic as Mandel sought to be in 1981.  In the revolutionary tradition which I embraced socialism was a “necessity” in two senses of the word: that of being the only decisive and long-lasting response not only to the situation of the working class and the down-treaded but to the fulfillment of human needs; that of being the outcome of the movement of capitalist development. The bourgeoisie would not leave the scene without a fight and counter-revolutionary processes such as the birth of Stalinism or Maoism could occur, but “history was on our side”. Revolutionary Marxists were the “conscious expression” of fundamental economic and social processes. This view of the world was rooted in a reading of the many passages in Marx and in those of subsequent major Marxist revolutionaries which seemed to give it support, in particular Lenin and in the case of Trotsky by a one-sided dreading of the two first sections of the Transitional Program, with little discussion of the many texts of his expressing concerns rooted in the events of the 1930s but containing broader reflections as in his writings on fascism and nazicism. Rosa Luxemburg was held in suspicion not only on account of her warnings about the possible course of the October revolution but of the anguish contained in the cry “Socialism or barbarism”. That in his last years this anguish had become also that of Trotsky was never discussed.
Political processes of the late 1980s and early 1990s of world implications (in particular the non-occurrence of political revolution in the USSR) and organizational splits devoid of perspective made me increasingly receptive to thinking by philosophers from Central Europe. The first was Mészáros with the following proposition from his 1995 book:
Every system of social metabolic reproduction has its intrinsic absolute limits which cannot be transcended without changing the prevailing mode of control into a qualitatively different one. When such limits are reached in the course of historical development it becomes imperative to transform the system’s structural parameters which normally circumscribe the overall margin of the reproductive practices feasible under the circumstances.
 

This is followed by the further proposition that in the case of capitalism: 

as the margin for displacing the system’s contradictions becomes ever narrower and its pretenses to the unchangeable status of causa sui palpably absurd notwithstanding the once unimaginable destructive power at the disposal of its personifications. For through the exercise of such power capital can destroy humankind in general – as indeed it seems to be bent on doing (and with it to be sure its own system of control) – but not selectively its historical antagonist [the working class].

The other author who has encouraged me to explore the notion of the absolute limits of capitalist production is the German philosopher Robert Kurz. Like Mandel, be it in a reading of Marx which has also raised much controversy,
 he points to the labour-saving and productivity enhancing effects of ITC-related technologies and their effect in sharpening the contradictions of capitalist production.  
Given the level of contradiction which they reached we are confronted from now on with the task to reformulate the critique of the capitalist forms and in that of their abolition. This is simply the historical situation in which we are, and it would be futile to cry on the lost battles of the past. If capitalism comes up against objectively it absolute historical limits, it is nevertheless true that, for lack of a sufficient critical consciousness, the fight for emancipation can fail today also. The outcome would be then not a new spring of accumulation, but, as said it Marx, the fall of all into barbarism.

The advent of a new more formidable immanent barrier and its implications   
In the absence of factors capable of launching a new phase of sustained accumulation, the perspective is that of a situation in which the social and political consequences of slow growth and endemic financial instability, along with the political chaos they breed in certain regions today and potentially in others, will converge with the social and political impacts of climate change. The notion of barbarism, associated with the two World Wars and the Holocaust and more recently with contemporary genocides will then apply to them.  In linking the ecological question to the fall of our society into barbarism precedence must be attributed again to Mészáros in 2001: 
Marx was to some extent already aware of the ‘ecological problem,’ i.e. the problems of ecology under the rule of capital and the dangers implicit in it for human survival. In fact he was the first to conceptualize it. He talked about pollution and he insisted that the logic of capital – which must pursue profit, in accordance with the dynamic of self-expansion and capital accumulation – cannot have any consideration for human values and even for human survival. [. . .] What you cannot find in Marx, of course, is an account of the utmost gravity of the situation facing us. For us the threat to human survival is a matter of immediacy.


By threat to human survival is of course meant a threat to civilisation as we have understood it up to now. Humans will survive, but if capitalism is not overthrown, they will live, at world level, in a society of the type Jack London described in his great dystopian novel, The Iron Heel. Until revolutionary change takes place we are trapped by the relations and contradictions specific to the capitalist mode of production. A mode of production characterised by ‘the unceasing movement of profit-making, the boundless drive for enrichment’
 cannot heed a message which calls for an end to growth as it is traditionally understood and a negotiated and planned use of remaining resources. 
The accumulation of capital has taken the form of the development of specific industries. The combined global economic and ecological crisis of capitalism is simultaneously that of social relations of production and a given mode of material production, consumption, use of energy and materials or, again, the entire material base on which accumulation has taken place, notably over the last 60 years, and the industries associated with it – energy, automobile, road infrastructures and construction in particular. The prolongation of this mode under capitalism implies ever more destructive forms of mining, oil drilling (Artic, deep-sea pre-salt), agricultural production (highly intensive use of chemicals and expansion of farmed land through deforestation) and oceanic resources. They represent ‘capital’s effort to reverse the productivity slowdown through a series of last-ditch scrambles for the last crumbs of cheap nature remaining’.
 The agent of this destruction is the contemporary figure of the ‘capitalist, i.e. as capital personified and endowed with consciousness and a will’,
 namely the large industrial and mining corporation and those who own and control it.
 
It has now become clear global warming and ecological depletion has become an ‘immanent barrier’ to capital and not, as still in early work by American scholars, an exterior one. In his book I received just on finishing this conclusion Moore writes that ‘the limits to growth faced by capital are real enough: they are “limits” co-produced through capitalism. The world-ecological limit of capital is capital itself.’
 This co-production dates back to the period of merchant capital and in the most recent period it has been shaped by globalisation and financialisation. This barrier is one which cannot, as set out in Volume III of Capital, Chapter 15, be temporarily resolved through ‘the periodic devaluation of existing capital’ or ‘overcome by means that set up the barriers afresh and on a more powerful scale’.
 The barrier is there to stay. Foster has taken the notion of capital’s absolute limit or barrier and developed it in relation with the environment, giving a close commentary on the relevant texts by Marx. He sees the ‘approaching ecological precipice’
 as being ever closer. Resource depletion is irreversible or reversible only in a time span that could take centuries. The pace of global warming is out of control, for the time being at least, so deeply is the present carbon-intensive energy regime imbricated with the modes of producing and living forged by capitalism. In the ‘best scenario’ (one without qualitative feedback processes), the issue is raised as one of ‘adaptation’, and so determined by the class and rich and poor country divides which will decide who in the world is harmed most.
 
As emphasised by Mandel above, the fact that capitalism has reached its absolute limits does not mean that it will give way to a new mode of production.
 The elites and the governments they control are more than ever attentive to the preservation and reproduction of the capitalist order. So its progressive subsidence along with the foreseeable and unforeseeable effects of climate change will be accompanied by wars and by ideological and cultural regression, both that provoked by commodification and the financialisation of everyday life and that taking the form of religious fundamentalism and fanaticism of the three monotheisms. Mortality on account of local wars, diseases and sanitary and nutritional conditions due to great poverty continue to be counted in the tens if not the hundreds of millions.
 The impacts of climate change increase in given parts of the world (the Ganges Delta, much of Africa, the South Pacific Islands) already endanger the very conditions of social reproduction of the oppressed.
 They will necessarily fight back or seek to survive as best they can. The outcome will be violent conflicts over water resources, civil wars prolonged by foreign intervention in the world’s poorest countries, enormous refugee movements caused by war and climate change
. Those that dominate and oppress the world order see this as a threat to their ‘national security’. In a recent report, the US Department of Defense writes that global climate change will have wide-ranging implications for US national security interests
 Moore writes that ‘the shift towards financialization, and the deepening capitalization in the sphere of reproduction, has been a powerful way of postponing the inevitable blowback. It has allowed capitalism to survive. But for how much longer?’
 Is the question not a different one: can ‘we’ get rid of, down-throw capitalism so as to establish a totally different ‘human society-in-nature relationship’ and if we can’t will civilised society survive?

The younger generations of today and those that will follow them are and will increasingly be faced with extraordinarily difficult problems. Major battles in some countries, but also in all others a countless number of self-organised struggles at the local level demonstrate their entire capacity to face up to them. Seen from the viewpoint of the fight for social emancipation, their only perspective is the one summed up in the word spoken by Marx during the last recorded conversation we have, precisely a conversation with a young American journalist: ‘struggle’.


‘Going down to the depth of language, and rising to the height of emphasis, during an interspace of silence, I interrogated the revolutionist and philosopher in these fateful words, “What is?” And it seemed as though his mind were inverted for a moment while he looked upon the roaring sea in front and the restless multitude upon the beach. “What is?” I had inquired, to which, in deep and solemn tone, he replied: “Struggle!” At first it seemed as though I had heard the echo of despair; but, peradventure, it was the law of life’ 
 


The uprisings in different parts of the world and as important the innumerous local struggles, many of which are simultaneously economic and ecological, show that this is understood. The immense challenge is that of centralising this latent revolutionary energy across the world in political forms which do not repeat those with the disastrous results of the last century.
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