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Overview

The third class extends the concepts of class struggle and the 
crises of capitalism by situating them in a historical context. The 
classic age of capitalist imperialism prior to WWI saw the rise 
of competing capitals who tethered to specific nation states. 
Competition took the form of war between rival capitalist 
nations. After the breakdown of the post-war consensus a now 
globalized capitalism is engaging in a new form of imperialism 
to ensure continued capital accumulation. The specific political 
and economic conditions of this era have created an imperialism 
characterized by state intervention in the economic sphere with an 
assault on labor. This era, now commonly known as neoliberalism, 
is one of dispossession through financialization, privatization, and 
globalization.

Dispossession: Imperialism, Old and New
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Recommended Readings

Ellen Meiksins Wood, Introduction to Empire of Capital

Premise

The specific material conditions of post-par era have created a new 
type of imperialism. Rather than open military conflict between 
nations with competing capitals, the new imperialism is occurs in 
the financial realm via state interventions on a global scale.  

Key Points

• In what way can the US be imperialist if it does not occupy or 
rule any other country? 

• The “new” imperialism is not characterized by commercial or 
colonial empires or even puppet regimes

• Under the classic form of imperialism wealth extraction via 
dispossession was blatant and obvious 

• Under modern capitalism wealth extraction is more opaque 
in general but this also extends to the specific context of 
dispossession 

• In the new imperialism wealth is extracted by dominant 
countries via economic mechanisms 
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• This mechanism occurs through both consent and coercion, 
the state will intervene with coercive force when necessary, 
usually cloaking itself as acting in the international 
community’s interests  

• Under capitalism there is a separation of economic and extra-
economic measures used to ensure capital accumulation

• Despite the globalization of markets, the modern nation-state 
is more important than ever

David Harvey “Neoliberalism is Political Project” Jacobin 

Premise

The financial crisis of the 1970’s resulted in the breakdown of the 
post-war labor-capital compromise ushering in the neoliberal 
era that continues today. Rather than a return to laissez-faire, 
neoliberalism is a political project of business and state elites 
to shift the balance of power to capital. The state has played a 
crucial role through processes of financialization, privatization, 
globalization, and an assault on labor.         

Key Points

• Neoliberalism is a political project to curb the power of labor 
carried out by the corporate capitalist class.

• Anti-corporate reforms of the 1960-70’s threatened the 
capitalist class both economically and politically.
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• Business elites launched an ideological assault through right-
wing political action groups and think tanks.

• Could make domestic labor more competitive via 
immigration or by taking capital overseas to cheaper labor 
markets.

• Labor further attacked by privatization, deregulation, and 
technological change- deindustrialization through automation 
and robotization. All leading to increases in unemployment 
and suppression of wages.  

• Neoliberal era has seen the return of economic crises. Global 
organizations like the World Bank and IMF get involved 
in “structural adjustments” which involve huge transfers of 
wealth to dominant countries.

• The Left has tended to mirror neoliberalism in its networked, 
decentralized, and non-hierarchical resistance. Autonomous 
and anarchical resistance is actually reinforcing the endgame 
of neoliberalism.
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Supplemental Readings

David Harvey “Accumulation by Dispossession” The New 
Imperialism

Luxemburg’s Dual Character of Capital Accumulation

• Within capitalism: exploitation hidden within the economic 
process between capitalist and wage laborer; in form it takes 
place between legal equals under conditions of peace & 
prosperity

• Capitalist relations with non-capitalist spaces: colonial policy; 
force, fraud, oppression, looting openly displayed

• Two aspects are linked; “historical career of capitalism can 
only be appreciated by taking them together”

Underconsumption vs. Overaccumulation

• Underconsumption: Lack of effective consumer demand 
for commodities, export of commodities to a new market, 
territorial logic/colonialism, territory remains outside of 
capitalism

• Overaccumulation: Lack of profitable outlets for capital 
investment, export of capital, capitalist logic/imperialism, 
territory absorbed by capitalism   

• Imperialism can address both the demand for consumer goods 
by opening up new markets and provide can new areas for 
capital investment.



43

Internal Contradictions of Capitalism need External Solutions 

• “Capitalism necessarily and always creates its own other” 

• Pre-existing outside 

• Non-capitalist social formation

• Sector with capitalism not yet commodified 

• Active manufacturing of an “outside”

• The organic relation between expanded reproduction and the 
violent process of dispossession has shaped capitalism

• Imperialism is a continuation of “primitive” accumulation 
necessary for capital accumulation (in contrast to Marx who 
banished it from his critique of mature capitalism)

• Accumulation by Dispossession 

• Commodification and privatization of land

• Conversion of common or collective property rights into 
exclusive private property rights 

• Suppression of rights to the commons

• Commodification of labor power and suppression of 
alternative modes of production and consumption 

• Colonial and imperial processes of appropriation of 
assets

• Monetization of exchange and taxation 

• Slave trade, usury, national debt, and the credit system 
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• How does accumulation by dispossession help solve the 
overaccumulation problem?

• Releases a set of assets at very low cost 

• Accumulated capital can seize hold of these assets and 
immediately put them to profitable use 

• Privatization 

• Cheap raw goods 

• Devaluation of assets (especially in times of crisis) 

• Hegemony constructed by the levers of finance capital backed 
by state power 

Leo Panitch and Sam Gindin “Superintending Global 
Capital” New Left Review

Brief Overview

This essay highlights the key role of the state in in the post-war era 
of globalized capitalism. It highlights three function of the state.

• Securing markets and facilitating capital accumulation

• Political rule that allows for organization of class interests

• Establishing territorial borders
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Capitalist imperialism is defined as state facilitated spatial 
extension of the law of value and of capitalist social relations. This 
imperialism is characterized by

• A progressive marketization and commodification of social 
life

• The processes by which the liberal-democratic capitalist state 
was universalized into international law by the mid-20th 
century.

• The process of the separation of the economic from the 
political at the international level, facilitating capitalism’s 
global integration, also meant that capitalist competition 
would no longer necessarily be expressed as inter-imperialist 
rivalry as this was understood by Marxist theorists at the 
beginning of the 20th century.
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The resolution of the economic crisis of the 1970s depended 
on the decisive steps taken by the US state from the turn of the 
decade to reconstitute the material basis of its imperial role, via 
neoliberalism. The mechanisms of this program (anti-inflationary 
discipline, the liberalization and expansion of markets) may have 
been economic, but neoliberalism was essentially a political strategy 
to shift the balance of class forces. The response of the US as a 
capitalist state (representing finance to the end of strengthening 
American capitalism) and as an imperial state (looking to imbricate 
finance in meeting us global responsibilities) led to a painful 
restructuring of manufacturing in the American economy.

The development of the American empire has seen the extension, 
at the international level, of the three dimensions of the capitalist 
state discussed earlier—economic, political, territorial—within a 
specific historical form. 

• In place of the previous fragmentation of international 
capitalism, the post-war development of the American empire 
represented a gradualist political project oriented towards the 
goal of an inclusivist liberal world of seamless accumulation.

• At the head of a global empire, the US state was more 
than the mere agent of the particular interests of American 
capital; it also assumed responsibilities for the making and 
management of global capitalism. 
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• The American imperial form of rule involved structuring 
the options of other states’ elites in such a way that they 
would identify reproducing the conditions for global capital 
accumulation and ‘order among nations’ as necessary for their 
own reproduction.

• Accommodation by other capitalist states to the American 
imperial project was mediated not only through the threat 
of Communism and the Cold War, but also through the 
quasi-Keynesian form of international economic management 
adopted in 1945, the postwar welfare-state regimes, and the 
decolonization process in the Third World.

Nicolai Bukharin  “Imperialism and the World Economy” 
(Excerpt)

Banks

• Move from being modest intermediaries to powerful 
monopolies having almost all of the available money capital at 
their command

• Centralization of capital and economies into an international, 
capitalist economic unit. Scattered capitalists are transformed 
into a single, collective capitalist. Finance capital rules over 
commercial and industrial capital.

• Marx: “The banking system presents the form of universal 
bookkeeping and of distribution of means of production on a 
social scale but only the form.”
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Finance Capital

• Finance capital is capital controlled by the banks and 
employed by industrialists. There is a greater tendency toward 
monopoly with this set up.

• Finance capital extracts enormous and ever-increasing profits, 
floating of companies, issuing of stocks, state loans, and levies 
tribute upon all of society.

• Once formed, monopoly penetrates into every sphere of 
public life, regardless of the form of government.

Export of Capital

• Over-accumulation: Surplus capital will never be used to raise 
the standard of living of the masses as this would result in a 
decline in profits.

• Surplus will be used to increase profits by exporting to 
“backward” countries with inexpensive land, labor, raw 
material

• Export of capital greatly affects and accelerates the 
development of capitalism in those countries to which it is 
exported

• Both a figurative and literal division of the world; struggle for 
economic territory.

• “Finance capital does not want liberty, it wants domination.”

Classical Imperialism (pre-WWI)

• Lenin described this as the “Highest Stage of Capitalism”
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• Competition is the motor of capitalism but its internal laws 
tend towards centralization, mergers, monopoly

• Imperialism is characterized by the following.

• Centralization of production and capital developed to 
such a stage that it creates monopolies which play a 
decisive role in economic life

• Merging of bank capital with industrial capital and 
creation of finance capital of a financial oligarchy

• Export of capital as distinguished from export of 
commodities

• Formation of international capitalist monopolies which 
share the world among themselves

• Territorial division of the whole world among the 
greatest capitalist powers

Imperialism as parasitism

• Monopoly leads to stagnation and decay.

• Growth of the rentier class who lives off the exploitation of 
overseas.

• Creation of money lending states on one side, debtor states 
on the others.

• Creation of an upper stratum of workers versus the lower 
stratum of the proletarian proper.
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Study Questions

1. Accumulation by dispossession can occur through a diverse set 
of processes. Name and describe 2 to 3 processes discussed in 
the readings. What do these processes have in common?

2. Can you think of ways dispossession is occurring here in the 
Bay Area? How has it impacted your life or your friends and 
families lives?

3. Why have we dedicated a class to focus on this topic? How 
might dispossession impact our organizing strategy in the East 
Bay DSA?


