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Barely two years ago the term ‘imperialism’ was banned from use in polite discourse, at least with

regard to the role of the US in the world. One could talk about British imperialism or French

imperialism of an earlier era, but the US did not seek colonies and so was not considered imperialist by

most opinion makers. 

That abruptly changed with the US invasion of Iraq in March 2003, especially as the public became

increasingly aware of the neo-conservative’s Project for a New American Century. That strategic vision

of ensuring US superpower dominance in all parts of the world, preventing the rise of any challenging

power, either globally or regionally, struck most as unabashedly imperialistic. Some embraced this

vision eagerly; others were horrified by its prospects. But all applied the previously forbidden word

‘imperialism’ to it, whether approvingly or as a condemnation.

But what was new in this imperialism? For one thing, unlike the British in an earlier era, the US did not

seek permanent colonial administration outside its own territory. Rather it sought dominance by other

means so as to ensure a certain world order favorable to what were called the nation’s interests.

Besides, the US has a long history of interventions, both overt and covert, in other nations –as Latin

America is all too painfully aware. To understand what, if anything, is new in the imperialism we now

witness, we have to take a broader look at world history.

Combined and Uneven Development

We can begin the story in 1492 with the expansion of Europe into the New World. This began what was

to become a world historical project to construct a capitalist world system. In its first phase that lasted

nearly 500 years, European nations sought to tap the wealth and the markets of the rest of the world. To

secure these resources it found it necessary to establish direct control over vast areas, colonizing them,

so as to exclude competing powers. This involved more than setting up trading outposts; it involved

military conquest as well as wars with rival imperial powers contending for similar dominance.

The wealth that Britain extracted from its colonies fueled its industrial revolution, making it the

preeminent capitalist economy. When Britain discovered India, for example, it was one of the richest

countries in the world. When Britain finally left, India was one of the poorest and Britain was one of

the richest. It was from such ‘primitive accumulation’, as it has been called, that developing capitalist

countries acquired the wealth to jump-start their process of capitalist accumulation.

But colonialism did not only make these countries on what we now call ‘the periphery’ poor, it also

made them dependent. It destroyed much of the traditional economy by which they had sustained

themselves for centuries and linked them to the Mother country as suppliers of raw materials and

markets for finished consumer goods. Colonies that had once produced their own textiles, now found

themselves importers of manufactured clothing made from cotton that they had grown for the mills of

Manchester. Rather than growing their own food, colonies found themselves locked into growing cash

crops for export. 

This development of underdevelopment, or dependency, was sustained even after the colonies gained

independence by a class structure also born of colonialism: a comprador bourgeoisie and merchants

whose interests were tied to a form of trade that was inherently unequal and perpetuated dependency,

urban ‘middle classes’ accustomed to consumption of imported goods, a rural oligarchy that extracted

wealth from the campesinos and channeled it to the coastal export centers, and its political elite that

used the coercive power of the state to maintain this system. This was the class structure of neo-



colonialism.

Colonialism had created new inequalities between nations, an asymmetric world system of combined

and uneven development in which some core capitalist countries continued to get richer by the on-

going exploitation of the periphery. Whereas prior to its global expansion Europe had been an

insignificant impoverished peninsula on the Asian continent and eastern and southern Asia were the

center of world history [as Enrique Dussel has pointed out], now the center had shifted westward to a

capitalist Europe and eventually North America as well. The consequences of the process are still with

us today in the polarization between what is variously called the global North and the global South, the

overdeveloped countries and the underdeveloped countries, or the First World and the Third World

--the core and the periphery. 

The benefits this asymmetric system brought to European countries were not without significant costs

as interimperialist rivalries led to two major wars fought largely on their soil, conflicts which we

usually refer to as World Wars I and II. These devastating conflicts threatened to extinguish civilization,

or at lease, ‘Western’ civilization. 

And so at the end of the Second World War, a consensus emerged among the victorious Western powers

that new international institutions were needed to maintain world order. Thus were born the Bretton

Woods institutions of the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund as well as the United

Nations, an instrument for preserving peace between sovereign states under the tutelage of the major

wartime allies. 

It even became possible to extend to the colonial territories the guarantees of the Westphalian system of

state sovereignty –hitherto applied only to the privileged states of Europe and North America. In other

words, it was possible to accept the formal political independence of the remaining 85% of the world’s

territory that had been colonized by Europe. The cost of policing and administrating these vast empires

was more than war-weakened powers could sustain. Besides, it was no longer necessary. Since

colonialism had restructured those societies into dependent appendages of the core countries, the task

of running their affairs could now be safely turned over to local elites with confidence that the foreign

exploitation of their resources would continue. It was thus that national independence arrived in much

of the Third World. It was a repeat of the pattern of neo-colonial independence seen in Latin America in

the previous century.

The fundamental objective of the new world order established in the wake of World War II was clearly

expressed in 1948 by George Kennan, Director of Policy Planning of the US Department of State, in

the following words:

“We have 50 percent of the world’s wealth, but only 6.3 percent of its population…. In this situation we

cannot fail to be the object of envy and resentment. Our real task in the coming period is to devise a

pattern of relationships which will allow us to maintain this position of disparity.” [Department of

State, Policy Planning Study (PPS) 23 Foreign Relations of the United States (FRUS), 1948, vol. 1

(part 2), February 24, 1948, p. 23.]

The United States undertook this challenge, however, not solely on its own behalf, but also on behalf of

the European colonial powers now weakened by war. As the only capitalist power whose industrial

base had been untouched by the conflict, only the US was in a position to exercise such leadership. But

it was understood that to avoid a return to fratricidal interimperialist rivaleries, this leadership must

represent the interests of capitalist nations as a whole –a general rather than a particular interest. It was

this that made recognition of US leadership possible. It was this that made US hegemony possible. I

use the term ‘hegemony’ in the Gramscian sense of ‘consensual domination.’ Other core capitalist

states accepted US dominance in the post-war alliance in a kind of ‘collective imperialism’ over the

South. [ to borrow a term from Samir Amin, “The Alternative to the Neoliberal System of Globalization



and Militarism Imperialism Today and the Hegemonic Offensive of the United States” February 25,

2003]

Even with a benign imperialism it was recognized that hegemony had to be backed up by coercion or

the threat of coercive force. As Antonio Gramsci put it, hegemony is consensus protected by the ‘armor

of coercion.’ US policy-makers understood this well. Even though the US had undergone a welcome

military demobilization after the war, they now mounted a major military buildup. The strategic

thinking behind this was contained in the top secret 1950 National Security Council Memorandum

number 68. NSC-68, as it is called, was the blueprint for the Cold War that was to dominate

international relations for the next four decades. Drafted by a team headed by Paul Nitze, it calling for

“a rapid buildup of political, economic, and military strength” around the world. NSC-68 proclaimed

two objectives for this buildup: to foster “a world environment in which the American system can

survive and flourish” and the “containment of the Soviet Union.” Tellingly it admitted that “even if

there were no Soviet Union we would face the great problem” of achieving “order and security” for US

global interests. [National Security Council, Memorandum NSC-68 (April 7, 1950). Foreign Relations

of the United States (FRUS), 1950, vol. 1, pp. 252, 263, 272.] What this signifies is that, in the words

of William I. Robinson, the objective of US foreign policy “was the defense of a budding post-colonial

international capitalism under US domination.” [Promoting Polyarchy: Globalization, US Intervention,

and Hegemony, Cambridge University Press, 1996, p. 15.] This suggests that the Cold War was not just

an East-West conflict, but a North-South conflict.

Indeed, NSC-68 came in the midst of a sense of crisis in Washington. A second major country had

successfully opted out of the capitalist periphery with the triumph of the Chinese revolution October 1,

1949. That meant that most of the Asian land mass was no longer available to capitalism, as the

People’s Republic of China joined with the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics, which had just become

a nuclear power, to challenge capitalist dominance over the Third World. The four decades of conflict

that followed in what is called the Cold War, was actually a persistent effort to keep more of the Third

World from also slipping away from the capitalist economic system. It was here that the hot wars were

fought as the US allied with propertied classes and dominant elites to intervene with political,

economic and military coercion to oppose every anti-systemic progressive movement in the South --all

in the name of “preventing Soviet expansionism.” In fact, it was the expansion of any alternative to

capitalism that was to be prevented.

Economic Imperialism and State Imperialism: Two Interconnected Logics

Having taken the historical analysis this far, we now need to look at some important conceptual issues

in understanding imperialism. Following geographer David Harvey [The New Imperialism, Oxford

University Press, 2003], I’d like to distinguish between economic imperialism and state imperialism.

They each have different driving logics that must be distinguished, and yet they are interconnected in

complex and sometimes even contradictory ways.

The more familiar state imperialism operates through what Harvey calls the territorial logic of power,

whereas economic imperialism operates through the capitalist logic of endless accumulation of capital.

States operate from a territorial base within which they exercise sovereign control. Capital is not

always so bounded by national territory. In fact, as it periodically faces crises of accumulation, capital

seeks a ‘fix’ by leaping across space and time so as to find new areas for profitable investment. This

may require the state to also extend its power abroad to protect the expansion of capital. Thus the

economic expansiveness of capital may require an expansion of state power as well by political,

diplomatic and military means.

It was thus that European states were harnessed to the needs of national capital during the rise of

bourgeois imperialisms in the late 19 th century. As Harvey points out, this presupposed “the



consolidation of bourgeois political power within the European states …[as] a necessary precondition

for a reorientation of territorial politics towards the requirements of the capitalist logic.” [pp. 43-44]

This is illustrated by the often-quoted statement of Cecil Rhodes about the necessity of colonialism.

“In order to save the 40 million inhabitants of the United Kingdom from a bloody civil war, we colonial

statesmen must acquire new lands to settle the surplus population, to provide new markets for the

goods produced by them in the factories and mines…”

What Rhodes overlooked of course was the other option of domestic reform and redistribution of

wealth within England. But with the bourgeoisie unwilling to surrender any of its privileges and the

popular classes unable to compel them to do so, the elite opted for the colonization of Africa as the

solution to the political and economic crisis of capitalist accumulation. And they were able to whip up

public support for this through jingoistic nationalism and racist appeals to the ‘civilizing mission’ of

white nations.

Classically capitalist accumulation has been understood as functioning through expanded reproduction.

That is, productive investment in technology, materials and labor not only reproduces the value

invested, but a surplus of value as well. This then makes possible an expanded investment that

accumulates geometrically through repeated cycles. Eventually however, this accumulation of capital

tends to run up against limits as it exhausts the possibilities for profitable reinvestment. There is then a

crisis of overaccumulation of the sort we saw in the Great Depression of the 1930s. As Harvey

characterizes it:

“Overaccumulation within a given territorial system means a condition of surpluses of labour (rising

unemployment) and surpluses of capital (…a glut of commodities,… idle productive capacity and/or

surpluses of money capital…)” [op.cit., p. 109] 

There are several possible fixes for this problem: 

• surplus commodities can be destroyed by burying them in the ground or blowing them up in war

• surpluses of capital and labor can be absorbed by massive public works projects on

infrastructure that will eventually facilitate even more accumulation 

• capital can be devalued after passing it on to others who then have to repay at original value but

with devalued currency – a process Harvey calls a temporal fix. This is what has led to the debt

trap that much of the South now finds itself enmeshed in. [Cf. Cheryl Payer, The Debt Trap:

The IMF and the Third World, Monthly Review Press, 1974.] 

• surplus capital can be productively invested abroad where abundant low cost labor yields a

higher rate of return than is possible domestically --what Harvey calls a spatial fix. This has led

to the runaway factories and outsourcing of jobs so common today. 

The state is obviously essential for many of these fixes: to finance Keynesian ‘new deal’ programs, for

military spending, and to open up and enforce markets for temporal-spatial fixes. Only a state

committed to the service of capital can play such a role.

In addition to accumulation by expanded reproduction, there is another type of accumulation capital

has resorted to, which Harvey calls ‘accumulation by dispossession.’ This involves forcing open non-

capitalist territories to trade and capital investment utilizing cheap raw materials, low wage labor and

even slavery. This is of course the primitive accumulation referred to earlier by which capitalist

accumulation was jump-started. But as Rosa Luxemburg first pointed out, it is an ongoing, continuous

process still in use –the basis of economic imperialism. And Harvey argues that this accumulation by

dispossession is a key means by which crises of overaccumulation are fixed. 

Globalization: The Emergence of ‘Empire’



It is these interconnected logics of state and capital that have driven imperialism through the post

World War II period. This time the destructive interimperialist rivalries that had wracked Europe were

to be avoided by new transnational institutions and US hegemony in the interest of capitalism as a

system. The political elites of European capitalist nation-states recognized that this was needed to keep

the peace and regulate world economic relations. Only the US was able to give leadership to this

project. It was this understanding that made multilaterialism possible in international relations over the

last half century. In the words of Clinton’s Secretary of State, Madeleine Albright, America was the

‘indispensable nation,’ the first among equals.

What has been constructed step by step over this historical era was a global system at once economic,

political, cultural and military, designed to give capital unrestricted mobility as it seeks ever greater

accumulation. Institutions have been built to regulate trade and remove barriers to capital penetration,

overt and covert interventions have sought to secure dominance of local elites favorable to capital, and

capital itself has been consolidated and concentrated into ever larger transnational corporations. While

the US state led these efforts, the system that evolved was no longer rooted in any national territory; it

was global. It answered to the description of what Hardt and Negri called an Empire, as distinct from

imperialism. 

“Imperialism was really an extension of the sovereignty of the European nation-states beyond their

own boundaries….Empire…is a decentered and deterritorializing apparatus of rule that progressively

incorporates the entire global realm within its open, expanding frontiers….[S]overeignty has taken a

new form, composed of a series of national and supernational organisms united under a single logic of

rule. This new global form of sovereignty is what we call Empire.” [Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri,

Empire, Harvard University Press, 2000, p. xii.]

This evolving global structure of economic and political rule made possible the gradual detachment of

capital from its historical roots in nation states (an attachment that had, as we have seen, given rise to

colonialism and two world wars). Taking the organizational form of the transnational corporation

(TNCs), capital has expanded beyond the confines of the national economies that had once nurtured

and protected it. This paralleled the late 19 th century expansion within the US of capital beyond the

local and regional territories in which it had been born as family businesses into corporations operating

in a national market. Now, these corporations have mutated into TNCs, leaving home to roam the

global market for new sources of accumulation.

Just as in its nation-state stage of adolescence, capital had needed the protection of the state, so too the

TNCs require protection that comes from the new transnational institutions of governance (TIGs). The

World Bank, the International Monetary Fund, the World Trade Organization have been crucial in

opening new markets, destroying older competing economic structures, establishing rule-based trade,

adjudicating disputes, etc. –all necessary functions for the orderly global expansion of capital. As we

can clearly see in the WTO now, the rules are being written by TNCs, advocated by core states,

adjudicated by transnational technocrats and then legitimized enforcement is carried out by states

against each other and their own subject populations.

We have to recognize the role of the core capitalist states, lead by the US, in putting these TIGs into

place. By themselves TNCs were not able to negotiate treaties like GATT and NAFTA or enforce trade

dispute resolutions arrived at by WTO panels. Nor are TNCs able to mount “peace keeping” military

operations like NATO or the UN. It takes states, strong states, to do those kinds of things; and it takes

states consciously operating in the interest of global capital as a whole. It takes transnationalized states.

But the strength of a state depends in part on its being able to win a measure of legitimacy from both its

own population and other states. Strong states need to win the consensual compliance of others --

hegemony -- for an orderly construction of the new global order of Empire. Core nation-states have



often found themselves subject to countervailing pressures. While their function has been to ensure the

operation of the economy, thus having to serve the interests of the owners of that economy, at the same

time they are also called to serve the interests of their citizens. While political elites typically identify

the national interest with the interest of capital, this ideological obfuscation doesn’t always fly with

citizens who discover that “free trade” serves not their interests, but the interests of the holders of

capital and now increasingly the holders of transnational capital. Even an imperial presidency has to

also be president of the nation, responding in some degree to domestic demands. Thus even strong core

states have had to sometimes compromise to maintain governability of their own territorially based

populations. The extent to which that occurs depends on the strength of popular class forces. The

general weakness of such class forces over the last 50 years, especially in the US (less so in Europe),

have allowed core political elites a relatively free hand in their construction of the institutions of

Empire. 

Resistance to this project has come mainly from the Third World. National liberation movements, land

reform efforts, regional trade agreements, and multistate alliances seeking to renegotiate the economic

relations with the First World, were all efforts to either delink from the evolving global market or win

more favorable rules within it. To defeat these challenges to Empire, the coercive power of core states

was especially vital. As New York Times reporter Thomas Friedman has so candidly observed:

“[T]he hidden hand of the market will not work without a hidden fist…. The hidden fist that keeps the

world safe for Silicon Valley’s technologies is called the United States Army, Air Force, Navy and

Marine Corps.” [Thomas Friedman, “Manifesto for a Fast World,” New York Times Magazine, March

1999.]

The editors of the New York Times Magazine featured Friedman’s article with these words: “What the

World Needs Now: For Globalization to Work, America can’t be afraid to act like the almighty

superpower that it is.”

In the face of anti-systemic popular pressures in the Third World, the US hegemon had found it

necessary to ally with and support local elites to achieve some measure of stability. But once these

popular forces were defeated or sufficiently weakened, once the Enlightenment Left was removed from

the political scene, these elites often no longer served the interest of global capital. Their corruption and

violent repression of opponents became a fetter on the incorporation of their economies into the global

market. It was as a result of this that the US foreign policy establishment came to adopt in the 1980s a

policy of “democracy promotion” in the developing countries. This shift has been analyzed by

sociologist William I. Robinson in an important book titled Promoting Polyarchy: Globalization, US

Intervention and Hegemony. ‘Polyarchy’ is the term introduced by political scientist Robert Dahl to

refer to the political system of elite rule based on popular elections from competing members of the

elite. In a clever turn of phrase, Robinson dubs polyarchy as ‘low intensity democracy.’ In any case, it

is this elitist form of democracy that the US has sought to promote against pressures for a popular

democracy in most of the developing countries through its political development aid. By this means it

has had some success in establishing legitimacy for ruling technocratic elites (often with Harvard

MBAs) that can better link their economies to transnational capital.

With the gradual detachment of capital from its historical roots in the core nation states came another

development less often noticed. The transnationalization of capital, now fashionably called

globalization, gave rise to a transnational capitalist class. Consisting of owners of globally mobile

capital like Rupert Murdock, financial traders and speculators like George Soros, the managerial class

of the TNCs and attended by the technocrats of the TIGs, this evolving transnational capitalist class

(TNCC) has interests no longer tied to national economies. The technocratic elites established in the

periphery are the junior partners of the global TNCC. [William I. Robinson and Jerry Harris, “Towards

A Global Ruling Class? Globalization and the Transnational Capitalist Class,” Science and Society, vol.



64, no. 1, Spring 2000, pp. 11-54. Cf. also “The Transnational Ruling Class Formation Thesis: A

Symposium” in Science and Society, vol. 65, no. 4, Winter 2001-2002, pp. 464-508.] This self

conscious class has an interest in maintaining and expanding these transnational institutions and so has

supported continued US hegemony. That was reflected in the strong bi-partisan support in the US for an

interventionist foreign policy so long as it was on behalf of the interests of the capitalist class as a

whole.

New Wine in Old Bottles

It is in this light that we need to look at what is new in the imperialism we now see, the imperialism of

the 2002 National Security Strategy, the imperialism of the neo-conservatives now in control of US

policy, both foreign and domestic. And with that perhaps we can also better understand what is at stake

in this November’s presidential elections.

Probably the most striking thing about US foreign policy since January 2001 is the blatantly

nationalistic character it has taken on. This even preceded 911 with the abrogation of the Kyoto Treaty,

green lighting the Star Wars missile defense system, maneuvering to maintain US dominance in an

expanded NATO, withdrawl from the International Court of Criminal Justice, etc. Then in September

2002 came a new National Security Strategy proclaiming principles of pre-emptive war, unilateralism,

and interventionism. Gone was the familiar emphasis on US leadership in the community of nations to

ensure stability. In its place we found the goal of maintaining US military dominance worldwide. This

was not the language of a hegemon that sought or needed the consent of other nations, but that of an

imperial power claiming dominance over others. It was the spirit of a superpower that did not need

legitimacy because it was confident it could prevail due to its overwhelming military might. This shift

has far reaching implications, as we are learning to our peril.

In fact, interventionism was not new to US policy. In the years since WWII the US had intervened

some countless times in various places around the world. But when it did, it always sought the approval

of the UN or regional bodies like the OAS and sought to legitimate it by appeals to the common

interest of the “free world.” Anti-communism provided a handy all-purpose ideology for this. And

when it knew it could not obtain multilateral consent for an intervention, it acted covertly. It is almost

quaint now to look back at the US sponsored Bay of Pigs invasion of Cuba and see the great concern of

the Kennedy administration for concealing the US hand in it. Whether overtly or covertly, the US has a

long history of interventions, with or without the consent of other states important to it. The Bush

administration is just much more blatant about it; it’s in-your-face interventionism.

The doctrine of pre-emption is also nationalistic, not only because it is exercised unilaterally, but also

because, most expansively, its purpose is to prevent the rise of any other power to a position where it

might be able to challenge the US. It’s not just a threat to act against a power that is a “clear and

present danger,” it is a threat to act now against a possible future challenger. The aim is no longer the

Cold War “balance of power” concept; it is to achieve a permanent imbalance of power. As the US

emerged from the Cold War as the sole surviving superpower, the neo-cons saw a unique historical

opportunity to secure US dominance globally “well into the next century,” as their Project for a New

American Century put it.

All of this was a marked departure from traditional concepts of sovereignty. Since the Treaty of

Westphalia in 1648 proclaimed the inviolability of national borders, nation-states were not to intervene

in each other’s internal affairs. While this principle was often violated in fact, it was accepted as the

norm for inter state affairs. But that concept of sovereignty has now been significantly altered. The US

is now proclaiming a new norm: imperial sovereignty for itself and limited sovereignty for all others.

Regime change is asserted to be a legitimate right of imperial sovereignty. 

Even prior to the Bush administration, in the 1990s, sovereignty underwent serious erosion. So-called



“humanitarian interventions” went far in gaining recognition that a government was accountable to

other nations for the way it treated its own people; the exercise of sovereignty was limited by certain

universal principles of human rights. [Edward D. Marks, “From Post-Cold War to Post-Westphalia,”

American Diplomacy http://www.unc.edu/depts/diplomat/AD-Issues/marks-westph.html ] This was the

driving wedge for acceptance of a kind of limited sovereignty. The US was quick to assert this for

others, but never for itself. It was the US that claimed the “responsibility” to lead “the community of

nations” in holding rogue states to the new standards –rogue states being those still outside the orbit of

global capitalism. It was thus that it claimed an imperial sovereignty for itself. But in fact, that was the

way the 19 th century European imperialist powers had always acted towards nonWestphalian peoples

elsewhere in the world.

In all of this we thus see more of the old imperialism -- the exercise of state power in pursuit of

national interests— rather than a de-centered global system acting through a hegemon. Perhaps the US

had all along been pursuing its own national interests, but if so, now it no longer needed to pretend

otherwise. In a unipolar world, the imperialism of the superpower could at last be unbound.

One of the consequences of this however, is that US unilateral interventionism is weakening the very

transnational governance institutions it had so carefully constructed over the last half century and on

which its hegemony rested. In no small degree, US power has rested on the consent of other states that

saw its leadership as exercised in a common interest. Now it is as if, seduced by the illusion that that

power is its own, the US feels free to pursue its particular interests in an unbridled way. In so doing it is

weakening both its own power and that of the emerging institutions of the global system. As Leo

Panitch has pointed out, “an American imperialism that is so blatantly imperialistic risks the very

appearance of not being imperialist –that appearance which historically made it plausible and

attractive.” [Leo Panitch and Sam Gindin, “Global Capitalism and American Empire,” The New

Imperial Challenge, Leo Panitch and Colin Leys, eds., Merlin Press, 2003, p. 31.]

It is precisely this that has given rise to such great concern among those who have the most at stake in

the global system --the transnational capitalist class. The unilateralist and preemptive policies of the

neo-cons is weakening these transnational institutions and thus threatening the interests of the

transnational elite. That’s why people like George Soros are going all out to defeat Bush in 2004. They

see this administration as having reverted to an older kind of imperialism rooted in the interests of

national capital (not to mention cronyism) that is reawakening intercapitalist rivalries. It is this that has

made possible the present de facto tactical convergence of the transnational elite, much of the US

foreign policy establishment, and popular forces in an “anybody but Bush” alliance. As strange as it is

to contemplate, titans of transnational finance have become important allies of the peace movement.

This reflects, in part, a division that may be opening up between national capital and transnational

capital. The economically and politically important sector of big capital known as the military-

industrial complex is firmly rooted in the US nation-state. The chief or even sole customer of defense

industries is the US government. If only for security reasons they cannot transnationalize in the same

way that General Motors auto production can. And even when they do operate abroad, as for instance

Halliburton currently in Iraq, it is under contract for the US government. This is a sector of national

capital that has a very real interest in militaristic imperialism and its high tech weaponry. [Cf. Jerry

Harris, “The Hegemonist Challenge to Globalism,” http://www.net4dem.org/cyrev/current

%20issue/articles/Hegemonist/challenge1.htm ] 

Looking at the Bush administration’s drive to invade Iraq, for instance, some analysts see national

economic interest as playing a determining role. There was concern about increasing competition with

French, German and Russian capital in a post sanctions Iraq. Given that the US and UK had

spearheaded those punishing sanctions, an Iraq under Baathist control could hardly expect to welcome

US or UK oil firms. Besides, Iraq was beginning to sell its oil in Euros, a practice that would undercut



the dominance of the US dollar in world markets. [Howard M Wachtel, “Could Europe Challenge the

US for Control of the World Economy?” Le Monde diplomatique, October 2003.]

There was also concern that the US sought a permanent military presence in Iraq as a way to secure its

dominance in this oil-rich region as its presence in Saudi Arabia became more problematic. This too

was seen as not in the interest of EU capital. [Cf. e.g. Stephen Gowans, “Neo-conservatives not the

problem,” February 25, 2004. http://www3.sympatico.ca/sr.gowans/neocons.html

In short, we can see in this a split opening up in the Triad, awakening memories of old interimperialist

rivalries. The US government seemed to be acting more on behalf of its own economic and strategic

interests than for a common good, i.e. interests shared with the EU or transnational capital. That’s why

the whole issue of Iraq was so contentious that even long standing allies would not support the US

conquest. 

Earlier we had seen another example where US policy promoted its economic interests against those of

the third leg of the Triad: Japan. The 1997 Asian crisis was used by the Treasury Department as a

wedge to drive open Japanese markets to US capital. [David Harvey, The New Imperialism]

Even while capital has been transnationalizing, perhaps we are at a moment in history when national or

regional blocs will begin to compete again, and the concert of interests that had once made the US

hegemonic will weaken. After all, an imperial sovereignty is being claimed by a state that is at once the

state of a nation and a transnational state. And those national interests, identified with national capital

and state power, can bring tensions with other states who see the hegemon as no longer promoting

common interests. If so, even a multilateralist Democratic administration may find itself driven by the

same socio and economic forces that the neo-cons have responded to. If so, the current reversion to old

style imperialism may be more than just a temporary aberration.

Then too, we must factor in China as a potential competitor, economically and even geo-politically. Its

vast low wage labor pool has given it a competitive advantage in global markets, even against low

wage countries like Mexico. As the US domestically becomes more and more a mass consumption

society sustained by cheap imports, it has amassed an immense trade imbalance, sustained only by the

willingness of the Bank of China to finance our profligacy in order to protect its markets. How long can

this continue?

The fact of the matter is that while the US is the strongest state in history militarily, it is increasingly

weak economically –due in no small measure to globalization—and weak too, diplomatically –due to

the neo-con foreign policy. But then, hasn’t imperialism always been a sign of weakening due to

internal contradictions?

I close with one final thought. If we are looking at a resurgence of the older imperialism on behalf of

national capital, then we can expect ‘imperialism’ as distinct from ‘Empire’ regardless of which party is

in the White House. There might not be much difference between a second Bush term and a Kerry

presidency, at least in foreign (and trade?) policy. Iraq has been the wedge issue between the US/Britain

and the EU. Whether that gets generalized to other areas of the world may depend on whether foreign

policy is in the hands of nationalist neo-cons or transnationalist multilaterialists. That’s where

November can make a significant difference, although not enough difference for anti-imperialists. At

this moment the viable options available to us give us a choice between imperialism and Empire. But

either way, it is not the kind of world I want to wish on my children or on the global South.

Notes

‘ Imperial sovereignty’ means that a state can act unilaterally (not having to justify itself to others;



being able to keep secret its reasons for action; being able to coerce others to accept those actions) and

with impunity (being a superpower means never having to say “I’m sorry”; being unaccountable to

international law, exempt from World Court and International Court of Criminal Justice; US troops

never to be under foreign command).

Fundamentally modifying the Westphalian state system, there is an asymmetric relation between a state

with imperial sovereignty and those with limited sovereignty (e.g. free trade for others, subsidies for

one’s own corporations). An imperial state requires an imperial presidency

State against nation: The hyphenated term ‘nation-state’ reflects the attachment of a state (structured

institutions of governance and power) with a nation (a people who imagine themselves as a community

sharing common interests). A democratic nation-state is one where the state is in some degree the

instrument by which a nation acts collectively for a common good. In polyarchic states, while claiming

to be democratic, elites serve the interests of the economically dominant class(es) or the interests of the

elite itself, even when this is contrary to the interests of the nation. It is then that we see a state against

the nation. E.g. NAFTA, Iraq war, tax favors for the wealthy, etc.

 


