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Abstract of Thesis

The discipline of International Relations finds itself challenged by theorists
who argue that processes of globalisation undermine the sovereignty of the
territorial state, thereby eroding the basis for an autonomous science of ‘the
international’. This challenge assumes that traditional forms of state-centric IR
theory were adequate until very recently, but need to be discarded now that a
global society has replaced the territorial organisation of social life. This thesis
argues that the assumption of a ‘golden age’ of state sovereignty is misleading as
a description of modern international relations. Even before the current period of
globalisation, states did not fully ‘contain’ society. The purpose of this thesis is
to contribute to a theory of modern international relations that takes account of
modernity’s global aspects.

The first part of the thesis analyses various critiques of state-centrism and
shows that their historicisation of the modern international system is problematic
because of an ahistorical conceptualisation of the relationship between politics
and economics. The second part consists of a reconstruction of the historical
materialist theory of the transition from feudalism to capitalism, which shows
that the territorialisation of states and the modern separation of politics and
economic did not coincide either temporally or structurally. This leads to a
reinterpretation of the ‘Westphalian system’ that stresses its pre-modern nature
and shows how the competitive dynamic of this system contributed to the
universalisation of capitalism at the beginning of the nineteenth century.

The third part inquires into the consequences of the emergence of capitalism
within the context of a pre-existing system of territorial states. It shows how the
entrenchment of the national state in the late nineteenth century mediates the
contradictions of global capitalism. It suggests that the territoriality of modern
political space has become ‘internalised’ by capitalism, though the relationship
between national state and world market remains riven by contradictions. This
requires a change of perspective in the globalisation debate: rather than to ask
whether national sovereignty is undermined by globalisation, IR should inquire
into the limits to global economic integration given the persistence of national
sovereignty as the — currently - only effective way of regulating the economy and
reproducing capital.
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INTRODUCTION: FROM THE
INTERNATIONAL TO THE GLOBAL?

The Globalisation Thesis

The current wave of theories of globalisation suggests that the last 25 years
may have witnessed the beginning of a new global age, in which society, for the
first time in history, becomes a transnational phenomenon. A global economy has
emerged which all but disregards national boundaries, in which ‘space becomes
annihilated by time’; some, indeed, have posited the end of geography. Others
point to the deepening cultural and normative integration of global interactions.
And even those who have pointed out the idealistic content of many of these
theories of global culture, and who have questioned the benign character of
global social movements, themselves stress the globalisation of class relations.

As the world seems to be moving from the ‘interdependence’ of national
societies and economies towards a truly global form of existence, the state is
increasingly downgraded as the form of organisation through which effective
political authority is wielded. If the territorial organisation of exclusive
territoriality was one of the fundamental pillars of the ‘modern’ international
system which emerged in the post-feudal period, we now seem to be moving
towards a ‘postmodern’ order in which the clear lines dividing the national from
the international no longer seem to cut so sharply. If sovereignty is understood as
a claim regarding the organisation of political authority, which posits that states
are the méin organisational forms of political power, then globalisation seems to
imply the end of the world system based on sovereignty.'

There are two basic forms of this argument. The first is based on the negative
claim that global economic and social transactions have undermined the capacity
of the state to govern or even just regulate ‘their’ national economies and

societies. This may be called the thesis of the ‘incontinent state’. The movements

1 Camilleri and Falk 1992, 2-6.
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of goods, services, ideas and communications between states authorised by
members of civil society are just too fluid for states to be able to control them.
States thus become increasingly incompetent in the face of global transactions;
their ability to fulfil basic state functions is thrown in question. Effective
authority leaks away from the state; political power is consequently absorbed by
other organisations, from formal and informal apparatuses of governmental
coordination outside of state boundaries, to the organisations of civil society with
which states are increasingly forced to cooperate, collaborate, and negotiate.
Most importantly, however, there seems to have been a transfer of power from
the state to the market. Aspects of social life that had formerly been regulated by
the state, are now seen to be increasingly governed by the market. The dis-
empowerment of the state corresponds to the empowerment of the market. Some
scholars see this process as signalling a blurring of the lines between public and
private, as well as between politics and economics, as private actors take on
public functions and responsibilities. This argument is expressed, in a

paradigmatic form, by Susan Strange:

Where states were once the masters of markets, now it is the markets which, on many crucial
issues, are the masters over the governments of states. And the declining authority of states is
reflected in a growing diffusion of authority to other institutions and associations, and to
local and regional bodies.”

.

For Strange, the territorial boundaries of the state become increasingly
dissociated from the transnational or global organisation of social and economic
life; as a consequence, the state is less and less able to fulfil the basic functions
(those defined by Adam Smith) for which, according to Strange, it was created.’

The second argument goes further than these formulations in that it posits not
just an undermining of the national state, but the emergence of a system of
international authority, which has some degree of cohesiveness. There is not
simply a fragmentation or even dispersal of political authority, but a re-
integration of effective regulation and governance of the world economy. To
some extent, the debate over this question is fought out on the terrain of
traditional IR theory. Realists deny any process of global state formation, which

alone they regard as having the capacity to change the fundamental logic of

2 Strange 1996, 4.



Introduction: From the International to the Global? 7

anarchical relations between sovereign states. In the absence of such
developments, the insecurity prevailing in a world in which supra-state
institutions cannot guarantee national security must reproduce sovei‘eignty as the
organisational principle of interstate interaction.

Liberals, of course, have increasingly accepted the problematique of anarchy as
the starting point for International Relations and International Political Economy
(IR/IPE).* They are hence first of all concerned with showing that increasing
interstate cooperation can indeed mitigate the consequences of anarchy.
Institutions of global governance, they argue, allow states to overcome the zero-
sum logic of anarchical politics. International politics is thus increasingly
replaced by global politics, which accepts the interdependencies created by social
and economic transactions and seeks to manage them with a view to stabilising
the global system. But many of these theorists of global governance are quick to
point out that the regulatory capacities do not match the sheer scale and fluidity
of transnational interactions; there remains something of a ‘governance gap’.’

There are other scholars, however, who suggest that important aspects of
global governance have developed within global civil society; networks of the
‘transnational managerial class’, like the Davos Conferences, and their ‘organic
intellectuals’ organised, for instance, in the Trilateral Commission are actively
formulating a new ‘common sense’ which serves to circumscribe the parameters
of ‘sensible’ public policy, and to coordinate domestic economic strategies with
the requirements of global production and accumulation. The state, as Cox
suggests, is thus transformed into a ‘transmission belt’, which adjusts national
society to the imperatives of the world market — imperatives which are very

much socially constructed (both materially and ideologically) - by these

W

Strange 1996, xii and 14.
4 Most of the argument presented in this thesis applies to both IR and IPE, especially in its
' state-centric mainstream versions. However, while IR is increasingly becoming a sub-

discipline of IPE, there remain important ontological differences between the declining
number of students of ‘the international’ who continue to insist on the autonomy of the
inter-state system, and those who acknowledge that ‘the domestic’ and ‘the
international’, as well as ‘the political’ and ‘the economic’, cannot be neatly separated
and theorised in abstraction from each other. Where IR or IPE is used in this thesis
without reference to the other, it relates to these ontological differences.

5 Cf. Ziirn 1995, 153-54.
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transnational elites.’ In this perspective, then, the ‘internationalisation of the
state’ does not refer to a process of global state building, but to the reorganisation
of the relationship between state and civil society. As civil society becomes
global, states lose their character as ‘communities of fate’ and become organs of
this world society — no longer as sovereign units which fragmented the world
economy into ‘national economies’, but as subordinate elements in the system of
governance of this global society.’

At the heart of all these contributions to the globalisation thesis is the notion
that state-centric modes of theorising were adequate until very recently, but have
been rendered questionable by the contemporary reorganisation of social life.
Even neo-Gramscian theorists of IPE, who note the inadequacy of statist and
pluralist conceptions of the state and who insist on the analysis of ‘state/society
complexes’ rather than states, seem to agree that society was until very recently a
nationally bounded realm, contained by the state’s authority and capacity to
control and regulate social, economic and cultural interactions between the
membérs of their societies.

In these perspectives, then, the present age is regarded as undergoing a crucial
step in what seems to be an evolutionary dynamic that leads from national to
global society, and from an international to a global economy. This
reorganisation of social space, these theorists argue, must have momentous
implications for the role and functions of states in the global political economy.
And the social sciences, they propose, have to come to terms with a world in
which the clear demarcation between domestic and international spheres is
becoming highly blurred. This implies that the empirical foundations for a
science of an autonomous sphere of ‘the international’ (with its own distinct laws
and patterns) are vanishing.®

There is of, course, no shortage of critiques of this argument (or of some of its
steps). The transformation of the international to a global economy, in particular,
has been questioned in great detail, as has been the ‘footloose’ character of

multinational corporations, and the uniqueness of contemporary ‘global’ finance.

6 Cox 19964, 302; cf. van der Pijt 1998, 132; Gill 1990.
7 Cf. Shaw 1994, 19.
8 cf. Shaw 1994, 24-25; Scholte 1996, 48.
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Others have noted that trends towards cultural universalisation are countered by
processes of particularisation and re-nationalisation. But while these empirical
(or even just statistical) objections are of great importance and need careful
analysis, they tend to accept the underlying assumption, i.e. that social and
economic globalisation must necessarily undermine the sovereignty of the state.
The prior question must be, then: how appropriate is this assumption itself?
This question cannot be answered, it has to be stressed, by recourse to that
favourite academic strategy which finds the truth between two ‘extreme’
positions, somewhere in the reasonable middle. Such a strategy, rather
predictably, has already asserted itself given the contending claims regarding
globalisation. Thus both ‘hyper-globalists’ and ‘globalisation-sceptics’ find
themselves called to order by the sober ‘transformationalists’; whereas the
former posit a fully developed global economy, for instance, and the latter note
that not much has changed at least in comparison to the pre-1914 period, these
scholars seek to cut through the smoke of hype and denial by asserting that we
are somewhere on the way between ‘the international’ and ‘the global’. And so, it
follows that while the state has lost some of its importance, it remains, for the
time being, a crucial player in the globalising (rather than global) political
economy.’” The notion of an inherent dichotomy of state and world society or
world market, however, remains just as crucial to this perspective as to the more

enthusiastic globalists.

Outline of Argument

The critical examination of the dichotomy of the national (and, derivative of
that, the infer-national) on the one hand, and the global on the other, is at the
heart of this thesis. Its exploration provides a powerful prism through which
some of the most vexing issues that confront the discipline of IR/IPE in its
attempts to come to terms with current transformations. Most crucially, it allows
us to de-reify spatial arrangements by highlighting the historicity of spatial

practices. The importance of historicising the spatial framework which IR (and

9 Held et al. 1999, 2-10.
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even much of IPE) takes for granted has recently been stressed in an important
article by John Agnew. According to Agnew, IR has been caught in a “territorial
trap” by its propensity to regard the territorial form of organising political space
as a timeless feature of social life. “Theorizing is thus put beyond history” by
conventional IR’s geographical assumptions.'’

The rejection of the ‘territorial trap’ is a crucial theme in the emerging
challenge to the orthodox agenda of the ‘neo-neo-synthesis’ which focuses on the
problematique of the conditions and limitations of cooperation under conditions
of anarchy. Heterodox approaches to International Political Economy as well as
critical theories of International Relations share the idea that international
systems are inherently historical and related to broader social structures that are
subject to transformation. In this perspective, it is the historical constitution and
potential transcendence of the modern international system, and with it the nature
of modernity itself, which becomes the substantive focus of IR/IPE. It is on this
basis that innovative IR theory seeks to reconnect to social theory.

The purpose of this PhD thesis is to contribute to the emerging body of a
critical social theory of international relations. But my starting point is quite
different from that chosen by most heterodox IR theorists in one important
respect. The latter suggest that IR has to finally emerge from the “territorial trap”
in order to come to terms with the current move from the national/international to
the global, thereby assuming that the phase of modernity which ended in the
1970s (which some regard as the end of modernity itself) was in fact determined
by the territorial state. By contrast, I will argue in chapter 1 that the modern
world economy is premised upon social relations which are innately
transnational. This argument is premised on Marx’s fundamental insight that
capital is not a thing, but a social relation. Its implication is that a theory of
international relations can never be a theory of the patterns of interstate relations
alone, but has to interpret the relations between states in the context of the
expansion and transformation of capitalism’s global society.

But Marxism suffers from serious problems itself, the problem of accounting

for the exclusive territoriality of capitalist political space (given that capital is

10 Agnew 1994, 72; Cf. the penetrating analysis of the same issue in Youngs 1999, 34-50.
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inherently transnational) foremost among them. In recognition of these problems,
the latter part of the second chapter seeks to identify some requirements for a
viable Marxist theory of the international relations of modernity. I emphasise the
need for a radical historicisation of the categories through which Marxism seeks
to construct a theory of modernity in order to overcome its tendency to explain
the rise of modernity in an economistic and evolutionistic fashion. I also stress
the need to overcome the base/superstructure model of social change and the
ability to recognise and account for the differences between forms of capitalism
itself. Finally, I argue that perhaps the biggest challenge for Marxism lies in
developing a theory of the modern state as a national, or territorial, state, and to
theorise the changes in the relationship between capitalist statehood and the
capitalist world market.

Is it possible to (re-)construct an historical materialist approach which can
address these challenges, or is Marxism necessarily reductionist? The next three
chapters explore different Marxist attempts to overcome economistic tendencies.
Each of them builds on some understanding of ‘totality’ (rather than on the
causality of the economic sphere), but they differ with respect to the specific way
in which they seek to relate the ‘superstructures’ to the ‘base’. Chapter 2 starts
by considering the structural Marxism of Althusser and Poulantzas, with its
emphasis on the ‘relative autonomy’ of the capitalist state. This approach points
to the interaction between the levels of base and superstructure, but in order to
retain a central role for ‘the economy’ (if only in the last instance), it had to
replace economic with structural determinism. It also suffered from its inability
to bridge the gap between theoretical and empirical inquiry and its incapacity to
account for change. ‘

These concerns are fundamental, by contrast, to neo-Gramscian critical theory,
which has become the most influential form of historical materialist theorising in
IR/IPE. T will show, in chapter 3, that this approach is still based on the
problematique of structural Marxism, whose limitations it seeks to overcome
without being able to break from its basic assumptions. In the end, the neo-
Gramscian perspective circumvents the problems of structural Marxism only by
breaking up the unity of capitalist development into a number of self-contained

‘historical structures’. Moreover, while according more autonomy to the state
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and reducing the economism of traditional forms of Marxism, these authors no
longer have a theory of sovereignty or the capitalist market. They thus fail to
engage with some of the most fundamental categories of IR, focusing on the
variations within modern institutions rather than on the institutional structure of
modernity itself..

The fourth chapter then presents a different solution to the twin problems of
state power and historical legacies within an historical materialist framework. I
will argue that E.P. Thompson’s notion of capitalism as a ‘structured process’
provides an alternative to both the structuralist reification of capital and the neo-
Gramscian dissolution of capitalism into a number of discrete ‘historical
structures’. In fact, Thompson’s stress on the imbrication of the political, cultural
and legal ‘superstructures’ of the capitalist economy points the way to a
conceptualisation of capitalism which effectively overcomes the
base/superstructure model which has marred historical materialism for so long.
This argument is developed further by drawing on the most innovative and non-
positivist forms of historical materialism: the ‘political Marxism’ of Ellen
Meiksins Wood and Robert Brenner, and the ‘open Marxism’ of John Holloway,
Werner Bonefeld and Simon Clarke (to name but a few). /

A recent wave of historicél materialist theorising of international relations,
which I will critically review in the fifth chapter, draws extensively on these
Marxist social theories. In particular, they take up the argument that capitalism
involves the historical separation of politics and economics. But these theorists, I
will argue, proceed too quickly from this argument to the historical form of state
which has dominated the capitalist period, i.e. the national state. The
interpretation of capital as a social relation which finds institutional expression in
the institutionally differentiated spheres of ‘the political’ and ‘the economic’
does not explain why the capitalist political space is territorially segmented and
governed by competing sovereignties. I will suggest that the exclusive
territoriality of capitalist political space derives not from the inner nature of
capital, but from the way in which capitalism came to be born into a pre-existing
system of territorial states.

This argument is explored historically over the following two chapters. In

chapter 6, building on an interpretation of the transition from feudalism to
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capitalism that takes the radical distinctiveness of capitalist modernity as its
starting point for the conceptual framing of this process, I will suggest that the
emergence of capitalism should not be seen as the product of ‘long sweep of
history’ which led up to this event by some inherent necessity. Indeed, I will
argue that most of Europe did not experience a transition to capitalism in the
early modern period. According to this view, territoriality of political authority is
not only an outgrowth of the feudal logic of ‘political accumulation’; absolutist
state formation also embodied a logic of process diametrically opposed to
capitalist development as it was based on a fundamentally different property
relationship, which, following Robert Brenner, can be understood as ‘politically
constituted’. Politics and economics were not differentiated in absolutism. The
logic of political accumulation had also been operating in feudal England, but it
was short-circuited by the rise of a qualitatively distinct form of property
relation; the English state came to express very different social relations of
sovereignty from those embodied in the absolutist states of continental Europe,
which relied on the empowerment of the property in things to mediate the
appropriation of surplus. On this foundation, political domination and economic
exploitation could assume different institutional forms.

Chapter 7 then considers the implications of this argument for our
understanding of the absolutist international system, which, I will argue, should
be regarded as fundamentally non-modern. More specifically, I will show that the
pressures of international conflict did not translate into a ‘modernisation’ of the
state and the economy; the ‘rationalisation’ it effected remained circumscribed by
the particular rationality of absolutist property relations. It also shows how this
rationality pervaded the dynamic of the international relations between these
absolutist states. With the industrial revolution in Britain, however, the existence
of the absolutist ruling classes organised as sovereign states became threatened.
The nineteenth century saw successive waves of ‘revolutions from above’
through which these state classes tried to secure their internal and external
reproduction by imposing capitalist property relations on their societies. The
capitalist transformation of continental Europe thus took place within the
framework of exclusive territoriality, which was reproduced despite a

fundamental change in the nature of social space. But while capitalist politics is
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very different from absolutist politics, sovereign territoriality continued to
structure the social relations of capitalism.

The question of what the structuration of capitalism by the territoriality of
political authority means for capitalist development is at the heart of the third
part of this thesis. Chapter 8 will seek to specify the consequences for
capitalism’s ‘logic of process’ in conceptual terms. I will argue that the non-
coincidence of the spatialities of authority and accumulation presents a constant
source of tension, as states strive to internalise the conditions under which they
have to secure the reproduction of ‘their’ capitals. But while states are agents in
the production and structuring of global space, their policies cannot be grasped in
terms of some innate ‘national interest’; they arise out of the mediation of class
struggles and crises of accumulation. This is, then, a highly dynamic process
which gives rise to changing patterns of international conflict, in which state
strategies of competition and the competitive strategies of individual capitals can
enter into different relationships. It also generates different ‘spatial regimes’
through which the relationship between the national and the global is constituted
on a temporary basis.

In chapter 9, 1 will provide a schematic overview of some of the socio-
geographical regimes which have characterised the history of capitalist
modernity. I will also attempt to explain why, over the course of capitalism’s
development, there has been a clear tendency to nationalise the economic space
of the world economy through the deployment of the territorial power of states.
Thus, while exclusive political territoriality has its roots in pre-capitalist social
relations, it has become more rather than less entrenched since the 1870s, and it
has gone hand in hand with the increasing ‘caging’ of transnational relations.
This tendency was expressed most clearly by the rise of the nation-state (to be
distinguished from the more generic ‘national state’ of which it forms a particular
instantiation). This process, I will argue, was a reaction both to the much more
transnational organisation of the world market, centred on the British economy,
in the preceding period, and to the transnational aspirations (and to some extent
organisation) of the working class since the 1870s.

The result was a double segmentation of capitalism’s global society, based,

firstly, on the promotion of the state as an alternative ‘imagined community’ to
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that of class; and secondly, on the incorporation (at least by tendency) of a part of
the world economy into the political jurisdiction (and sometimes even the
boundaries) of these national/imperial states. This implies a complication of the
notion prevalent in the globalisation literature that there has recently been a
progression from the national to the global. The ‘national economy’ was not the
starting point of capitalist development, to be superseded now that
communication and transport technologies have developed sufficiently to allow
for a single global market to emerge. Nor was this national caging of capitalism’s
global society and economy ever more than a tendency, even at the height of the
welfare state. The latter part of chapter 9 will highlight the transnational or global
context of ‘embedded liberalism’. I will argue that the postwar international
order composed of national states and national economies was premised upon the
increasing incorporation of further areas and social relations into capitalism’s
global society.

The turn towards increasing global economic integration during the 1970s thus
appears less as a transition from the international to the global than as a
rearticulation of world capitalism. This does not mean that the transformation is
irrelevant — far from it. But the question remains how are we to conceptualise
this transformation. In the extended conclusions, I will suggest that we should
pose the problem of globalisation not so much in termé of the demise of national
sovereignty (or even just autonomy) as a consequence of increasing international
interdependence or a change in the nature of the world economy. Instead, the
question which needs to be answered, in view of the reconstructed interpretation
of capitalist modernity presented in the preceding chapters, is whether global
economic integration is sustainable, given the fact that territorial states, arguably,
remain the only available (though not necessarily effective) form of regulation
and governance of the world economy and of capitalism’s global society.

But, and this is crucial, if the national form of capitalist statehood should be
reproduced in the current period of geo-economic integration, this is a contingent
rather than a necessary aspect of capitalist development. Capitalism may exist
politically in the form of a ‘global state’, and the concept of capital may in fact
require the existence of global sovereignty to make possible the reproduction of

capital at a certain level of development. This would suggest that if, contrary to
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the needs of global capitalism, no such global state formation is in fact taking
place, then the consequence may once again be a return to heightened
geopolitical competition.

This is not a prediction of necessary doom, but reflects a methodological
commitment to a non-reductionist form of historical materialism. Indeed, if there
is one lesson to be found in the history of capitalist development, it is that global
economic integration does not produce global political integration in any causal
or functional sense. States have different possibilities to react to the
‘spatialisation strategies’ of economic actors. How they will use their
territorialised authority will depend not simply on the requirements of éapitalists
(or the imperatives of the ‘national interest’), but will be shaped in the process of
mediating the contradictions of capital accumulation and class struggle, as well
as the competitive pressures between states themselves. In the end, the
spatialisation strategies of states may be as important for the socio-geographical

patterning of capitalist modernity as those of economic actors — if not more so.



1. THE LIMITS OF SOCIETY: STATE-
CENTRISM AND THE INTERNATIONAL
RELATIONS OF MODERNITY

1.1. The Critique of State-Centric IR

No aspect of orthodox International Relations, whether in its traditional Realist
form or its modified liberal-institutionalist guise, has proved more provocative
than its commitment to the analytical centrality of the state and the interstate
system in the study of world politics. Scholars engaged in the formulation of a
critical social theory of IR/IPE argue that state-centrism takes as unproblematic
two assumptions that simply can no longer be accepted in the face of recent
transformations in the nature of world politics: the clear distinction between ‘the
internal’ and ‘the external’, and the separability of ‘politics’ and ‘economics’.
These analytical differentiations, they suggest, are not given by the nature of
social life itself, but are the product of a particular historical period. When these
historical arrangements begin to change, the usefulness of the concepts abstracted
from such temporary realities begins to wane.! The contention of the critics of
conventional IR is that we are in the midst of such a period of historical
transformation, and thus challenged to develop new conceptual tools for the
emerging order.

The critique of orthodox IR is thus built on the notion of a recent watershed
which separates a ‘Westphalian® order in which states were the dominant actors,
institutionally differentiated from the economic sphere, but nevertheless
controlling social and economic transactions across their boundaries (and thus
had clearly demarcated national economies which they were able to regulate
independently and effectively), from a ‘post-Westphalian’ system in which all
this no longer pertains. This understanding, however, is far too simplistic; it

dramatises current processes of social and international transformation by

1 Cf. Cox 1996b, 89.
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understating the ‘transnational’ or ‘global’ aspects of the first, and the
‘international’ features of the second. As Fred Halliday notes, the traditional
“banishment” of globalisation as an historical tendency of modernity itself “has
given way to promiscuity”, thereby obscuring the “continued adaptation of the
global and the particular” which obtains today as it had at the beginning of the
modern age, if not in the same form.?

In the theorisation of the relationship between the national state and the world
market - which condenses the analytical distinctions between internal and
external, national and global, as well as politics and economics — we can find
surprisingly similar socio-spatial representations of modernity shared by
orthodox IR theorists and their heterodox critics, based on the supposed
dominance of national political and economic space. Instead of focusing on the
issue under contention between these approaches, i.e. whether modernity (or at
least its state-centric phase) has come to an end, I will attempt to provide some
conceptual foundations for an alternative interpretation of contemporary
transformations by rethinking the relationships of politics and economics, and
between the national and the global, in modernity. In doing so, it will become
evident that it is the concept of modernity itself which is in dire need of re-
examination.

The purpose of the present chapter is to establish some initial plausibility for
the claim that modernity is not only global (or transnational) in some crucial
respects, but that it is premised upon' transnational social relations and, indeed, a
global society. Taking up the theoretical innovations developed by some Realists
in their attempt to respond to the challenge of globalisation theory, I show how
the sociological arguments to which they turn tend to undermine some crucial
Realist assumptions, especially its implicit spatial premise - that society exists
only within the boundaries of states. I then turn to historical materialism to gain a
better understanding of the social relations underlying the modern world
economy. That raises the question whether this theoretical framework provides

an adequate basis for the theorisation of the role of the state in modernity, and

2 Halliday 1994, 2.
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whether its value is ultimately limited by replacing state-centrism with economic

determinism.

1.2. Realism vs. Globalism

Not surprisingly, some of the most insistent critiques of the globalisation thesis
have been voiced by representatives of the Realist tradition in IR and IPE. There
is no need here to invoke once again that favourite bogeyman of all the
presumptive heirs of Realism, Kenneth Waltz; Realism has more to offer than his
simplistic (or ‘parsimonious’) ‘science’ of the international system. Even though
it remains ultimately limited by its fixation on the state, Realism continues to
pose questions which other approaches ignore at their peril.

Many Realists have done little more than challenge the empirical account of
the emergence of a global society and economy. They note that the current
structure of the world economy is not too dissimilar from that which preceded
World War 1. According to Stephen Krasner, transnational flows cannot be
regarded as new, as developed states have always relied on international trade
and finance; nor is globalisation new as developments in one part of the world
have for a long time affected developments in other parts.’

But Krasner also carries the Realist argument beyond this standard empirical
critique, emphasising a systematic relationship between the consolidation of
sovereignty and the increase in cross-border economic transactions. In an
important article co-authored with Janice Thomson, the authors note that the
historical period which first saw the emergence of interdependence (the last 200
years), was precisely the same period in which sovereignty was consolidated and
states finally asserted a monopoly over the means of violence within their
territories. Interdependence, far from implying the decline of sovereignty, in fact

presupposes its existence and consolidation. The reason is that

High levels of exchange and market-rational outcomes (...) require stable property rights
which, in a capitalist economic system, internalize costs and benefits. The only actors
currently able to provide such rights are national-states. ... [Iln the modern world

3 Krasner 1994, 13.
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consolidated national states are the necessary if not sufficient condition for stable property
rights that internalize costs and benefits.*

International institutions, based on the hegemonic position of a particular state,
have become increasingly important for the maintenance of international
economic flows, but they remain based on the national sovereignty of the
countries involved. At the same time, international transactions remain subject to
the respective national jurisdictions of the states whose boundaries they cross. In
the end, then, Thomson and Krasner conclude that “the commonplace notion that
there is an inherent conflict between sovereignty and economic transactions is
fundamentally misplaced”.’

Janice Thomson develops this theme even further, by expanding on the
familiar realist distinction of sovereignty as state authority within a given
territory, from effective state control. She argues that the activities over which
states claim authority are not fixed but subject to transformation. In fact,
Thomson suggests, this is an inherent aspect of what it means to be sovereign:
the right to define what is to be regarded as ‘political’ and thus subject to state
authority, and to relegate other activities to the ‘private’ realm of the economy,
culture, civil society, etc. In this sense, sovereignty confers a ‘meta-political’
authority on the state, which allows it to define the social scope of its authority;*®
at the same time, states recognise the right of other states to do the same within
their territorial boundaries. Thus, if activities which states have defined as private
become internationalised, it can hardly be claimed that this threatens the
sovereignty of the state. On the basis of this argument, Thomson suggests, it may
be more appropriate to understand current processes of international change not
in terms of a decline of sovereignty, but as a process of redefinition of
sovereignty involving “changes in the norms or rules delineating the legitimate
forms of functional authority and means of enforcing those rules”.’

Such changes in character of sovereignty are not new: mercantilism, laissez-

faire and embedded liberalism all expressed rather different relationships

4 Thomson and Krasner 1989, 197ff. On the weakness of sovereignty before the
nineteenth century, see Krasner 1993.

Thomson and Krasner 1989, 198.

Thomson 1995, 222; cf. Krasner 1988, 87.

7 Thomson 1995, 225.
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between the sovereignty of the state and the realm of ‘private’ activities.
Sovereignty, thus understood, is not static, but subject to the occasional
reorganisation of the nexus between state and society within the modern regime
of sovereignty. By identifying one particular form of sovereignty with the
essence of sovereignty we are misled into thinking that such a reorganisation
means the transcendence of sovereignty as such. Against such tendencies in the
globalisation literature, Thomson argues that contemporary processes of
international transformation should be understood in terms of a reconstruction of
the content of sovereignty and the redrawing of the line between the public realm
of the state and the private realm of the economy and civil society. Thomson
furthermore argues that this transformation, like earlier such processes, has its
source in the attempts of states to strengthen their capacities to wage war and
maintain domestic order.

States, in this perspective, author-ised interdependence in order to enhance
their ability to reproduce‘ themselves and their meta-political authority in the face
of domestic and international challenges.® As a consequence, whatever far-
reaching implications interdependence and globalisation may have, they are
unlikely to break up the long-term complementarity of state and market, even
while modifying their concrete relationship. For ultimately, this complementarity
is itself an expression of modernity and, more precisely, of the modern
international system of sovereign states, which constituted the world economy as

an autonomous social structure. As Thomson argues:

An economic realm of choice distinct from a political realm of coercion is not, as liberalism
presupposes, natural and timeless but is a product of history and practice ... The
contemporary differentiation between the state’s realm - politics - and the economy is itself a
product of the modern interstate system and the meta-political authority imparted to it by the
institution of soverei gnty.9

1.3. Sovereignty and Society: the State as ‘Container’?

Thomson’s conceptual elaborations impart to Realism an historical and

sociological depth which it has often lacked in the past. In trying to come to

8 Thomson 1995, 216-217.
9 Thomson 1995: 222.
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terms with the challenge of other approaches which posit a fundamental
transformation of the international system, Thomson, like Krasner, challenges the
“ahistorical” conceptualisation of the sovereign state in these approaches. Yet in
so doing, she also pushes against some of the rigidities of Realism itself,
accepting that those neo-realist theories which take sovereignty as given in fact
provide “not a universal theory of global politics, but a theory of relations among
modern states”.' But it is only with the assaults of globalist theories that Realism
seems to become aware of its own historical foundations, and Thomson’s work
remains all too rare in self-reflexively tackling the theoretical challenges
following from this admission. And, in the end, there are good reasons to doubt
the ability of the Realist school to provide a satisfactory understanding of the
modern international system and its dynamics. If taken seriously, the very issues
raised by Thomson in order to defend Realism undermine the Realist framework
even as a historicised theory of modern international relation. Two crucial Realist
axioms, in particular, become highly problematic on the basis of her own
argument.

Firstly, Thomson remains squarely within the Realist tradition with her
insistence on the centrality of international imperatives not only to the actions of
states, but also to their form of sovereignty. (Though she does note that social
actors, too, influence the nature of the state’s sovereignty, this aspect remains
underdeveloped.) But what Thomson fails to ask is what the implications of a
change in the content of sovereignty are for the dynamic of international politics.
The ‘dynamisation’ of the concept of sovereignty is thus conceptualised
passively; the content of what states regard as falling under the sway of public
authority remains irrelevant for the character of interstate competition. The latter
seems to be determined by the form of sovereignty as such, not by its content.
Modemn international relations are thus portrayed as static in character, even
while sovereignty itself is conceptualised as dynamic.

This mode of argumentation is of course familiar from historical sociology, on
which Thomson relies heavily. But historical sociologists have in their turn

appropriated the understanding of the international system as a static category

10 Thomson 1995, 218.
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from unreconstructed forms of Realism or even from neo-Realism. It is precisely
this aspect, however, which has come under increasing attack from those
engaged in constructing a Weberian theory of IR.!" According to these theorists,
it is not just, pace Thomson, modern states which “are, in part, constituted by the
international system”;'?> we have to be able, in turn, to think of the international
system as constituted by states and the dominant state-society relations prevailing
within them (or at least within the dominant states). A fully ‘structurationist’
perspective on the relationship between the state and the international system,
which considers the dialectical relationship between agency and structure, is thus
required.

But once this problem is posed - once we no longer take ‘war’ to be an
independent and ahistorical variable which supposedly explains state-formation —
the question of the societal processes which impinge on the constitution and
reconstitution of sovereignty emerges as a focus of enquiry. For these processes,
which Thomson herself does not deny but seems to regard as secondary, now
have to be analysed from the perspective of their contribution of the dynamic of
the international system itself.

Secondly, Thomson shares Realism’s view of the economy as a creature of the
state; the economy is a source, ultimately, of state power and is managed and
regulated by the state so as to serve its autonomous interests. She acknowledges
that states are in rivalry with societal actors concerning the structuring of
economy and that these private actors have interests which do not coincide with
those of the state. This leads Thomson to claim that there is a non-coincidence
between state and society inasmuch as the state is more than a mere
concentration of social interests. Yet she seems to regard as unproblematic a

fundamental (though implicit) assumption of all Realist theory, namely that state

11 Cf. Hobden 1999; Hobson 1998a and 1998b. The critique of the realist
conceptualisation of the international system (and of its appropriation by historical
sociologists, which Thomson re-imports into her sociological realism) has been taken up
not least by a number of neo-Weberians concerned with a more sophisticated
theorisation of ‘the international’. The problem with these approaches is, however, that
they fail to take up Thomson’s crucial insight regarding the historicity of the separation
of politics and economics, and instead fall back on a shallow pluralism of social spheres
which are trans-historically applicable.

12 Thomson 1995, 221.



1. The Limits of Society: State-Centrism and the International Relations of Modernity 24

and society coincide in spatial, if not in social terms. Society exists within and is
contained by the boundaries of the state.”

But the thrust of Thomson’s own argument would seem to imply, at the very
least, a complication of this assumption. For, those social activities that have
been defined as non-political by the state are thereby also, in principle, uncoupled
from the territoriality of political space. To be sure, they remain dependent on the
regulatory mechanisms of territorial states (though not necessarily of the state
from which they originate), and their spatial scope could, in theory, also be
circumscribed by the boundaries of these states; but the fact remains that those
social activities usually termed ‘economic’ have become organised across
boundaries."

Does this constitute a world society? Quite clearly, not every form of exchange
across boundaries does have the power to do so. As long as we start from ‘the
economy’ as an abstraction, this question can only be answered in the negative
(or if we answer it in the positive, the ‘society’ and ‘economy’ will become
universally coextensive). Instead of focusing on the supposedly general attributes
of economic behaviour, therefore, we have to look at the particular modern form
of organising production and exchange. Thomson introduces a moment of
historicity in her approach when she defines the modern economy as a “realm of
choice distinct from a political realm of coercion”.”” But even this historical
delimitation of the applicability of neo-classicism will not allow us to recognise
the unique ‘societalising’ forces of the modern economy. These will become
apparent only when we start to enquire into the historically specific
presuppositions and dynamics of capitalism. It then becomes increasingly
plausible to understand the world economy not simply as a system of material

transactions based on the pre-social choices of free and equal individuals with

given preferences, but as an inherently and eminently social realm. In this

13 On the state as ‘container’ of society, see Agnew and Corbridge 1995, 92-94; Taylor
1994 and 1995.
14 According to Anthony Giddens, “from its inception, the world capitalist economy was

never just a vast commodity market. It involved, and involves, the commodification of
labour-power in different regional settings. ... Whether they are small firms or large
transnational corporations, most business enterprises are slotted directly or indirectly
into economic relations stretching beyond the confines of any particular state”’; Giddens
1985, 278.
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respect, the capitalist world market is rather different from the one which

preceded it:

Capitalism inherits a global world market — a system of commodity exchange and circulation
— which it digests then regurgitates as the world capitalist system, a system of production. To
achieve this, human labour power itself is converted into a commodity, reproduced like any
other commodity according to specifically capitalist social relations.'®

Capitalism now emerges as the crucial category. And capitalism is best
understood as a system of power relations (the specification of which will be an
important aspect of the first part of this thesis). These power relations, unlike the
sovereign authority of territorial states, are not confined by boundaries.

Capitalism is a fundamentally transnational form of economy and society.
Even during the age of imperialism and protectionism, or at the height of the
welfare state in the postwar period, the nation-state arguably never contained the
economy and society to the degree implied by the proponents of the globalisation
thesis. As Michael Mann points out, while social relations became increasingly
‘caged’ by the nation-state and its inter-national relations since the mid-

nineteenth century, this is only part of the story. For

the expansion of these national and inter-national networks always proceeded alongside the
expansion of certain ‘transnational’ power relations, especially those of industrial capitalism
and its attendant ideologies (liberalism, socialism).]7

1.4. Modernity, Capitalism and Territoriality

What are the theoretical implications of this argument? Certainly not that
sovereignty is of minor importance to the existence of a capitalist world market
and society. In that respect, Thomson’s (and Krasner’s) arguments remain valid.
What can no longer be accepted, however, is the Realist restriction of IR’s
research object to the relations between states (even in the extended form
suggested by Thomson, which looks at state-formation from the perspective of

the international system). Instead, the expansion and deepening of transnational

15 Thomson 1995, 222.

16 Smith 1984, 61.

17 Mann 1997, 476. Mann develops a more general argument against the spatial equation
of society with the state (not just for the modern period, but applicable to all of history),
in Mann 1986, ch. 1.
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social relations, and their changing relationship to the interstate system and its
dynamics, have to become a central focus of IR.

Such a perspective would entail an important shift in the problematique which
defines the core problems and questions with which IR as a (sub-)discipline is
concerned. IR would no longer take its problematique to be the enquiry into the
possibilities and limits of cooperation under anarchy, as in the joint research
agenda of neoliberal institutionalism and neo-realism. Instead, it would be
defined by the problem of modemity: to determine the role of the international
system in the rise and development of modern society and to ask how this
international system itself expresses the dynamics and contradictions of
modernity.'® ‘

International Relations has to reinvent itself as a theory of historical
international systems, and thus as a theory of international change. It has to
concern itself centrally with the social forces which created the modern state and
the modern international system, as well as with the transformations within the
institution of sovereignty and the changes in the patterns of modern international
relations. But in all of this, it can never simply strive to develop a theory of
interstate relations, but has to be a theory of the international relations of
modernity: of a historical society which is inherently transnational, yet is
politically organised in the form of states claiming sovereign authority over the
population of territorially delimited realms.

Far from implying that Realism continues to be valid in the present as the
world has not changed, the arguments of Thomson and Krasner suggest, to the
contrary, that Realism is inadequate even as a theory of the past."” But this also
implies that the current wave of critiques of Realism, and of the orthodox IR
agenda more generally, is itself premised upon a historical perspective which
accepts far too much of the conventional story. Its central claim, that sometime

around 1970 there was a decisive break which saw the transcendence of national

societies and the international economy by a global social and economic system,

18 Cf. Rosenberg 1994, 4.

19 According to Krasner, “If the fundamental problems of international politics and
international political economy are enduring, so are the theoretical perspectives that we
use to understand them. Although the theoretical tools have become more sophisticated,
there has been no theoretical breakthrough, no paradigm shift”; Krasner 1994, 13f.
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seems to confirm that at least until the 1970s, society was more or less contained
by the state.

Martin Shaw argues in this vein that while the notion of a multitude of discrete
societies may have fit the realities of the 19th century, it has now lost its
relevance: “today the concept of ‘a society’ can only be applied fully and
consistently ... to human society on a world scale”.® Andrew Linklater and John
Macmillan similarly point out that the “wasteland between states ... is now
pervaded with complex global economic and social linkages which suggest that
Global Politics should replace International Relations”. For this reason, they
argue, “International Relations can no longer be regarded as the analysis of the
relations between clearly and securely bounded sovereign states responding to
the challenges of an immutable anarchy”.”!

But when could the international system ever be adequately understood in
these terms? The notion of a golden age of sovereignty, whether in the postwar
period or in the nineteenth century, in which states exerted full control over
societies neatly delimited by territorial boundaries, is a myth which serves only to
reinforce a crude conceptual alternative between sovereignty and globalisation. It
is hardly surprising that, on the basis of this dichotomy, critical theorists tend to
associate sovereignty and ‘globality’ with two different phases of historical
development, in which sovereignty appears ultimately as the hallmark of
modernity, whereas globalisation signals a move towards a postmodern age (or at
the very least towards a new and qualitatively distinct form of modernity).

It is not the epochal form of theorising that is problematic, as both positivists
and post-positivists of a postmodern inclination might object; indeed, the greatest
significance of the globalisation debate is its stimulation of theories of historical

change and social transformation which might challenge the dominance of

20 Shaw 1994, 129. Shaw recognises that a ‘global society’ did not emerge all of a sudden;
but he argues that today, for “the first time since human beings inhabited this earth, it is
possible to describe comprehensive networks of social relationships which include all
people. We have not just some global connections - these have been developing for
centuries - but the clear outline of a global society”; Shaw 1994, 3. For Shaw, this global
society is characterised not just by processes of ‘systemic integration’, like the
development of global production and exchange systems, global mass media and ‘world
politics’ rather than international relations; he contends that there is also a definite
process of global ‘normative integration’, with the appearance of common values and a
global political culture emphasising human rights, democracy and minority rights (129).
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ahistorical and positivistic methodologies in IR and the social sciences more
generally. What is problematic, however, is the specific understanding of
modernity which underlies the various contributions to the globalisation thesis. It
implies that modernity was fundamentally dominated by and centred upon the
territorial state, while the late or post-modern epoch is defined by the prevalence
of global social and political relations. In as much as capitalism is regarded as an
irreducible aspect of modernity, it is conceptualised as subordinate to the state
and to its boundaries. The state, and the territoriality of political authority, thus
become the defining elements of modernity.

But if, as I argued above, the modern state never contained the capitalist world
society which emerged in the nineteenth century, the implication is that the
reconsideration of those changes which are usually termed ‘globalisation’ require
a reconsideration of modernity itself. Now, it is certainly correct that “[e]quating
society with state is a basically modern view of the world”.”? Anthony Smith
notes that the founding figures of the modern social sciences, especially Marx,
Weber and Durkheim, all implicitly built on a “methodological nationalism”
which regarded society as a territorially bounded phenomenon.”? The further
development of the social sciences enshrined this assumption by promoting the
disciplinary separation of domestic and international politics. In this sense, there
was a “nationalizing of the social sciences”, which was also marked by an
increasing subservience of social studies to the concerns of particular states.*

But even if we accept these observations, it does not follow that modern
society was actually a national society in the sense suggested by its representation
in the social sciences. To be sure, such representations have their own efficacy,
and the nationalising of the social sciences certainly " contributed to the
nationalising of society since the final quarter of the nineteenth century. Yet this
process can itself only be understood by reference (and, more specifically, as a

reaction) to the simultaneous transnationalisation of social relations which had

21 Linklater and Macmillan 1995, 4 (emphases added).
22 Taylor 1999, 7.

23 Smith 1979, 191.

24 Agnew 1994, 69.
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set in with the rise of a capitalist world market at the end of the eighteenth
century.”

Instead of taking the modern social sciences’ representation of society as
‘national’ to be a faithful reflection of the reality of modern social relations, we
would then have to ask whether the current understanding of modernity is itself
an adequate one. It may be useful at this point to remind ourselves that not all the
theories of modernity are in fact as much committed to some form of
‘methodological nationalism’ as Smith suggests. Most importantly, Karl Marx,
while seemingly taking the ‘national societies’ of Britain, Germany or France as
his starting point, developed a theory of capitalism which, according to Simon
Bromley, “had no necessary national reference and his historical depiction of its
emergence and consolidation was explicitly global in scope”. In this sense,
Bromley argues, Marx may even be seen as “the first significant theorist of
globalisation” %

Considering the prescient words of the Communist Manifesto, it is indeed hard
to charge its authors with an excessive concern with states and borders. Their

understanding of capitalist modernity is inherently global:

The bourgeoisie cannot exist without constantly revolutionizing the instruments, and thereby
the relations of production, and with them the whole relations of society. ...All that is solid
melts into air, all that is holy is profaned, and man is at last compelled to face with sober
senses his real conditions of life, and his relations with his kind. The need of a constantly
expanding market for its products chases the bourgeoisie over the whole surface of the
globe. It must nestle everywhere, settle everywhere, establish connections everywhere. The
bourgeoisie has through its exploitation of the world-market given a cosmopolitan character
to production and consumption in every country. To the great chagrin of the Reactionists, it
has drawn from under the feet of industry the national ground on which it stood. ... In place
of the old local and national seclusion and self-sufficiency, we have intercourse in every
direction, universal interdependence of nations.”’

For Marx and Engels, the world is unified by capital. But capital is not simply
a social class which acts, or a means of circulation which penetrates; it is a social
relation. Only because the relations between people have become structured,
through complex historical processes, in such a way that individuals have to
compete with each other in the market, is it possible for money to become self-

expansive — and thus to assume the historically unique form of capital.

25 Cf. Albrow 1996, 45.
26 Bromley 1999, 284.
27 Marx and Engels 1998, 7-8.
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According to Marx, it is the ‘capital relation’ between the owners of the property
in the means of production and propertyless wage-labourers which constitutes
“such a system of market dependence (on both sides of the relation!). Once
constituted, capital can never rest, but has to penetrate new areas and more and
more productive activities (including forms of cultural production formerly
regarded as ‘non-economic’) in order to expand its value, and thereby to
reproduce itself economically and socially.

The expansion of capital is never just the universalisation of exchange
relations; it is also the expansion of capitalist social relations, generating a
system of universal ‘interdependence mediated by things’. Commodities moving
across boundaries not only embody particular social relations, they also socialise
the relations between those who are thereby brought into contact. Capitalism is
constitutive not just of a world market in which goods cross boundaries, but of a

global(ising) civil society as well.

1.5. The Territorial State and the World Market (A First Cut)

At this point, we have to confront some old yet still depressingly pertinent
questions about the ability of historical materialism to provide a theory of the
international system.”® So far, I have shown that Marx’s understanding of capital
allows us to excavate a system of global social relations beneath the institutional
order of modernity. But can Marxism ever develop a theory of modernity as such,
rather than of its economic structure? In particular, can Marxism account for the
role of the state and the interstate system in modern history, or does it simply
replace state-centrism with class-centrism or economic determinism and
substitute a transhistorical evolutionism for the ahistorical theories still dominant
in IR and sociology?

These questions are of central importance to the present attempt to develop a
historical materialist theory of modern international relations by situating them in
the broader perspective of the rise and development of capitalism. They become

all the more pertinent if we remind ourselves that Marx’s vision of increasing

28 Cf. Linklater 1996, 120; Mann 1988, 140; Giddens 1985, 26.
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‘universal interdependence’ has not actually fared all that well during the 100
years since Capital was published. Despite the assertion of some Marxists that
there cannot be much that is new about today’s ‘globalisation’ as Marx already
described its fundamental aspects 150 years ago, it is clear that Marx himself
expected this process to be much more linear than it turned out, anticipating it to
be ruptured by a communist world revolution rather than to be transformed by
the strengthening of nation-states and their boundaries.

While it is therefore necessary to insist on the transnational nature of
capitalism, and to challenge the prevailing sociologism which can only conceive
of society in uhitary terms, either as a bounded national society or a single global
society, our understanding of capitalist modernity and its international system

cannot be simply transnational. As Fred Halliday notes:

To stress the broader, capitalist, character of the international system is not to argue that the
social relations are in any simple sense transnational. Marx in the nineteenth century and
much apparently contemporary sociological thinking make the same mistake in assuming
that the state was simply being swamped by transnational processes.29

The structuration of capitalism’s social relations cannot be understood in
abstraction from the (changing) role of the state in the spatial and social
reproduction of capital. And the capitalist state, at least so far, only exists as a
‘national’ or ‘territorial’ state. But if this is the case, are capitalist social relations
national or transnational? I suggest that in resolving this question we do not have
to follow the globalisation thesis into positing successive stages in which either
international or global aspects prevail; this would do justice to neither ‘stage’.
Instead, capitalist social relations may be seen as simultaneously transnational

1.* The crucial theoretical and historical issue is then

and national/internationa
the dialectic of nationalisation and globalisation, which is, in different forms,

present through modern history.”’

29 Halliday 1994, 92.

30 ‘National/international’: for those who regard social relations as primarily ‘national’ in
character, the ‘international’ is directly implied by this concept as an impoverished
realm of non-society. No state was ever completely autarkic, but in as much as the
relations between states are conceptualised as inter-national, the relations between
state/society complexes are regarded as regulated by states. ‘The national’ and ‘the
international’ are thus, in traditional IR theory, two sides of the same coin which both
describe (or posit) the dominance of territorial states in social life.

31 Compare Linklater who emphasises the “dialectic of globalisation and fragmentation” in
modernity; Linklater 1996, 120.
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In this vein, Peter Burnham suggests that contemporary ‘globalisation’ may be
seen as but one particular instance of the ongoing “national processing of global
class relations”.*> Moreover, as the very possibility of capitalism is premised on
the abstraction of political coercion from the process of production and surplus
extraction, the national state and the world market are necessary social forms
through which the capital relation is constituted. As Simon Bromley argues, “the
historical spread and social reproduction of these new types of social relations ...
accounts for both the national form and for the universal interdependence of
global capitalism”.”> But Bromley also adds that the development of global
capitalism was uneven, stemming from both the universalisation of capital
relations and the pressures of interstate competition, a process that Marx failed to
theorise. Within this context, clealy, we have to situate the strengthening of state
apparatuses since the late nineteenth century. Crucially, however, this process

was itself part of the further globalisation of capital:

the growth of regulatory bodies and practices has, on the whole, served to provide the
conditions for the expanded reproduction of capital on a global scale, thereby underwriting
the sovereign form of political power that is the basis of the liberal capitalist states system.34

But while these arguments accurately point to the close relation between the
sovereign state and the world market in capitalist modernity, it is far from clear
whether they are sufficient to establish the necessity of the capitalist state being a
national state, and thus to explain why capitalist political space is and needs to be
fragmented territorially. What is there in the capital relation, premised as it is on
the separation of politics and economics, that requires ‘the capitalist state’ to be
a territorially bounded, national state? Put differently, why exactly does the
capital relation exist not only in the form of institutionally separated political and
economic spheres, but also through differentiated internal and external realms? .
Marxists seem to focus on the former, while taking the latter for granted, thereby
accepting too quickly that the capitalist state sas fo be a national state simply
because the capitalist state ‘z's a national state. In this sense, Marxism, too, is

caught in the “territorial trap”.’

32 Burnham 1994,

33 Bromley 1999, 287.
34 Bromley 1999, 300.
35 Cf. Agnew 1994, 69.
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1.6. The Case for ‘Epochal Theory’

The globalisation thesis posits an alternative between national and global
forms of society; it suggests that we are currently moving (or have already
moved) from one stage to another, leaving ‘international relations’ behind. A
historical materialist understanding of the nature of capitalism, I have argued,
problematises the national/global dichotomy, as it highlights both the national
and the transnational aspects of capitalism’s historical existence.

For a Marxist theory of IR/IPE, this raises two fundamental problems. The first
is to develop a theory of the different regimes of capitalist space produced in the
‘national processing of global capitalism’. To insist that capitalism was always,
in some sense, global (just as it always was national/international), is not to argue
that it was always global (and national/international) in the same way. The point
is that the real socio-spatial differences in the process of capitalist development
cannot be grasped adequately through the national-global dichotomy, but require
a more complex and differentiated conceptualisation of the distinct ‘geé-
economic’ regimes in which the national and the global have become articulated
in specific historical forms. This presupposes, secondly, that we have found an

answer to the rather more fundamental problem, which is concisely formulated

by Halliday:

why, if there is a world economy in which class interests operate transnationally, there is a
need for states at all. What, in other words, is the specificity and effectivity of distinct states
within a single economic totality?*®

Neither of these questions can be answered by narrowing our perspective to
the explanation of ‘international change’. They require a broad theory of
historical transformation within which the emergence and development of the
international system and the world economy can be situated. More specifically,
such a theory has to be able to conceptualise capitalist modernity as, on the one
hand, a distinctive (and perhaps even unique) form of organising social relations,
and, on the other hand, to account for the spatial and temporal changes and

variations within the institutions and dynamics of this historical epoch. Historical
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materialism has from the outset aspired to provide such a theory of fundamental
and conjunctural historical change. Yet its efforts have been marred not just by
its inability to explain the existence of a capitalist international system, but by
more fundamental evolutionistic and economistic tendencies, as well as its
association with positivist models of ‘scientific’ research. Should we, therefore,
turn to the alternatives to historical materialism, which according to their
proponents provide the basis for non-reductionist historical sociologies of
modernity?

Martin Albrow recently issued a call for a return to “epochal theory”, which
recognises and theorises the ruptures between historical periods, such as the
current break between ‘modernity’ and ‘globality’. While the equation of
modernity with the ultimate dominance of the nation-state that underlies
Albrow’s theory of globalisation is simplistic (and thus the particular historical
break he identifies questionable), the need for “epochal narratives™ is accurately
identified. Though this may be seen as a reinstatement of naive models of
historical progress and teleology, the intention is exactly the opposite.

According to Albrow, it was Marx’s original theory of epochal transformation,
based on a particular ‘science’ of history and a prediction of imminent social
revolution, that provoked the elaboration of non-historical (and even anti-
historical) theories of social development. Albrow traces this theoretical
tendency, which stressed the continuity of the past in order to make plausible the
expectation of future continuity, back to Max Weber. Weber rejected what he
saw as Marx’s single-factor explanation of social change, arguing that social
processes can have many different causes and that different spheres of society
ultimately followed autonomous logics. But underneath the complexity of causal
connections, Weber posited the “guiding thread” of the rationalisation of all
spheres of social life, leading from Greek philosophy to, inter alia, modern
capitalism and the modern state. In this perspective, “the future stretches out as a
limitless expansion of more of the same, an intensification (Steigerung) of

rationality”.”” By the same token, the past is like the present, if not yet to the

36 Halliday 1994, 91.
37 Albrow 1996, 17. The ‘limitless modernity’ approach is brought to its logical conclusion
in Michael Mann’s work, which sets out from the assumption that “[hJuman beings are
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same degree. Thus, modernity is less a particular epoch than a “cultural condition
of the West”; modernity became “limitless”, without a real beginning and

without a conceivable end.*® Albrow adds:

Effectively, then, it was social scientists, in tune with the times, sometimes following,
sometimes independently replicating Weber, who promoted the limitless modemity notion.
They responded to Marx by discarding his theory of epochal change, making their science
into a study of the present as an unbroken continuation of the past.

But if Albrow emphasises historical ruptures, he rejects any return to the
Marxist conceptualisation of historical development: the “impetus for change
may originate equally in religion as in the economy, in disease as in ideas. To
this extent, Weber’s multiple factor account remains intact”. Moreover, Marx
misunderstood modernity when he reduced it to capitalism: “No age can be
reduced to a single sphere”.* Modernity, Albrow points out, is “more than a
production process, or even an economic system”.!’ Unfortunately, Albrow
himself remains within the parameters of the rationalisation model he criticises
so eloquently when he conceptualises the transition from modernity to globality
in terms of the ongoing process of rationalisation.”” Even more importantly,
however, he never establishes an alternative to the rationalisation model to
explain the rise of the sovereign, territorial state, and of the capitalist economy.

A Marxist perspective might provide such an alternative by starting from the
observation that capitalism itself cannot not be understood as rational economic
activity. Capitalism is not the rational pursuit of market opportunities. Capitalism
is a system of power relations which impersonally compels people to reproduce

themselves materially by selling commodities (including their labour power) in

restless, purposive, and rational, striving to increase their enjoyment of the good things
of life and capable of choosing and pursuing appropriate means for doing so”; Mann
1986, 4. It is not surprising that on the basis of his methodological rationalism and
individualism, Mann should reject not only the idea of a ‘postmodern rupture’ in
connection with globalisation, but also to downplay the epochal significance of
modernity itself, cf. Mann 1993, 11-12.

38 Albrow 1996, 18.

39 Albrow 1996, 18.

40 Albrow 1996, 20; this statement does not prevent Albrow from adding: “Moreover, if
one sphere has exercised more of a defining quality, it has been the nation-state rather
than the economy”; ibid.

41 Albrow 1996, 30.

42 The rupture which the transition to globality signals is defined, for Albrow, by the
exhaustion of the state as the main promoter of rationality, due to the universalisation of
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the market. Two implications should be highlighted here, though they will be
developed theoretically and historically in later chapters. Firstly, capitalism
cannot be ‘a single sphere’, for the very possibility of capitalist production and
exploitation is a reorganisation of social power in toto. The explanation of how
people become dependent on the market for their livelihood cannot be found in
the economic sphere alone. For the economy to become an insulated realm in
which the private control over economic forms of property (the | ‘means of
production’) mediates the appropriation of surplus, is only possible within a
society of a new and very distinctive type: a capitalist society.

Secondly, the rise of capitalist society cannot be interpreted in terms of the
increasing rationality of individuals, or the rationalisation of institutions which
would allow individuals to achieve given economic ends efficiently. In
explaining the rise of capitalist society, we can neither assume an autonomous
economic sphere, nor an irreducible economic rationality. Consequently, those
who, like Albrow, endorse Max Weber’s multi-factor approach can no longer
take the most crucial step in achieving a genuinely ‘epochal theory’ that would
put a premium on the radical differences between historical epochs. For by
accepting the notion that all social life is differentiated into autonomous spheres
of politics, economics, society, culture, etc., they fail to address the implications
of Thomson’s crucial argument (and of an increasing number of social and
international theorists, including historical sociologists like Anthony Giddens)
that the separation of politics and economics, at least, is specific to modernity.*

If this argument has any pertinence, then Weberian pluralism, just like the
Marxist base/superstructure model, imposes the categorial framework of
capitalist modernity onto pre-modern societies. A particular historical form of
social organisation is thus ‘ontologised’, and historical analysis reduced to
establishing the interaction or articulation of these structures. Whether such

analyses are mono- or multi-causal, the histories they generate are essentially

statehood itself; but the end of the process of rationalisation has not, thereby, been
reached; Albrow 1996, 37, 55 and 64.

43 Thomson 1995, 222; cf. Giddens 1985, 67; Elias 1976, 55; Polanyi 1957, ch. 4;
Anderson 1974, ch. 1.
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4 Thus, much of Marxist analysis replaces

ahistorical and implicitly teleological
the rationalisation model with the ‘dialectic’ of the forces and relations of
production. This ‘basic law’ of historical materialism seems to posit precisely the
independent economic logic which cannot be assumed before the rise of
capitalism. In that sense, Marxism may be characterised by what Karl Polanyi
has termed the “economistic fallacy”: under the impression of modern
capitalism’s extraordinary productiveness, it has taken the unique dynamism of
the insulated capitalist economy in modernity to be representative of all forms of
society.”

If Marxism is to overcome this limitation, it has to question the
base/superstructure model of social change, to revise its understanding of
historical change, and to put the radical historicity of capitalist modernity at the
very centre of its theoretical and historical efforts. This may require a
fundamental revision of the Marxist model of historical development as a
necessary and predetermined succession of stages of development leading by
necessity to capitalism — a model of social change, incidentally, that Marx
appropriated from the mechanical materialist stages theory of classical political
economy (adding the perspective of a transition to socialism).*

The reconstruction of historical materialism also presupposes a critique of the
positivist tendencies to which many Marxist approaches are prone. So far, I have
sought to establish that Marxism does not necessarily have to be a ‘single-factor’
theory. This also entails an epistemological perspective which is very different
from the causal one ascribed to Marxism by its critics. Max Weber, for instance,
took issue with “the common materialist view of history, that the ‘economic’ is

in some sense an ‘ultimate’ in the chain of causation”; this he regarded as “totally

44 According to Karel Kosik, the choice between mono-causal and multi-causal
methodologies “is itself the consequence of a particular view of reality. This view has
first extracted certain isolated abstractions from social reality, promoted them to
ontological existents (factors), and then backtracked and introduced these metaphysical
constructs into various contexts, interactions or causal dependences”; Kosik 1976, 64.

45 Cf. Block and Somers 1984, 63 ; Giddens 185, 33: Marx’s “mistake was to suppose that
the West, prior to the origins of capitalism, was any more dynamic, or ‘progressive’ than
other class-divided societies have been. It is only with the arrival of capitalism, more
particularly industrial capitalism, that the pace of social change becomes really
dramatic”.

46 Comninel 1987, 146-55
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worthless as a scientific statement”.”” He also provides the inspiration to many of
today’s ‘constructivists’, who claim that while “material interests” are of great
importance to the explanation of social processes, only an inclusion of “ideal
interests” could capture their full complexity.”® According to Ruggie, Weber

sought to avoid the pitfalls of both the

subjectivism of the German Historical School and the positivism of the Austrian Theoretical
School (marginal utility theory) and Marxism. Although the latter two differed in many
respects, both sought to reduce problems of social action and social order to material
interests, and both embraced a naturalistic monism — that is, the belief that the natural
sciences embody the only valid model of science to which the social sciences should,

. 49
therefore, aspire.

Marx’s work is undeniably marked by deep ambiguities and even
contradictions. The charges of positivism and economism can only stick because
they can be backed up by textual evidence. Marx frequently invokes the
‘immutable’, ‘inevitable’ and ‘iron’ laws of capitalist (rather than general social)
development. To be sure, these laws have a completely different epistemological
status from those elaborated by positivists, in that they are not universally valid
but only with a particular form of society, and only as long as individuals find
themselves in those historical relations which produce as an outcome the patterns
which Marx describes as laws. Yet they remain uncomfortably nomothetical in
form, seemingly asserting that the ‘facts’ of capitalist development follow
inevitably from unchanging causes. And even if the laws of the capitalist mode
of production are to be regarded as the laws of a specific historical epoch, there
remains Marx’s own notorious summary of his method in the Preface to 4
Contribution to the Critique of Political Economy, which clearly states laws of

historical development. Here, he asserts the transhistorical primacy of the

47 Quoted in Mommsen 1985, 239. Gramsci noted laconically: “It often happens that
people combat historical economism in the belief that they are attacking historical
materialism”; Gramsci 1971, 163. This point unfortunately continues to apply today.
John M. Hobson feels compelled to insist: “if a theory is not class-reductionist, then it’s
not Marxist. And if it is class-reductionist, it’s flawed”; Hobson 1997, 226. But
dogmatism is no preserve of Marxists, and the ritual chanting of ‘multi-causality’ no
magic spell against its temptations.

48 Cf. Wendt 1999, 92-96.

49 Cf. Ruggie 1999, 219. It is not completely clear, whether Ruggie accepts this view of
Marxism which he ascribes to Weber. It should be noted that, like Wendt, Ruggie’s own
perspective, demonstrates a “continuing commitment to a unity-of-science thesis and the
pursuit of a theory of international reality based on positivist basic assumptions”;
George 1994, 127. Also compare Katzenstein, Keohane and Krasner 1999a, 35-38.
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economic base over the political, legal and ideological superstructures; he
specifies a model of law-like and necessary evolution of different ‘modes of
production’; and he posits a mechanism of historical development driven by the
contradictions between the ‘forces’ and ‘relations’ of production.”

There are also, of course, numerous theoretical statements in Marx’s work (as
well as the body of his historical and journalistic analyses),”’ which point in the
opposite direction and which suggest a much more radical anti-positivism (based
on a form of dialectical reasoning) than his critics have been able to recognise.*
Thus, while Marx stressed the ‘natural laws’ of capitalism, he also made it clear
that these laws only obtained as long as individuals were not the masters of the
social order which forced them into relationships with each other that produced
as their outcome these laws. While we do find Marx accepting, often too quickly,
it is true, the laws of political economy as ‘surface’ phenomena, the intention
was a critical one: to show that these laws are only natural as long as they are
accepted as natural.”® Their naturalisation was precisely the effect of the positivist
social sciences (and certainly not one that has decreased in importance today),
which do not inquire into the underlying historical system of social relations, but
construct a relationship between ‘facts’ in a purely external way, as ‘factors’
influencing each other. It is not surprising that these social scientists, among

which we may count Weber, have read Marx as if he was positing the same sort

50 Marx 1978a, 4-5.

51 At least according to Antonio Gramsci, the “claim, presented as an essential postulate of
historical materialism, that every fluctuation of politics and ideology can be presented
and expounded as an immediate expression of the structure [the ‘economic base’], must
be contested in theory as primitive infantilism, and debated in practice with the authentic
testimony of Marx, the author of concrete political and historical works”; Gramsci 1971,
407.

52 The social historian Jirgen Kocka, who ultimately remains closer to Weber than to
Marx, notes that “whenever [Weber] focused on Marxism, he criticized a particular
elaboration of Marx’s theory but essentially missed Marx’s own position, from which
the contemporary historical materialists had transgressed” (1985, 135). The same may
be said about many of today’s critics of Marxism; there is, however, less excuse for
them today than there may have been for Weber, who did actually write in a period
when Marxism had become heavily positivistic (under the influence, it should be noted,
of the same neo-Kantianism which has also profoundly influenced Weber himself).
Kocka concludes that there are important similarities in both approaches. Hayward
Alker similarly argues that both Marx and Weber could be seen as “exemplary writers”
in the tradition of a “interpretative/constructivist social science” (1996, 15).

53 According to Giddens, a non-positivistic interpretation of Capital can take its starting
point from the observation that “for Marx the existence of capitalism is predicated upon
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of laws (or correlations) that they were seeking to ‘discover’. But for Marx,
social laws were not statements about the causal relationship between analytical
abstractions under which specific ‘cases’ or ‘instances’ could be subsumed.

Thus, as one Weberian historical sociologist notes perceptively:

It is true, for Marx, that history did not have an unlimited plasticity. However, the ‘eternal
laws’ which Weber ascribed to him are not in Marx’s thought. When Weber accused the
historical materialists of having an ahistorical and monocausal notion of law, he was not
criticizing Marx, but rather those who interpreted him rigidly and non-dialectically. Of
course, Marx didn’t always follow his own historical-dialectic approach, and above all
Marx’s concept of the relation of the universal and the particular in history can be
understood only on the basis of its origins in Hegelian logic. By the turn of the century and
especially in the decades following, such concepts were interpreted by a public which no
longer shared the assumptions and insights of Hegelian logic; even Weber may have
succumbed to this type of misunderstanding.54

Similarly, while Marx is adamant that idealism cannot yield an explanation of
historical development, it should be noted that the ‘idealism’ he criticised was
not one which asserts that norms, values or ideas influence social processes.
Marx’s main point of reference was the Hegelian notion of the ‘Absolute Idea’
coming to an increasing self-consciousness of itself through the movement of
history, realizing itself in progressive stages of materialisation. Thus, when he
notes that it is not consciousness which determines being, but being that
determines consciousness, he opposes mainly the idea that the empirical world is
the product of mind, of a consciousness which increasingly develops towards
ever higher stages of self-consciousness and self-realisation in an autonomous
process of philosophical progress.

13

This consciousness is not the consciousness of individuals; it is “an
independently-acting historical subject in its own right”. For Marx, by contrast,
the subjects of history are “real, living individuals” endowed with a
consciousness through which they seek to come to terms with the conditions in
which human beings find themselves situated and gain their livelihood.** People

gain consciousness of their world in experiencing the conditions under which

the prevalence of reification, such that the laws of the valorisation and accumulation of
capital appear to have the status of ‘iron laws’”; Giddens 1981, 234.

54 Kocka 1985, 139-40. Note that dialectics is largely absent from today’s meta-theoretical
debates in IR. Even were alternatives to positivism are recovered, as in Smith and
Hollis’ valuable Explaining and Understanding International Relations (1991), the
dialectical alternative finds scant attention (but see Heine and Teschke 1996).

S5 Sayer 1989, 86.
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they live - their possibilities and their limits - in the effort to transform these
conditions. For Marx, every form of human praxis involves ideas through which
people seek to make sense of their actions and the contexts within which they
take place. But while their ideas and their consciousness will never be
independent from their experiences, they are “not to be understood as an effect of

299

‘material existence’”, dictated by the economic ‘base’.*®

1.7. Conclusion

This chapter began with Realism’s response to globalisation and ended with
Marxist epistemology. The link between both is the pressing need for theories
which can come to terms with social and international transformations, as well as
continuities. I have argued that this requires a re-engagement with the category of
modernity, especially in as much as modernity is conceptualised as premised on
the national caging of social relations. Highlighting the inherently transnational
character of capital as a social relation, I have argued for a perspective which
recognises the existence of a ‘global society’. But this capitalist global society
cannot be understood as somehow prior and anterior to the states which structure
it politically. Marxists have argued that sovereign states are the necessary
political form of existence of global capital (just as the world market is its
necessary economic form); they are unable to. explain, however, why the
capitalist state could not be, for instance, a global state.

To develop a historical materialist theory of capitalist international relations
which would enable us to better understand the dialectics of nationalisation and
globalisation inherent in capitalist development up to now, and its possible
future, we have to tackle some fundamental problems with Marxism itself. In the
face of rampant economic determinism of much liberal globalisation analysis, the
challenge for historical materialism is today to vigorously develop the non-
economistic, non-reductionist, and anti-positivist resources which the Marxist
tradition provides. This task cannot be achieved by appealing to the authority of

Marx. A viable historical materialism cannot be founded on a reinterpretation of

56 Kocka 1985, 138.
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‘what Marx really said’, not only because capitalism has changed since the mid-
nineteenth century, but because Marx’s work is itself always incomplete, often
ambiguous and not infrequently contradictory.”’

Over the next three chapters, I will examine different approaches to Marxism
with respect to their contributions to a reconstructed historical materialism,
which in turn provides the basis for a Marxist theory of the modern international
system. Each of the approaches surveyed starts from the rejection of economic
determinism; each is concerned with the development of a historical materialist
account of specific historical epochs, and thus with the distinctiveness of social
orders; and each seeks to comprehend historical epochs as social totalities. Their
answers are, however, very different. Engaging first with the highly influential
attempts to achieve such a reconstruction of materialism through the emphasis on
the reciprocity between base and superstructure (many of which, from Althusser
and Poulantzas to Robert Cox, take their cue from Antonio Gramsci), I will
suggest that a more promising way out of the economistic corner is that taken by
those Marxists who emphasise the imbrication (E.P. Thompson) of the
‘superstructures’ in the ‘base’ itself. These latter approaches seek to transcend

the base/superstructure model itself, rather than to render it more interactive.

57 Cf. Gouldner 1980, ch. 2.



2. THEORISTS OF THE SUPERSTRUCTURE:
FROM GRAMSCI TO ALTHUSSER AND
BEYOND

2.1. The Gramscian Legacy

No name is more firmly associated with the development of the non-positivist
and non-economistic potentials of historical materialism than that of Antonio
Gramsci. Having fallen into relative obscurity after his premature death in a
fascist prison, his thought emerged at the centre of critical Marxist thinking in
the 1970s. It seemed to provide the foundations for a historical materialism
which could take account of the often decisive importance of ‘superstructural’
processes in historical development, especially the formation of hegemonic ideas
and institutions in the political and social spheres, without denying the “decisive
nucleus of economic activity” on which hegemony must be based.’

For Gramsci, the key question for a historical materialism appropriate to the
changed circumstances of the 1920s (and especially those prevailing in Italy)
arose directly out of his experience as leader of a revolutionary communist party:
how to explain the overwhelming failure of revolutionary aspirations in western
Europe, following the one victorious revolution in backward Russia. He
highlighted the role of the ‘superstructures’, among which he counted ‘civil
society’, in strengthening the defences of the western bourgeoisies against
revolutionary movements. This has two important implications, both of which
became central concerns for those ‘neo-Gramscian® theorists who, in the 1970s,
built on Gramsci’s pioneering work. Firstly, Gramsci highlights the crucial role
of religion, ideology, politics and other supposedly superstructural aspects of the
capitalist mode of production in the reproduction of existing social relations.
Secondly, the concrete form and content of these superstructures are not simply

given by the ‘economic structure’, but can vary considerably. This in turn must

1 Gramsci 1971, 161.
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have consequences not only for the way in which capitalism works, but also for
the possibility of revolution in any particular historical situation.

These two lines of argument merge in what is, without question, Gramsci’s
main contribution to historical materialism: the theory of the ‘extended state’ that
organises social hegemony. For Gramsci, the role of the state in the reproduction
of capitalist class relations can hardly be captured if it is regarded as
epiphenomenal to the development of the ‘forces of production’; nor can the state
be comprehended, in the time-honoured Marxist fashion, as simply an instrument
of repression. If the bourgeoisie is still the dominant class, able to extract value
and to limit the democratic and collective control of people over all the social
conditions under which they have to maintain and lead their lives, then the
explanation of this persistence in the face of class struggle and capitalism’s
internal economic contradictions must be looked for in some deeper mechanism
of social integration. This mechanism is the extension of hegemony through
successive ‘passive revolutions’.?

This strategy is based both on ‘economic-corporative’ concessions to those
classes which could challenge the reproduction of capitalism, and through the
promotion of a cultural framework which generates legitimacy for this system by
giving it the semblance of universality. The construction of hegemony, according
to Gramsci, is not the work of the institutions of government alone, but is rooted
in civil society. Indeed, in as much as schools, churches, parties, the media, and
so on, are actively elaborating the common-sensical notions of what is possible
and rational (and what is not), they should be seen as part of the state. This
‘extended state’ thus becomes an agent of hegemony whose ability to reproduce
capital depends both on its control over the means of coercion and its role in the
creation of social consent.’

The implication is, of course, that revolutionary strategy cannot simply be

directed at gaining control of the government apparatus; at least where capitalism

2 Cf. Carnoy 1984, 76.

3 This formulation deliberately keeps the exact nature of the relationships between
consent and coercion, state and civil society, as well as hegemony and dominance,
underspecified. Perry Anderson has pointed out the vagueness of Gramsci’s basic
concepts and explored the diverging political implications in great detail; Anderson
1976.
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has deep roots in civil society, the precondition for successful revolution is a
general revolutionary consciousness which has left behind the existing common
sense and established a new hegemony in civil society. The battleground of
social transformation thus turns out to be a cultural one, as “it is on the level of
ideologies that men become conscious of conflicts in the world of the economy”.
The economy itself is determinative of historical development only “in the last
analysis”.* The historical process itself can never be a mere matter of progression
from an initial stage to a pre-determined telos, as history does not move without
conscious human praxis.

For Gramsci, this precludes the possibility of subsuming history under some
‘scientific’ laws of evolution. The challenge for historical materialism was thus
not the explication of the ‘objective situation’ in which a swift revolution could
be successful, given the objective laws of history, but to demystify the system of
seeming ‘necessities’ which confronted men and women as apparently objective
facts and unchangeable processes. Ultimately, the purpose was to contribute to
the long struggle through which subordinate classes would regain consciousness
of their own collective subjectivity, enabling them to become agents of a radical
social transformation.’

The anti-positivist and culturalist aspects of Gramsci’s thought have proven
most fertile to the Marxist tradition, even though Gramsci’s influence has waned
considerably over the last 15 years as the antinomies and limitations of his

approach have become clearer. As Germain and Kenny note:

While Gramsci did indeed reconceive and in some ways surpass classical Marxist
understandings of base and superstructure, he did not provide a tight alternative model in
their stead. Rather he moved towards a reading of the superstructure which took far more
seriously the different levels and domains of social power, and which recognised culture and
ideology as partly constitutive of identity and hegemony.6

Gramsci, in other words, did not transcend the base/superstructure model,
though he made it more interactive. Germain and Kenny consider Gramsci’s
“epistemological and ontological ideas as innovative and eclectic but ultimately

problematic™, as his subversion of the ‘binary’ understanding of the material and

4 The former quote paraphrases Marx, the latter Engels; Gramsci repeatedly comes back
to these two quotes throughout the Prison Notebooks; Gramsci 1971, 162.

Cf. Femia 1987, 76-80.

6 Germain and Kenny 1998, 12.

W
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the ideal never really transcended the dichotomy itself.” I will suggest in this
chapter that the same is true for those Marxist approaches which have built in
various ways on the thought of Antonio Gramsci.

A further, though related, problem is that Gramsci does not, in fact, provide a
theory of the state form, as he focused exclusively on its concrete, historically
defined functions, which he saw as deriving from the balance of class forces in
any particular conjuncture. This leaves open some crucial questions about the
relationship between the state, the economy and ‘civil society’ in a historical
society in which surplus appropriation primarily takes a non-political form. It
may be argued that Gramsci, by taking as his level of abstraction the concrete
‘historical situation’ rather than the structure of capitalist society, adds important
considerations to Marxism, but that he also takes too many aspects of both
capitalist modernity and the Marxist conceptualisation of capital accumulation
for granted.

The systematic conceptualisation of the structure of the capitalist mode of
production was, however, very much at the centre of the work of Louis
Althusser, who shared with Gramsci the rejection of all forms of economism.
Moreover, Althusser explicitly sought to theorise the peculiarity of the capitalist
state as having “relative autonomy”, and further developed the emphasis on the
importance of the superstructures for the reproduction of capitalism. In this
connection, he also drew directly on Gramsci’s concepts of hegemony and the
extended state, which appear in his work in the form of “ideological state
apparatuses” (schools, media, unions, etc.).® These institutidns, whether the
“repressive state apparatus” of the government or the ‘ideological state
apparatuses’ of civil society, all contribute to the reproduction of the ‘structural
whole’, and render irrelevant the question whether these state functions are
provided by public or private institutions. The distinction between civil society

and the state becomes redundant (though not that between politics and

7 Germain and Kenny 1998, 12; cf. Anderson 1976, 26-27.

8 Having established the relevance of the superstructural levels in the ‘sacred texts’ of
Marx and Engels, Althusser argues that it was only Gramsci who pursued these
arguments and contributed to their theorisation through the concept of hegemony;
Althusser 1970, 114 and fn. 29. The Gramscian influence on Althusser and, especially,
Poulantzas, is analysed by Carnoy 1984, 89-127 and Thomas 1994, ch. 5; also see
Jessop 1982, 153. R
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economics, which Althusser regarded as distinct from this relationship and
characteristic of capitalism).

Despite these direct and indirect links, Althusser was not, of course, a ‘neo-
Gramscian’ in any straightforward sense. Indeed, Gramsci represented the
historicist and humanistic Marxism that Althusser, above all, detested and sought
to expunge as a corruption of ‘true’ Marxism and a mockery of the ‘real’ Marx.
Yet it was the fusion of Althusserian and Gramscian elements which is, more
than any other theoretical heritage, responsible for the various Marxisms and
especially post-Marxisms which developed since the 1970s and continue to exert
their influence today. When the reaction against the structural determinism,
which Althusser had traded in for the traditional economic determinism, set in, it
was to Gramsci that Marxist theorists turned. Poulantzas, especially in his later
work, led the way by emphasising the role of “power blocs” in organising
ideological consensus. In trying to account for the concrete development of
capitalism in particular conjunctures, Poulantzas and soon after the theorists of
‘regulation’, hesitantly turned their back on Althusser’s self-evolving structures,
and began to emphasise that the ideological integration of capitalist social
formations is a political project.

But while the re-engagement with Gramsci reinforced a new emphasis on the
level of the ‘conjuncture’ rather than the abstract level of the ‘mode of
production’, the parameters for the historicisation and periodisation of capitalism
were still set by Althusser. In Poulantzas’s later work, this leads to a tension
between functionalism and voluntarism. Much of the development of Marxism
since the late 1970s can be understood as an attempt to resolve this tension. I will
argue in this chapter that this tension can only be eased, within the parameters of
this perspective, by delinking the ‘conjuncture’ or ‘social formation’ from the
‘mode of production’. Such a delinking has indeed been the dominant tendency
within the Regulation School, which took its cue from Althusser and Poulantzas.
It finds its conclusion in the work of Robert W. Cox, who finally takes ‘historical
structures’ rather than ‘modes of production’ as the basis for the periodisation of

world history.
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2.2. A Science of Structures: From Althusser to Poulantzas

2.2.1. History without Subjects: Louis Althusser

By acknowledging the reality of the superstructures of a mode of production,
and by relegating the economic level to a determinant of a social formation only
“in the last instance”; Althusser was able to contribute to the revitalisation of a
Marxism that had, in many of its forms, capitulated to the mechanistic ‘dialectic’
of the forces and relations of production. His approach also appeared to
overcome the theoretical weaknesses of the other great current, Hegelian
Marxism, especially the persistent voluntarism that was implicit in its core
concept, the ‘expressive totality’.’ Against all forms of humanism and
historicism, Althusser argues that Marxism is a science of structures. Structures,
not the agency of any historical subject, have to be the focus of theoretical and
historical analysis, as the qualities or properties of actors are always the functions

of social structures.

The structure of the relations of production determines the place and functions occupied and
adopted by the agents of production, who are never anything more than the occupants of
these places, in so far as they are the supports (Trdger) of these functions. The true ‘subjects’
(in the sense of constitutive subjects of the process) are therefore not these occupants or
functionaries, are not, despite all appearances ... ‘concrete individuals’, ‘real men’ - but the
definition and distribution of these places and functt‘ons.]0

Social practices can be completely reduced to their role in the reproduction of
the three structural ‘regions’ which exist in any mode of production: the political,
the economic, and the ideological (even though it is only in capitalism that ‘the
political’ becomes ‘relatively autonofnous’). The historical content of these
practices is determined by the prevailing mode of production. The latter can be

thought of as a “structure of structures” which assigns the particular functions to

9 This concept sees the superstructural forms of society as expressing a single inner
essence. The phenomenological forms of capitalist society, for instance, are the
necessary forms in which the essence of this society, usually the capital relation, finds
expression. Martin Jay, in his fascinating reconstruction of the ‘adventures of the
concept of totality’ suggests that it was the exhaustion of the concept of ‘expressive
totality’ which led Marxists opposed to the orthodox formulation increasingly to search
for alternatives to ‘Western Marxism’. Althusser’s was but one solution, others included
the scientific Marxism of de la Volpe and Colletti; Habermas’ post-dialectical critical
theory may be seen as another such attempt; Jay 1984: 274-75.

10 Althusser and Balibar 1970, 180.
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the structural regions through which the mode of production as a whole is
reproduced. Practice, in other words, cannot but reproduce the whole.

The whole is the mode of production, but for Althusser, a mode of production
cannot be conceptualised completely in terms of the economic structural region.
It will always include ideological and political levels which are functionally
necessary for the reproduction of the relations of production. In this functionalist
sense, the economy determines the social totality “in the last instance”, not least
by specifying a “structure in dominance”, while at the same time allowing for the
“relative autonomy” of the superstructural levels."" This reproduction of
capitalism through the structuring of practices related to different moments of the
totality is necessary because economic appropriation has to be maintained
politically and justified ideologically. An economic region in which the direct
producers cannot appropriate all created wealth themselves cannot reproduce
itself without political and ideological practices which the base generated in
order to maintain the whole.'” The determination between the economic base and
the economic, political and ideological levels is thus one of structural causation
rather than one of instrumental disposal of the state by economic classes."

Simon Clarke notes that the functionalist principle operating in Althusser’s
Marxism makes the Althusserian ‘decentred’ notion of totality rather
‘expressive’."* However, this is only half the picture. So far we have been

concerned with the level of theory, applied to the mode of production rather than

11 Althusser 1970, 111-12.

12 cf. James 1990, 149. James adds: “The dominant instance of a society is then that aspect
of it which sustains the existing economic system by controlling and justifying its
allocation of income and resources. And granted that particular modes of production
will be more effectively legitimated by some practices than by others, the exact
character of an economy will determine which instance is dominant”.

13 It is important to notice the twofold meaning of the ‘economic’. First, as a region of
society, together with the political and the ideological. Second, and more fundamentally,
the economy can also appear, not as a sphere, region or level, but as the ‘base’, the mode
of production. These are different substantial meanings of the economy. This gets even
more complicated as the economic region is also the structure in dominance of the
capitalist mode of production. In other societies, other regions could be the structure
which appears as socially dominant, i.e. the ideological in feudalism and the political in
antiquity.

14 Clarke 1991a, 83 (fn. 18). Clarke also notes, that Poulantzas relaxes this functionalism,
in that he sees a variety of superstructural forms as compatible with the needs of any
mode of production.
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the actually existing social formations."” But never, in empirical reality, has a
mode of production had any concrete existence; never has a society been
determined solely by the basic contradiction within a mode of production. In
capitalist societies, for instance, the contradictions arising from the capital
relation are overdetermined in multifarious ways. The levels of a capitalist social
formation are never just determined structurally by the needs of capitalism. The
internal contradictions of ‘the political’, for instance overdetermine the
contradictions of the economic structure. Moreover, even in capitalist social
formations, other modes of production, complete with their corresponding
regional structures, exist in subordinate positions. The political level may
incorporate moments of the political structures of different modes of production.
One might even think of a situation where the political or ideological levels of a
social formation with a dominant capitalist economy are still predominantly
‘feudal’.'®

The structural levels of social formations thus have their own history and their
own temporality; they can exist in contradictory relationships with each other and
with the economic base. Every level has, consequently, to be conceptualised
independently as well as in conjunction with the other levels in order to capture
the real diversity and complexity of a social formation at any moment of its
existence. To study the conjuncture means therefore to analyse the concrete
articulation of the different levels and instances, their hierarchical relations and
complex overdetermination, and their function in this decentred totality. Change,
however, is not the result of social agency, but of the interaction of the various
regions and levels of a social formation. At the same time, social change is not
the result of the playing-out of the fundamental economic contradiction itself as

this is always overdetermined, and cannot therefore be understood immediately

15 This distinction is elaborated especially in Althusser and Balibar 1970.

16 In a social formation in which the dominant mode of production is capitalist, it is thus
perfectly possible to find that the ideological level is dominated by aristocratic values
and ideas, which in turn will have severe consequences for the potential of the
development of the economy, in which the feudal elements may fetter the development
of the capitalist relations of production.



2. Theorists of the Superstructure: From Gramsci to Althusser And Beyond 51

in terms of the general theory of the capitalist mode of production which Marx
elaborated in Capital."

The distinction between the abstractly determined mode of production and its
laws, and the historical specificity of every conjunctural form in which the mode
of production exists, seems to offer the possibility to insist on the primacy of the
economic (if only in the last instance) while accounting for the obvious relevance
of the superstructure. The promise of structural Marxism was its alleged ability
to combine structural analysis with historical specificity, without lapsing into
empiricism. '®

Whether Althusser’s Marxism can fulfil this promise must surely depend on its
ability to specify the relation between theory and history in a way which lets the
conjunctural level throw light on the structural, and vice versa, and so to
“translate the determination of theoretical structures into the determination of
historical structures”.” Yet it is precisely here that structural Marxism breaks
down and issues into the most abstract speculation paired with the most
empiricist description.?’ It constructs the structural determinations purified “of
any contamination by the obviousness of empirical history”, while the
conjunctural level remains quite under-theorised.”’ The abstractions of the mode
of the production always remain abstract; they apply taxonomies derived from
structural theory to empirical reality, but cannot absorb this reality. The real,
concrete social formation, on the other hand, can only be understood in its
singularity. The problem is thus not so much that Althusser neglects history, but
that he neglects the relevance of history for social theory and vice versa.
Structural Marxism consequently offers to historical materialism only the sharp

“dualism between structure and history, absolute determinism and irreducible

contingency”.”

17 Althusser and Balibar 1970, 207. In that sense, then, Althusser can state that “the lonely
hour of the ‘last instance’ never comes”; ibid.

18 Thus Perry Anderson claims, against E.P. Thompson’s critique, that the concept of the

social formation is a not just a theoretical, but even a “historiographic advance”;
Anderson 1980, 68.

19 Comninel 1987, 83.

20 cf. Wood 1995a, 51.

21 Althusser and Balibar 1970, 105.

22 Wood 1995a, 51. It may be noted that complete determination and absolute contingency
are not necessarily all that different. The ability to taxonomically encompass this
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This dualism is at the heart of this approach’s inability to generate theories of
social change and transformation. In order to account for change, it has to assume
the existence, in a subordinate position, of the most developed mode of
production in the most primitive social formation. History is then the inexorable
rise to dominance of the capitalist mode of production. But even such
evolutionism must, for want of agency that is not by necessity reproductive of
existing arrangements, rely on the time-honoured Marxist (and liberal) conjuring
trick of the development of the forces of production.”® As soon as we turn from
the reproduction of an existing mode of production in a complex social
formation to the creation of a new society, structural Marxists have to promote
the ‘last’ instance; the economy in its basest form, technology, is now the
determining level. Althusserian Marxism only allows for description of social
complexity and social change, not for its explanation. Comninel therefore

concludes:

The inherent logical flaw of the articulation of modes of production framework is a function
of its ahistorical nature: modes of production can be elaborated in all their structuralist
particulars, but no process exists to link and bridge them. Locating the modes of production
in historically detailed social formations, complete with complex ‘articulations’, in no way
addresses what leads from one mode of production to the next.?*

2.2.2. Lost Between Theory and History: Nicos Poulantzas

While the further development of structural Marxism, especially in the work of
Poulantzas, cannot pretend to solve this inability to theorise structural change, it
may seem to offer the explanatory potentials at least for the analysis of
conjunctural transformations within capitalism. By allowing for the
transformative capacities of social classes within the limits of structural

determination, he is able to question the automaticity of capitalist reproduction

complex overdetermined whole may be an advance over the economy-determines-
everything type of ‘explanation’ of the orthodox Marxists; but the development of the
actual relations between different levels of a society is, as we have seen, only
understandable contingently; whatever happens will be ‘explainable’ by some complex
application of the law of overdetermination, and can thus be understood in terms of the
functionalist necessity of the changing articulation of the mode of production. Of course,
to be able to explain everything is very much akin to explaining nothing at all.
23 Comninel 1987, 87.
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which Althusser seems to take for granted.”’ For if the totality is decentred, if
political, economic, and ideological structures do not necessarily coincide in any
social formation, then producing a ‘fit’ between these structures becomes a
precondition for the reproduction of capitalism.

It is the function of the state to produce such a structural correspondence
which is able to sustain an economic structure. The state has to integrate the
whole by maintaining the ‘general interest’, which is, as this is a capitalist
society, the interest of the capitalist class. But Poulantzas adds a further
complication here: as the capitalist class is divided into different ‘fractions’, the
task of the state is thus to produce a ‘power bloc’ which defines what counts for
the general interest in a social formation.” Thus, different capitalist class
fractions have to struggle for hegemony and in the process may have to make
concessions to subordinate classes, in so far as they cannot simply disorganise
them with the help of the repressive and ideological state apparatuses.”’” The state
becomes reconstructed on the basis of the ‘general interest’ as constituted by a
specific power bloc; but the state, in order to be able to fulfil its integrative
function, also has to be an active party in the formation of a power bloc.”

For Poulantzas, the state is thus not external to class; it is a condensation of the
balance of class forces. The form of state is rooted in the relations between social
forces and their practice. Social practices thereby become divorced from the total
structural determination they expressed in Althusser’s work. Structure and

practice are different levels of the social whole. Yet the synthesis which

24 Comninel 1987, 88. Comninel goes on to question the notion that historical process can
be understood in terms of the progression of modes of production, especially if these are
limited to Marx’s five classical modes.

25 cf. Clarke 1991a, 86.
26 Clarke 1991b, 21.
27 Through the ‘power bloc’, dominant classes achieve hegemonic leadership of a

temporary but firm alliance of social forces which define the concrete forms in which the
state maintains the cohesion of society as a whole. In contrast to Althusser, who points
mainly to the repressive and indoctrinating aspects of the extended state, Poulantzas
argues that the consensual side of hegemony should not be underestimated.

28 In later works, especially, Poulantzas insists that the role of the state is not adequately
understood as a reflection of the general interest as constructed in civil society. The state
is an active structure which is the crucial active element in the creation of the power bloc
in a particular conjuncture: the “state itself is present in the generation of class power;
Poulantzas 1978, 45.
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Poulantzas offers is an uneasy one.” He leaves no doubt that he sees the
construction of power blocs as concrete expressions of the ‘relative autonomy’
that political and ideological spheres enjoy within the limits of the structure that
determines these social formations in the ‘last instance’.

On the whole, class struggle is therefore reduced to a secondary role in social
change. The reason why new hegemonies have to be constructed is still to be
found in the primary development of the various levels of a social formation. The
disarticulation of an existing hegemonic fit between structures, according to the
inherent logic of capitalist development itself, requires the rearticulation of those
levels which have to take on the newly emerging tasks regarding social
integration.’® The subject of history, in this approach, is still the structure, not any
class or power bloc. But if class struggle can only reproduce the mode of
production, then the possibility for structural transformation must be sought in
the contradictions within the structure of the mode of production itself. But here,
Poulantzas fails to specify any such inherent contradictions; these enter only at
the level of practice. Practice, however, as we have seen, can only produce
conjunctural changes in the articulation of the structural regions of a social
formation. Fundamental structural change, as in Althusser’s work, remains a

mystery, while conjunctural transformation remains a function of the structure.

The concept of ‘conjuncture’ expresses the limits of the possibilities open to the various
classes engaged in a particular conflict. In the last analysis, political practice in a particular
conjuncture determines how the structure will develop within limits which the structure itself
defines. In principle the conjuncture may describe the transformation of the structure as a
possibility defined by that structure.’’

The fundamental source of many of the antinomies of structural Marxism as
represented by both Althusser and Poulantzas is, as Simon Clarke suggests, its
ontological differentiation of material (economic) and social (political and
ideological) structures. While they reject the explanation of social development

in terms of the dialectic of the forces and relations of production, both accept the

29 In fact, as Jessop notes, Poulantzas emphasised each of these sides in different works,
swaying between voluntarism and reductionism; Jessop 1990a, 30.

30 cf. Bonefeld 1992, 95: “Class struggle played an important, but secondary role,
determining the development and the particular configuration of the structure of the state
in historically specific conjunctures. The systemic existence of the relatively
autonomous entities followed objectively given laws of development. The class struggle
was seen as subaltern to the structural configuration of capitalism”.
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equation of the productive forces and relations with the ‘economic base’, of
which the latter seem to constitute the defining element (but only, we have seen,
if we exclude questions of structural transformation).

What are these relations of production? As the ‘social’ moments of politics
and ideology have been externalised to ‘relatively autonomous’ regions, the
relations of production can be nothing more than “the technical relations
combining factors in material production”.” But class cannot be defined so
narrowly; it has to refer to property relations, which Poulantzas understands as
the social relations of production. And here, it must be noted, moments of other
structural regions intrude in any social formation in the concrete definitions of
ownership which determine the share of property of the surplus that accrues to
property owners. ‘Class’, understood as ‘social relations of production’, thus
comes to refer to the social relations of distribution.”® Production, in other words
1s a material, asocial practice/structure; the social element enters when we look
at who gets what: here ideological and political factors enter and the chances of
differently endowed classes to shape the economic region becomes relevant. If
we accept this proposition, then class as the operative factor concerning
distribution cannot, by definition, be relevant in the transformation from one
mode of production to another. Classes necessarily remain ‘supports’ of the

structure.

2.3. Althusser’s Rebel Sons: Regulation Theories between Structure and

Conjuncture

The structural distinction between material and social spheres of society, and
the attempt to integrate them as interacting levels of a complex totality, is a
characteristic not just of the work of Althusser and Poulantzas. It also pervades
the ‘post-structuralist Marxisms’ which seek to maintain the insights gained by
stressing the relative autonomy of the superstruetures while escaping structural

determinism. These approaches have given increasing importance to the

31 Clarke 1991a, 96.
32 Clarke 1991a, 81.
33 Clarke 1991a, 90.
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theorisation of the specific conjuncture; ‘social formations’ are thus promoted to
a certain autonomous ontological status. It is on this basis that the “‘rebel sons’
of Althusser”, the authors of the various ‘regulation theories’ which emerged
since the mid-1970s, have attempted to overcome the contradictions of structural
Marxism.**

As I will show in this section, the tension between instrumentalism and
functionalism cannot be resolved in this way. Those regulation theories which,
like Michel Aglietta and Alain Lipietz, retained the notion of a close link
between the structure and the conjuncture reproduced this tension within their
framework. Subsequent regulation theories have tended more and more to
dissolve the connection between the conjunctural constellation and the mode of
production.® The result is an increasing reliance on instrumentalist modes of
argumentation. On the basis of their implicit distinction between the ‘material’
process of production and the ‘social’ (i.e. ideological, cultural, political, etc.)
framework of production, these approaches have to rely on ‘social forces’ or
‘classes’ to impart to ‘the state’ and ‘the economy’ a particular social character.
The state and the economy are now abstractions, their institutional differentiation
no longer expressing a particular historical form of social organisation. Instead,
post-structuralist Marxists have to point to the instrumental agency of particular

social groups to ‘fill’ these categories with social content.

2.3.1. Transcending Althusser: Aglietta’s Rebellion
What distinguishes regulation approaches from structural Marxism is their

problematisation of the reproduction of capitalism. Jessop argues that

Emerging in part out of Althusserian structuralism, but intending to overcome the latter’s
assumption that structures somehow maintain themselves quasi-automatically without

34 Lipietz 1993, 98. Lipietz proclaims: “We ourselves are ‘regulationists’, in a way ‘rebel
sons’ of Althusser”, who have “interiorised what has been transcended”; ibid.
35 Jessop distinguishes four types of regulation theory (depending on whether their spatial

focus is national or international, and whether their substantial focus is on the economy
or on socialisation), and seven different regulation schools. Cox does not adhere to any
one of these ‘schools’; he adopts concepts, for his own purposes, from many of these
approaches, often altering their original content in the process. Perhaps it is this which
lets Jessop, rather comically, dump Cox together in one category with ‘regime theory’
(Keohane, Krasner); Jessop 1990b, 160-62.
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effective social agency and without significant transformations, regulation theorists replaced
the notion of ‘reproduction’ with that of ‘regllation’.36

The problematique of reproduction is, however, not actual.ly replaced, but
reformulated by that of regulation. The most influential of the regulation
approaches, French Regulation Theory in the original form developed by Aglietta
(and extended by Lipietz), thus poses the question how capitalism is reproduced
through different ‘modes of regulation’, given that capital itself undermines its
own reproduction. The main economic problem is the stabilisation of
accumulation. But French regulationists start not with capitalist accumulation in
general. Instead, they look at different historically developing ‘regimes of
accumulation’. A regime of accumulation can be defined as a particular macro-
economic equilibrium of production and consumption.”” Mass production, for
instance, becomes possible only at a certain moment in the history of capitalism,
when technology has developed sufficiently; but mass production requires mass
consumption. Such an equilibrium cannot be assumed as in neo-classical
economics; it has to be socially produced. A regime of accumulation, in other
words, requires a corresponding ‘mode of regulation’ which aligns the wage
relation, commodity relations, forms of monetary control (especially credit), and
the forms of state intervention with the requirements of stable accumulation.”
Together, the relation of mode of regulation and regime of accumulation can be
understood as forming historically concrete ‘modes of development’ of capitalist
societies.”

Althusser’s argument that the superstructural levels are in charge of securing

the stability of the whole is clearly present in this approach. Yet for the French

36 Jessop 1991, 71.

37 These regimes can be understood as the particular macroeconomic principles which
ensure the “fairly long-term stabilization of the allocation of social consumption and
accumulation”; Lipietz 1987, 14. According to Lipietz, this implies that the conditions
of production and the conditions of the reproduction of wage labour have to be brought
into correspondence; this depends on the articulation of capitalism with other modes of
production and reproduction (remnants of feudal forms of production, for instance, or
household relations) and on the articulation of a “national economic and social
formation” with the “outside world”; ibid.

38 Regulation does not solve the problems of capitalism; regulatory modes are

_ contradictory reactions to the problems generated by the contradictory foundations of
the mode of production itself. They are, as it were, temporary mobilisations of political
resources against the tendential laws of capitalism.

39 see Lipietz 1987 and Boyer 1990; cf. Becker 1989.
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regulationists, the reproduction of the whole can no longer be taken for granted.
That the structural conditions emerge which sustain the base is a not guaranteed.
The production of a structural correspondence which leads to a coherent mode of
development is, as Lipietz notes, a “chance discovery” of the class struggle. If a
new mode of development emerges, however, it must be understood as a
historically specific articulation of the laws of capitalism.* It reproduces a
“structural invariant”, i.e. the capital relation, which generates the pressures to
accumulate economically; but how accumulation takes place cannot be inferred
from the ‘logic of capitalism’. This logic, in other words, is subject to change
within capitalism, expressed by the structural forms in which the capitalist mode
of production exists in specific modes of development. These are, in turn, the

results of class struggle. Aglietta therefore concludes:

The study of capitalist regulation ... cannot be the investigation of abstract economic laws. It
is the study of the transformation of social relations as it creates new forms that are both
economic and non-economic, that are organized in structures and themselves reproduce a
determinant structure, the mode of production.“

These arguments imply a rather different understanding of the relationship
between theory and history from that prevalent in structural Marxism. It rejects
the opposition between theoretical and empirical realities. For the ‘mode of
development’ is a theorisation of the conjuncture, which accords historical
development an importance that goes beyond the variation of and deviation from
pure theory. If these ‘modes of development’ constitute “successive stages of
historical evolution” which manifest the fundamental laws of the overarching
mode of production in different ways, if consequently the transformation from
one mode of regulation to another “means rupture, qualitative change”, then
history becomes inseparable and indispensable for theory.* Such an approach, as

Aglietta concludes, requires concepts which

40 Hiibner 1990, 128-133. Hiibner contrasts the structuralist concept of articulation with
the post-structuralist one of regulation theory: “While this construct serves structural
Marxism to differentiate between social formations in which the capitalist mode of
production may be more or less dominant ..., regulation theory uses it to expose the
combination of different structures within a given capitalist formation”; Hiibner 1990,
127 (my translation).

41 Aglietta 1987, 16.

42 Aglietta 1987, 20 and 12.
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are transformed by the characteristic interplay which constitutes the passage from the
abstract to the concrete and enables the concrete to be absorbed within theory. Theory, for
its part, is never final and complete, it is always in the process of development.43

The concepts developed by French regulation theorists mediate between theory
and history, rather than oppose one to the other. The static character of structural
Marxism seems indeed to have been overcome without falling into economistic
arguments about social change.

It is thus rather surprising if social theorists as sympathetic to this conceptual
framework as David Harvey claim that, “within the regulation school, [there is]
little or no attempt to provide any detailed understanding of the mechanisms and
logics of transitions”.* This incapacity comes down to the unresolved
relationship between structural necessity and contingency, which in this approach
has to be understood in terms of the requirements of accumulation and the
vagaries of class struggle, respectively.

We have seen that the emergence of a mode of regulation corresponding to a
regime of accumulation is a functional necessity for the reproduction of the
capitalist mode of production. Regulation theorists are happy to admit to this
functionalist argument which they regard as salvaged by their insistence that the
emergence of a fitting mode of regulation is no necessity. But this ‘restrained
functionalism’ takes as given the emergence of the regime of accumulation itself.
It is the exhaustion of prevailing forms of production and accumulation which
makes the emergence of a new regime of accumulation, based on more
productive technologies and work organisation, and of a new mode of regulation
necessary. The latter provides the adaptation of individual behaviour to the
emerging accumulation regime, which thus appears as an ‘independent variable’.

The structural Marxist distinction between the material (or economic) and the
social dimensions of society is reproduced in the analytical distinction between
regime of accumulation and mode of regulation. It leads, here, to a similar de
facto economism or even techno-determinism, as economic change is first
reduced to its ‘rﬁaterial’ aspect before it is related back to the social levels of the

system by emphasising the social framework which makes a regime of

43 Aglietta 1987, 15.
44 Harvey 1990, 179.
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accumulation viable. The emergence of a ‘fit” between the material and the social
is, as we have seen, a question of the results of class struggles. Just why these
theoretically indeterminate class struggles have led, historically, to a succession
of different modes of development in which such fits were successfully generated
remains open to question. Put differently, why is it that the autonomous state
ends up fulfilling the functional requirements of capitalist accumulation in a
partiéular stage of development? Arguably, those regulation theorists who posit
the reproduction, in each specific period, of a ‘structural invariant’ which makes
all these periods equally (if differently) capitalist, can only avoid overt
functionalism by assuming that class struggles are necessarily reproductive of
capitalism. But functionalism remains implicit in the shift of the problematique

from reproduction to regulation.*

2.3.2. Hegemonic Projects

Structural Marxism was incapable of explaining the structural transitions
between modes of production. Aglietta does not even attempt to tackle this
question. Rather, his aim is to produce a dynamic account of capitalist
development which recognises the ruptures between different forms of this mode
of production. It seems that he has little more to offer with respect to the
transformations between capitalist modes of development than Althusser had on
structural transition. Other regulationist approaches have, often in recognition of
these limits, striven to reduce the functionalist element by expanding the role
they accord to class agency. Whereas Aglietta understood the problem of social
reproduction mainly in economic terms, with other levels coming in to support
accumulation, these ‘societal’ approaches grasp this problem in terms of the
reproduction of society as a differentiated whole with possibilities for crisis not

restricted to accumulation (political, legitimation).

45 Cf. Becker 1989, 240-243. On the issue of the functionalist relation between regime of
accumulation and mode of regulation, see Robles 1994, 77. Robles also notes that
regulation theory’s emphasis on class struggle has the character of a “ritualistic
affirmation”; ibid., 78.
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These dimensions are captured by developing the ‘Gramscian theme’ of
hegemony which we have already seen in its Poulantzian incarnation.*
Poulantzas’s idea that a structural fit between the moments of a totality may be
produced by the hegemony of a particular class fraction which was able to
universalise its interests becomes reformulated in a way which also leads beyond
Aglietta’s understanding of the relationship between accumulation and
regulation. For now we can see the struggle for hegemony not only (and against
Poulantzas) as a struggle about the mode of regulation; we can also understand it
(against Aglietta) in terms of the pursuit of different ‘accumulation strategies’."’
Different ‘hegemonic projects’ correspond to a number of possible regimes of
accumulation at any conjuncture, so that the emergence of a accumulation regime
is no longer an objective given. Which accumulation strategy emerges as the
dominant depends on the ability of the related hegemonic projects to integrate an
‘hegemonic bloc’. On the basis of such a ‘hegemonic bloc’ of social forces, it is
possible to conceive of the correspondence between a regime of accumulation
and a mode of regulation as a ‘historic bloc’, i.e. a “historically constituted and
socially reproduced structural correspondence between the economic base and
the political ideological superstructures of a social formation”.**

But with these approaches, the economic focus typical of French regulation
theory is by no means overcome; nor is its functionalist tendency extirpated. In
the work of Joachim Hirsch, for instance, there is a curious mix of
instrumentalist and functionalist elements. For Hirsch, the mode of regulation
favoured by the hegemonic fraction is still simply an “expression of the material,
socio-economic structure of society”.* The concrete historical content of the
material structure is the result of class struggles (through accumulation

strategies). But who are the struggling classes? The focus seems to be on the

46 Indeed, whereas Parisian regulation theory may be seen as a development mainly of
Althusser’s Marxism, the ‘societal’ approaches to regulation take their cue from
Poulantzas. There are, obviously, many intersections. It should also be noted that
references to Gramsci, hegemony, and historic blocs are not absent from the work of
Aglietta and Lipietz; they hardly constitute a developed theory, however, and remain of
little importance in their actual studies of historical development.

47 the most important proponents of this strategy are Jessop 1990a; Hirsch 1995a and
1995b; van der Pijl 1984 and 1998.

48 Jessop 1990b, 179.

49 Haéusler and Hirsch 1987, 654 (my translation).
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different class fractions of the ruling class, not on the struggle between capital
and labour. As with most other structuralist and post-structuralist Marxist
approaches (and in direct contrast to their role in the work of Gramsci), the
fractions of the working class are mainly seen as supports of different dominant
fractions. In this sense, it is appropriate that Hirsch talks about class strategy, not

class agency. Indeed, he admonishes:

the concept of ‘strategy’ must not be misunderstood as implying a theory of agency: the

implementation of an accumulation, and hegemonic, structure is always the result of

structurally determined and contradictory class and group action, and thus a ‘process without
. .50

a subject’.

Class struggle has, again, a rather limited role to play; and again there is no
perspective for a conception of the reproduction of capitalism which would
understand its dynamic as influenced by the potential of classes to disrupt the
reproduction of capital. Structuralism and voluntarism still stand side by side
without being reconciled.

However, the spectre of functionalism is finally overcome by the ‘social
structure of accumulation’ approach (SSA) which argues that accumulation is
only possible if the “general economic and social environment” provides
“relative stability” and thus acts as an integrated ‘social structure of
accumulation’ encompassing different institutions.”’ The specific institutional
structure reflects the balance of class power. This balance is, in turn, reproduced
by the differential benefits which the market yields to dominant and subordinate
classes through the influence which the social structure of accumulation has on
prices. As there is no equivalent to the ‘regime of accumulation’, temporary
crises are seen as the expression of social rather than economic contradictions.
But these social contradictions are not an expression of the contradictions

inherent in the capital relation, but result from changes in the balance between

50 Hirsch 1991, 13.

51 Gordon 1980, 12. The ‘social structure of accumulation’ corresponds roughly to the
‘mode of regulation’ in Aglietta’s approach and is the form in which the contradictions
internal to capitalism (struggles between capital and labour and competition between
capitalists) become temporarily fixed in a set of mutually sustaining institutions which
facilitate accumulation.
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classes which determine the relations of distribution prevailing between them.”
Economic crises are consequences of social crises, as they lead to crises of
profitability.”® A new structure of accumulation may emerge through class
struggles which are, however, conditioned by the existing, but decaying,
institutional structure, with a particularly important role for the state which is the
crucial mediating institution between classes and relations of distributipn.

What gets lost in conceptual terms in this approach with its emphasis on class
struggle is precisely that which has been overemphasised in French and German
regulation theories: the structural forms in which capitalism exists. ** The
functionalism of the latter is overcome, but it reduces social struggles to pure
power struggles, resulting in an impoverished conflict sociology, which abstracts
from the specific capitalist character of these struggles and of the institutional
forms within which they take place. The capitalist nature of the institutions
within which this struggle takes place becomes a contingent aspect, theory is

reduced to ‘middle-range’ considerations.”” This may be part of the appeal of

52 Hirsch 1991, 13; as Hirsch notes, this explanation mirrors in curious ways the
explanation of neo-liberal economists of the world-economic crisis of the 1970s and
1980s.

53 Jessop 1990b, 182-83. Where French regulation theories typically point to the

exhaustion of the potentials of a regime of accumulation in their explanation of crisis, in
the SSA approach it is the profit-squeeze through increasing demands by the working
classes and the growing costs of political forms of stabilisation.

54 A similar development, however, is visible in recent Parisian regulation theory,
especially in the work of Robert Boyer. Boyer moves beyond Aglietta’s value-
theoretical starting point, which focused on the different forms of the institutionalisation
of the law of value and thus the different historical expressions of the economic laws
characteristic of capitalism. Boyer argues, by contrast, that what exists are multiple
capitalisms which cannot be understood by reference, even if historically broken, to the
law of value. Still, it is crucial to notice that all regulation theories hold fast to the notion
of capitalism as a particular structure of accumulation. What Boyer’s move implies is a
substitution of Aglietta’s abstract concepts, which were to be enriched in the move from
the abstract to the historical concrete which tries to understand the structural forms of a
mode of development as the living forms in which capitalism and its laws exist
historically. Instead, in the price-theoretic variants of regulation theory, the institutional
forms themselves become emphasised. Different institutions characterise different
capitalisms; Boyer 1990. What gets lost in this move is a clear conceptualisation of the
relationship between the constant and variable elements of the socio-economic system
called capitalism; cf. Hiibner 1990, 212. The capitalist character of the institutional
structure takes second place behind the determination of the functional or historical
relations between the institutions of a ‘social formation’. The reproduction of the
‘structural invariant’ over the span of various modes of development thereby becomes a
secondary, almost incidental aspect of social change.

55 On the complex and problematic relationship between structural and institutional forms
in French regulation theories, especially in the work of Aglietta and Boyer, compare
Robles 1994, 78-80.
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such approaches, but it comes with certain drawbacks: by assuming capitalism
and its reproduction while focusing on the concrete institutional forms of
capitalist development, capitalism as a historical phenomenon is rendered into a
background condition whose historical specificity is no longer theorised.
Concluding this survey of post-structural Marxism, we can see that the
attempts to resolve the tensions between functionalism and instrumentalism,
which appeared as soon as Marxist theorists began to move from the ‘mode of
production’ to the ‘social formation’, did not lead to satisfactory solutions. As
long as these theorists tried to make a theoretical link between these two levels of
abstraction, the tension remained.”® If they avoided such a linkage, it led to
structural-functionalism (as in Althusser’s original formulation), or to
instrumentalism and voluntarism (in the Social Structure of Accumulation
approach). But each of these ‘solutions’ entails not only a one-sided
understanding of structure and agency, but also a divorce between the abstract
and the concrete. Ultimately, the ‘conjuncture’ becomes independent of the mode
of production and replaces this concept as the basis for historicisation. The
conjuncture itself becomes the historical ‘unit of analysis’, as in Robert W. Cox’s
‘neo-Gramscian’ International Political Economy. Cox, in effect, takes the
trajectory of ‘immanent revolt’ to its logical conclusion, while remaining, as I

will argue in the next chapter, a true ‘rebel grand-son’ of Althusser.

56 But even this attempt remains problematic. Brenner and Glick conclude their historical
critique of Aglietta by noting: “The general weakness of Regulation Theory, paradoxical
though this may seem, is its failure to take adequately into account the broader system of
capitalist social-property relations that form the backdrop to their succession of
institutionally defined phases”; Brenner and Glick 1991, 105.



3. HISTORICAL STRUCTURES OF
CAPITALISM: NEO-GRAMSCIAN IPE

3.1. The Althusserian Detour

‘Neo-Gramscian’ theory began to flourish in IR/IPE just when it lost its sway
among social theorists. The contribution it made to the methodological and
substantive reorientation of the discipline cannot be overestimated. In particular,
Robert Cox’s ground-breaking articles of the early 1980s have retained all the
force which enabled them to challenge the ahistorical and positivist dogmas of IR
so successfully; more than any other contribution, they provided the openings
which allow critical theories of IR and IPE (including this thesis) to flourish on
the barren grounds left by Morgenthau and his successors. While Cox’s work is
influenced by many other theorists, among them Karl Polanyi and Fernand
Braudel, the central role of his Gramscian conceptualisation of hegemony to his
overall approach is quite obvious.! What is less obvious is the Althusserian
lineage which continues to shape it. Cox himself adamantly distinguishes his

historicist approach from structuralist versions of Marxism

There is a Marxism which reasons historically and seeks to explain, as well as to promote,
changes in social relations; there is also a Marxism, designed as a framework for the analysis
of the capitalist state and society, which turns its back on historical knowledge in favor of a
more static and abstract conceptualization of the mode of production.2

Embracing the former (‘historical materialism’), Cox rejects the essentialism,
scientism, and functionalism of Althusser and Poulantzas. Their focus on the
structure of the capitalist mode of production, he argues, makes it impossible to
see the always concrete and historically constructed nature of society, in which
human nature and social structure are transformed by the agency of ‘social
forces’ on the basis of existing social relations. This interplay of structure and

agency, Cox argues, can best be conceptualised in a ‘historical structure

1 The influence of Polanyi and Braudel is also strong in many regulation theories; cf. Hirst
and Zeitlin 1991, 18; Hirsch 1993, 197.
2 Cox 1996b, 97.



3. Historical Structures of Capitalism: Neo-Gramscian IPE 66

approach’ that conceptually captures historical change and allows for the
identification of structural contradictions and potentials for collective
transformative action. The structuralist legacy which sees social actors as mere
supports of structures has, here, finally been overcome. No longer is the
importance of class agency reduced to the determination of the concrete forms in
which structural necessities deriving from the mode of production would be
expressed historically in the appropriate political and ideological structural
forms. Social forces are no longer seen as inevitably reproductive of an
underlying essence. The problematic of social change is thus redefined and
radicalised.

Yet if Cox goes further than most other post-structuralist Marxists to recover
the historicist and subjectivist side of Gramsci, his work may nevertheless be
best understood as a further step in the trajectory of historical materialist
theorising that we have followed in the preceding chapter. This trajectory is
marked by the reaction against structural-functionalism. I have tried to show that
as long as the ‘economic base’ is taken to be a ‘material’, ‘asocial’ realm which
gains its historically concrete political, ideological, cultural and social content
only through its interaction with (or constitution by) these wvarious
‘superstructures’, this reaction predictably takes the form of an increasing
dissolution of the conceptual link between the ‘mode of production’ and the
‘conjuncture’. In this sense, Cox’s neo-Gramscian approach can be understood as
the most radical negation of Althusser’s original starting point (and therefore as
part of a continuum which has Althusser as one pole and Cox as the other),
which yet remains tied to it by its acceptance of the material/social distinction.

In spite of the welter of concepts which Cox appropriates from Althusser and
Poulantzas,’ as well as from their rebel sons and fellow grandsons (especially the
SSA theorists), the argument of this section is definitely rot that Cox is a

representative of structural Marxism.* What I hope to show in this chapter is that

3 Among these concepts is the ‘mode of development’, the distinction between
‘synchronic and diachronic’ readings of structures, and the ‘social relations of
“production’ (which in Cox’s work assumes a deeper ontological status in his taxonomy
of ‘modes of social relations of production’); Cox 1987, 1, 6, 11-15, 129, 406 (fn. 7).

4 Girtner 1993, without much ado, brands Cox’s approach ‘Poulantzian’; but the obvious
similarities between Cox and Poulantzas are superficial, as similar concepts assume a
different role and meaning in Cox’s work.
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some of the limits of Cox’s reconstruction of historical materialism, especially its
instrumentalist tendencies, are a product of the problematic foundations it

inherited from Althusser’s appropriation of the Gramscian legacy.

3.2. Social Forces and Hegemonic Practices

Cox rejects those theories that seek to periodise history on the basis of the
concept of the mode of production. Instead, capitalism should be seen as a
particular ‘mode of development’, which is defined not by a particular relation of
production (the ‘capital relation’), or by even by private property, but instead
refers to economies in which “reinvestment is geared to profit-maximisation in a

93 5

market context”.” Understood as a mode of development rather than production,

capitalism can be seen to entail very different production relations:

the capitalist mode of development has spawned several distinctive modes of social relations
of production. To bracket these all together as a single capitalist mode of production
confuses things that are significantly distinct.®

But actual capitalist societies will not be organised economically by just one
‘mode of social relations of production’. The Althusserian notions of articulation
and overdetermination are clearly present when Cox goes on to suggest that
concrete capitalist societies will combine ‘modes of social relations of
production’ in different ways and will also incorporate modes of social relations
of production which have emerged in other (non-capitalist) modes of
development.” Each of these modes can be analysed ideal-typically on its own
terms, each with their respective social relations of production, and then be
regarded in its real historical relations with others.® Ultimately, Cox argues, these

real historical relations can be analysed not just at the level of individual states,

5 Cox 1987, 407 (fn. 7).

6 Cox 1987, 406 (fn. 7).

7 André Drainville correctly notes that the way in which Cox sees the construction of
neoliberalism is reminiscent of Althusser’s concept of overdetermination; Drainville
1994, 114.

8 According to Cox, twelve distinct modes of social relations of production are still

present in the contemporary world economy; they give rise to the following social
production relations: subsistence, peasant-lord, primitive labour market, household, self-
employment, enterprise labour market, bipartism, enterprise corporatism, tripartism,
state corporatism, communal, and central planning; Cox 1987, 32. Those modes
highlighted are generated by the capitalist mode of development
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but also as integrated globally: “The social map of the world can be plotted as a
hierarchy of interconnected modes of social relations of production”.’

How are these hierarchical relationships constructed historically? According to
Cox, it is the “social context of production”, shaped decisively by the state,
which determines what is produced and how.' This social context will also
determine the patterns of relations between the modes of social relations of

production. For Cox, the

hierarchy established among types of production relations (which ... is one of the tasks
undertaken by the state) constitutes a structure of accumulation. The extraction of surplus
flows from the subordinate and weaker levels of production to the dominant or stronger.”

The ‘structure of accumulation’ refers, in Cox’s categorial framework, to the way
in which surplus is distributed, rather than to the form of its creation.”
Accumulation has to be distinguished analytically from production in order to
avoid ahistorical abstractions.

How the economy is structured is thus not to be derived from certain qualities
inherent in production in general, or even capitalist production more specifically.
While Cox accepts the theoretical centrality of production for the understanding
of societies, he argues that no economic determinism can be inferred from this
proposition. Production has a “certain logical precedence”, but not a historical
primacy over the state and civil society. Indeed, it is the organisation of political
power rather than the development of production that constitutes the dynamic

element of social life."” Yet the heuristic focus must be on the ways in which

9 Cox 1989, 40.

10 Cox 1987, 11 and 17ff. Indeed, Cox argues that “the principal structures of production
have been, if not actually created by the state, at least encouraged and sustained by the
state. ... In historical time, production has been more shaped by the state than shaping of
it”; Cox 1987, 5.

11 Cox 1987, 5. Similar to the SSA approach, Cox’s structure of accumulation denotes the
“social and political power context of production”, which determines who gets what of
the surplus product. Curiously, the concept of the social structure of accumulation is not
developed to a comparable standard as in the SSA approach. In particular, the intricate
institutional set-up which SSA theorists analyse in order to show precisely how the
economy is socio-politically regulated, is underdeveloped in Cox’s work. It is as if
hegemony leads directly to an efficient functioning of a new structure of accumulation.

12 International hegemony is thus always to be seen as a structuring of the relations
between various forms of production which privilege some more than others, and as
these forms of production are not equally distributed in space they have differential
consequences for people not only according to their social position but also to their
geographical location in a given world order.

13 Cox 1987, 5 and 399.
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political power is used to organise the economy. Politics, for Cox, is not the
abstract pursuit of power for its own sake; it is the politics of production which is
at the centre of his theory. The relationship between power and production is
reciprocal: Production “generates the capacity to exercise power, but power
determines the manner in which production takes place”."

For Cox, it is the ‘social context’ of the global structure of accumulation which
serves as the basis for periodising history. This social context can be represented
as a nexus of three structures: social forces, state/society complexes, and world
orders. Each of these structures, which Cox understands as “persistent social
practices” can in turn be thought of as constituted by an interrelated set of ideas,
institutions and material capabilities. But social practices, unlike in Althusser’s
structuralist theory, are not necessarily reproductive of the structure; structures
condition and shape, but do not determine practices. Social actors, therefore, are
no mere ‘supports’ of structures, they are conscious and purposive agents, whose
identities, ideas and capacities cannot, however, be grasped on the basis of
methodological individualism.

Predictably, Cox’s approach has been reproached, from a Marxist perspective,
for falling into “Weberian indeterminacy”.”® According to Peter Burnham, the
relations between various structures, the ‘spheres’ of politics and economics in
particular, appéar in neo-Gramscian IPE as contingent and mechanic, i.e. as
externally related parts of an empirical whole with no underlying unity. Yet Cox
does not accept the crucial Weberian notion that the spheres or structures of
society are autonomous, operating according to immanent principles, yet
combining to generate specific historical processes. How the economy and the
polity relate to each other, for instance, is determined by the conscious agency of
social forces:

In periods of fundamental changes in global and national structures, the conventional

separations of politics, economics, and society become inadequate for the understanding of
change. ... Fundamental changes have to be grasped as a whole. This whole is the

14 Cox 1987, 1.

15 Burnham 1991, 77. Ironically, Cox has also been attacked, from a Weberian
perspective, as an orthodox, class-reductionist Marxist; cf. Hobson 1998b, 356-57. The
Weberian aspects of Cox’s work have been subjected to incisive scrutiny by Mittelman,
who highlights especially the limitations of the ideal-type for a critical theory of
international transformation, and of the individualistic foundations of Weber’s approach;
Mittelman 1998, 82ff.
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configuration of social forces, its economic basis, its ideological expression, and its form of
political authority as an interactive whole. Antonio Gramsci called this the blocco storico or

historic bloc.'®

The structures of society do not possess distinct logics which derive from the
‘nature’ of the economy or the timeless laws of international politics. The state is
not conceptualised as an irreducible unit which acts on the basis of some inherent
raison d’état; nor can it be reduced to either the ‘logic of anarchy’ or the ‘logic
of capital’. The state is a historically changing structure with specific functions
and aims, which are inscribed into the state by those social forces which have
managed to universalise their particular social purposes and to present them as
the ‘common sense’ of their epoch."”

It is in ‘civil society’ that social classes become conscious of their aims and

interests, and in which they struggle for hegemony. It is here, that they create
(often shaped by the state itself), a new historic bloc of social forces, which
redefines the “limits of the possible” for the state, other social forces, and
.individuals. The ‘historic bloc’ thus constitutes the “structure of structures”,
through which the ‘structure of accumulation and the ‘form of state’ are
integrated in a mutually reinforcing way, and linked to the political and economic
structures of world order.'® At this point, Cox makes his most important
contribution to post-structuralist historical materialism. Whereas the French
regulation theorists have, by and large, taken the national state to be the locus of
economic regulation, and the national economy to be the relevant object of
regulation, Cox attempts to show that national economies are integrated into
larger, international structures of accumulation constituted by international
hegemonic practices. "’

But how do we conceptualise the political constitution and regulation of the

world market in an international system where there is no uncontested authority

16 Cox 1993b, 259.

17 Cox 1996b, 105-107. The social institutions and the ideologies of an epoch “will be
universal in form, i.e., they will not appear as those of a particular class, and will give
some satisfaction to the subordinate groups while not undermining the leadership or vital
interests of the hegemonic class”; Cox 1993a, 58.

18 Cox 1987, 395.

19 For French regulationist attempts to include international dimensions of accumulation
and regulation, compare the rather neglected work of Jacques Mistral, especially Mistral
1986; also Lipietz 1987. For an excellent overview of the different strands of regulation
theory, see Robles 1994.
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to impose such regulations? For Cox, international hegemony is not simply based
on the pre-dominance of a particular state. To begin with, he insists that
international hegemony is always premised upon aspects of consensus and
ideological incorporation, through which the particular national interests of the
hegemonic state assumes some degree of universality. Moreover, international
hegemony has its roots in the domestic ‘historic bloc’ of the hegemonic state: it
is the “outward expansion of the internal (national) hegemony established by a
dominant social class”.” Hegemonic practices will thus reflect not simply a
desire for imperial aggrandisement, but are to be related to the social purposes of
the ‘historic bloc’. In this sense, hegemony has always to be conceived of as
hegemony for a specific project of capitalist accumulation which reflects the
balance of powers between classes domestically, and between states as well as

transnational classes internationally. According to Cox,

Hegemony at the international level is ... not merely an order among states. It is an order
within a world economy with a dominant mode of production, which penetrates into all
countries and links into other subordinate modes of production. It is also a complex of
international social relationships which connect the social classes of the different countries.
World hegemony is describable as a social structure, an economic structure, and a political
structure; and it cannot be simply one of these things but must be all three. World hegemony,
furthermore, is expressed in universal norms, institutions and mechanisms which lay down
general rules of behaviour for states and for those forces of civil society that act across
national boundaries - rules which support the dominant mode of production.”

With this perspective, Cox effectively subverts the orthodox agenda of IR/IPE,
in which hegemonic states appear as facilitators of cooperation between
sovereign states. The point of reference for Cox’s theory of international
hegemony is no longer the problem of cooperation under conditions of anarchy,
but the hierarchal relations in the world market and the interstate system,
constituted through the internationalisation of a specific historic bloc. It is at the
level of world order that Cox finally attempts to periodise world history as a
succession of ‘historical structures’, each institutionalising different ordering
principles and each constituting a ‘framework for action’ with different

implications for the patterns of conflict and cooperation between individuals,

20 Cox 1993a, 61. The application of the concept of hegemony to the international realm is
questioned by Germain and Kenny, who argue that a Gramscian theory of hegemony
would presuppose both a global civil society and a ‘global political society’ i.e. some
international form of state; Germain and Kenny 1998, 14-17.

21 Cox 1993a, 61-62.
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classes and states. Different historical structures also constituted the world
economy in very different ways, which yielded benefits mainly to the hegemonic

state/society complex and its co-opted social and political allies.

3.3. Regaining Historical Specificity: The Concreteness of Capitalism

The publication of Robert Cox’s seminal 1981 article, which outlined his
‘historical structure’ approach, not only highlighted power relations beyond the
state (without neglecting the domestic and international agency of states), it also
put the problem of international transformation firmly on the agenda of IR/IPE.*
Yet in certain respects, the greater sensitivity to structural transformation, which
Cox achieves by emphasising the ruptures between ‘historic blocs’, also entails a
narrowing of the questions that a critical social theory of IR/IPE would have to
pose in order to historicise international relations. For Cox, it is the great
advantage of his approach that it does not start from ‘abstract’ categories like
capitalism or modernity. Against John Ruggie’s emphasis on the transition from
the middle ages to modernity, he insists on the need for greater historic

specificity:

For Fernand Braudel, a historical structure is the longue durée, the enduring practices
evolved by people for dealing with the recurrent necessities of social and political life and
which come by them to be regarded as fixed attributes of human nature and social
intercourse. But, particularly with regard to the world system, how long is the longue durée?
Ruggie pointed to the breaking point between medieval and modern world orders, but have
there been other breaking points since then? What is the proper periodization of world
orders? I am inclined to answer yes, there have been further breaking points, and to suggest a
succession of mercantilist, liberal (pax Britannica), neo-imperialist, and neo-liberal (pax
Americana) orders.”

But are these ‘breaking points’ between historical structures of the same nature
as the rupture between the Middle Ages and modernity (or, in a Marxist
perspective, between feudalism and capitalism)? Cox himself indicates that these
historical structures are different forms of the capitalist ‘mode of development’.

If this is the case, then it would seem imperative to conceptualise the

22 Cox 1996b was first published in Millennium: Journal of International Studies, Vol. 10,
No. 2, 1981, 126-155.
23 Cox 1996c¢, 55; cf. Ruggie 1983a and 1993.
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fundamental institutions and dynamics of capitalism beyond their periodical
variation in historical structures.

The importance of this problem becomes obvious when we consider the neo-
Gramscian interpretation of current processes of globalisation as leading from a
Westphalian to a post-Westphalian system, and thus to a world order no longer
based on sovereignty.” The implication is that the institution of sovereignty
extends over all the historical structures of the capitalist mode of development at
least up to the period of hyper-liberal globalisation. Moreover, sovereignty is not
a transhistorical background condition, but a socio-spatial form of organising
political authority that is clearly of historical origin. But in this case, we cannot
limit ourselves to analysing the changing functions of states in the context of
different historical structures. The historicisation of the sovereign state cannot be
fully achieved by showing how the interests and functions have been constituted
by changing hegemonic blocs; if we think of social institutions as ‘petrified
practices’, then we also have to excavate the social practices and relations which
underlie and sustain sovereign statehood as such. Put differently, it is insufficient
to distinguish between different forms of state; we have to theorise and
historicise the state form, too.

Precisely because Cox posits the transcendence, rather than just the re-
articulation of sovereign statechood and the Westphalian state system, we have to
conceptualise the fundamental institutions of capitalist modernity as historical
institutions. In this sense, Cox refusal to locate the transition to modernity and
the transformation between historical structures on two different levels of
abstraction, obscures the fundamental historicity of sovereignty, as well as of
capitalism or modernity more generally, even while contributing to their
concretisation. Simon Bromley points out the self-limiting implications of this

approach for the development of a critical social theory of IR/IPE:

the neo-Gramscians have singularly failed to develop a theoretical, as opposed to a
descriptive, specification of the principal structures of the international system. For no
amount of discussion of such themes as ‘hegemony’, ‘historic blocs’ and ‘transnational

capital’ adds up to a theory of the modern states system or of the world market.”’

24 Cox 1992, 142-44.
25 Bromley 1995, 232; cf. Boyle 1994.
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Does that imply that we have to return to the iron laws of capitalism and
conceptualise capital as an essence which imposes itself on society? On the
contrary: what is necessary is an extension of Cox’s concept of the historical
structure to capitalism itself. If capitalism is, as Cox argues, “driven by the
opportunities for realizing profits in the market”, then we have to ask how the
general ‘framework for action’, which makes it possible for the pursuit of market
opportunities to hold sway, is socially constituted. For it seems that it is this
framework for capitalist action which allows a capitalist rationality to emerge;
which makes people seek profits through sales in the market (rather than through
investments in the means of coercion which in pre-capitalist societies offered
much more effective and lucrative access to wealth); and, finally, which allows
money to expand its value in the process of production and circulation. In other
words, Cox’s understanding of capitalism as a mode of development, in which
considerations of profitability determine investments, begs the question what
kind of social relationship constitutes the political and economic framework
which makes the capitalist market possible, and which leads individuals to
pursue profits by investing in the means of production.”®

The theoretical consequence is that the emergence of capitalism or modemity
has itself to become the crucial point of reference for our attempt to historicise
the international system, and capitalist modernity more generally.”” Moreover, in
conceptualising the transformations of historical structures within the capitalist
mode of development, we have to explicitly theorise the relationship between the
‘framework for action’ which constitutes capitalist accumulation as a historical
possibility and tendency, and the concrete ‘historical structures’ which link

particular structures of accumulation to particular forms of state through the

26 Cf. Cox 1989, 40: “In capitalist development, investment and output are determined by
anticipations of what the market will make profitable. In redistributive development,
these decisions are determined by politically authoritative redistributors according to
political criteria and priorities. The accumulation processes in each of these two modes
of development in practice work through distinct yet changing clusters of production-
relation modes”.

27 Cox does in fact provide an account of the transition from feudalism to capitalism as a
gradual build-up of capitalist elements taking place between the twelfth and nineteenth
centuries; Cox 1987, S1. Yet this account is heavily teleological and relies on the
orthodox pluralist model of economic expansion and political consolidation, (with each
process reinforcing the other), and the odd ‘bourgeois revolution’ thrown in for good
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agency of social forces. But this would once again raise the whole set of
problems regarding functionalism which the regulation theorists, who pursue just
this project, were unable to overcome.”®

Cox is only able to avoid this problem because he severs the link between
capitalism and its ‘social formations’ or ‘conjunctures’; in this way, the
conjuncture itself becomes the ‘historical structure’. He has not developed a
conceptual vocabulary which allows us to understand historic blocs as forms in
which capitalism becomes concretised or instantiated. Cox refers to Braudel’s
distinction of the historical times of the longue durée, the conjuncture, and the
event. Situating the historic bloc on the level of the longue durée, he begs the
question as to which historical time then refers to capitalism (or modernity). This
raises the problem of the appropriateness of Cox’s understanding of historical
times. For Braudel, the longue durée is the time-span which encompasses the
life-span of civilisations, those tectonic movements in cultural and material life
which last centuries. This is the “infrastructure” of society: “All the stages, the
thousands of stages, all the thousand explosions of historical time can be
understood on the basis of these depths, this semistillness”.”’

But is this the same historical time which Cox’s historical structures capture?
None of the periods of historical development which he develops last more than
a few generations, belonging to that level which Braudel seems to exclude

categorically from the “time of societies” — and thus from social science proper -

measure which made sure that political impediments to further capital accumulation
would be overcome were necessary; Cox 1987, 117-18.

28 This problem is present, it will be remembered, in the work of Joachim Hirsch. His
critique of the price-theoretic variants of regulation theory is nevertheless poignant and
to some extent applicable to Cox, too: “If the statement that ‘every society has its own
crisis and conjunctures’ (Boyer) is to be taken seriously, and yet the construction of a
reasonably stringent relationship between general capitalist structural and developmental
determinations on the one hand, and the historical formations with their transformation
processes on the other, remains elusive, then theory of history, indeed, is replaced by
historical description. Then, room remains, at best, for spatially and temporally limited
middle-range theories”; Hirsch 1990, 29 (my translation).

29 Braudel 1980, 33. Indeed, for Braudel the longue durée is all but beyond history, not
itself a historical timeframe at all; it underlies and is only marginally affected by history;
compare p. 75: the “longue durée is the endless, inexhaustible history of structures and
group of structures. ... This great structure travels through vast tracts of time without
changing; if it deteriorates during the long journey, it simply restores itself as it goes
along and regains its health, and in the final analysis its characteristics alter only very
slowly”.
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as “belonging to the time of man, of our own brief, transient lives”.”’ Even
allowing for the historicity of time-spans themselves, it is hardly conceivable
how, for instance, the three decades of the Pax Americana can be described in
terms of Braudel’s concept of the longue durée. Cox’s historical structures
would be much better located at Braudel’s conjunctural level of cycles and
rthythms not quite as slow as those of the longue durée.”

The problem here is not really Cox’s questionable adoption of Braudel’s
concepts. After all, there are good reasons to depart from Braudel’s particular
conceptualisation of different historical times: it exhibits a structuralist form of
argumentation which completely reduces individuals and social groups to
structural determination; the longue durée appears as a prison from which no
escape is possible. There is no role for purposive action as a determinant of
history. The real agents of history are its structures which are reified into forces
external to society.”? So it is only reasonable to avoid much of the content of

Braudel’s abstractions.

30 Braudel 1980, 12. It is remarkable that this formulation, which equates ‘social time’ with
the longue durée, is already a mitigation of his formulation in his work on The
Mediterranean and the Mediterranean World in the Age of Philip II. There, he related
the levels of structure, conjuncture and event to geographical, social and individual time
(quoted in Santamaria and Bailey 1984, 79). The life-span of an individual, in this
perspective, would thus be part of the history of events. Stephen Gill seems to refer to
the earlier distinction when he equates the longue durée with ‘social’ rather than
‘geographical’ time; Gill 1993, 44. But even within this time-span “sometimes, a whole
century lasts but a moment”; Braudel 1980, 12.

31 The conjuncture itself refers to the expansion and contraction of material conditions and
the concomitant social, cultural, technological, and political situations; Braudel 1980,
75. It pertains, particularly, to the ups and downs of Kondratieff-cycles, underlying
which is the long-term tendency of growth since the 17th century, which Braudel
understands as a succession of world economies; ibid., 80-82. Cox’s periodisation of
modern history on the basis of world order and state structures corresponds well to these
long cycles of conjunctural development.

32 Clark 1990, 182-85; Santamaria and Bailey 1984, 80. According to Clark, Braudel is no
less structuralist and deterministic than the Althusserian Marxists: but he is a positivist
where they are essentialists. His historical studies are “relentlessly descriptive and
taxonomic” and he neglects political history as part of the history of events or, at best,
conjunctures, instead relying on evolutionist and teleological arguments about
economic, social and cultural development; Clark 1990, 192-95. Gerstenberger notes
that Braudel relies mainly on economic modes of explanation of social change,
especially the rise of productivity. She identifies an underlying modernisation-
theoretical perspective which takes for granted the direction of history towards
moderity and the overcoming of forms of life unconducive to modernity. Teleology
displaces explanation; Gerstenberger 1987, 125. Gerstenberger concludes her excellent
critique of Braudel by claiming that his ahistorical universalisation of the dynamic of the
forces of production renders him a “brilliant metaphysician” who turns typological
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The real problem with Cox’s usage of the concept of the longue durée is that it
fosters an understanding of historic blocs as discrete chunks of history, each
embodying a petrified structural constellation. No ‘meta-structure’ exists on
which capitalism as a mode of development could be located. These structural
chunks seem to be capitalist as a matter of fact; transitions between historic blocs
do not lead beyond the capitalist mode of development. The question, surely, is
why that should be so. In other words, any theory of social transformation which
tries to explain structural change and yet accepts that certain elements in the
basic constitution of these societies are not themselves subject to these
transformations, has to pose the problem of the relationship between continuity
and change. If such continuity is accepted, then it is a theoretical sine qua non
that the reproduction of the continuous elements is problematised in conceptual
and historical terms. Cox does not provide the necessary framework for these
problems.. As a mode of development, capitalism disappears almost completely
in theoretical terms, while being all-pervasive empirically. Most crucially, it has
no theoretical purchase in the explanation of the transitions from one capitalist
historic bloc to another. As a category, capitalism remains theoretically vacant.

The consequence is that Cox has to tacitly restrict the problematic of structural
change to the transformations within capitalism. With any consideration of a
‘structural invariant’ excluded from the theorisation of social change between
discrete totalities, Cox has in fact undertaken a simple promotion of ‘social
formations’ or ‘conjunctures’ of capitalism (in Althusser’s sense) to historical
structures in their own right. While the structuralised entities of the regulationists
had still provided intermediate concepts between the mode of production and
concrete reality, they have lost this role in the neo-Gramscian perspective. But by
usurping the place of the mode of production, they have not actually bridged the
gap between abstract and concrete; they have simply replaced one abstract
concept, i.e. capitalism, with a another, albeit historically more limited one.
Indeed, by structuralising the conjuncture, this approach runs into similar

difficulties regarding the explanation of change between historic blocs as

condensations of statistical regularities into causalities while rejecting to formulate
causalities in explicit form; ibid., 132 (my translation).
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structural Marxism had with the explanation of transformations between modes
of production.

In a way, Cox has replaced the grand structuralism of the capitalist mode of
production by a structuralism en miniature of the ‘historic bloc’, without
satisfactorily accounting for the processes of transition between structures. Cox
insists that these processes can only be explained by close empirical study,
guided by hypothesis derived from the study of earlier transformations. A
number of theorists have, however, highlighted the voluntarist and
instrumentalist tendencies of Cox’s approach.”” Globalisation, in the neo-
Gramscian perspective, seems to be a product of the will of ‘transnational
capital’ and its allied private and public bureaucracies in the leading states. The
explanation of the demise <ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>