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" G It is not surprising that one of the most debated issues among Marxists
in recent years has been the question of imperialism in the twenty-first century. The accelerating
rivalry between the Great Powers of West and East, the U.S. invasions in Afghanistan and Iraqg,
Israel’s genocide in Gaza, and Russia’s war against Ukraine and its military intervention in Syria—all
these make it obvious that imperialism is not an issue of the past.

Last year, two progressive writers, Immanuel Ness and John Bellamy Foster, each published a long
essay in which they attempted to apply the Marxist theory of imperialism to the conditions of the
twenty-first century.' Both are prestigious university professors in the United States, and Foster is
also editor of the well-known magazine Monthly Review.

In their respective essays, the two academics polemicize against what they call “Western Marxism.”
According to them, this tendency fails to understand the nature of modern imperialism and,
consequently, adapts to the Western powers. Ness denounces several authors, including me, as
“neo-conservative Marxists” and “New Cold War theorists” who supposedly “support the expansion
of U.S. dominance in Eastern Europe, East Asia, West Asia, Africa and beyond.”

As a matter of fact, Ness and Foster are representatives of what we can call the “Multipolarista
School,” i.e., advocates of the ideology of a “multipolar world system,” which is a cover for a policy
of support for the new Eastern Great Powers China and Russia. It is therefore no accident that they
praise China as a “socialist” country.

True, some of their criticisms of several left-wing authors, who ignore or underestimate the
relevance of imperialist super-exploitation of semi-colonial countries (the so-called Global South),
are, by and large, correct. However, in the end, they both fail to understand the essence of the
Marxist theory of imperialism.

A few months ago, I published a first reply to Ness and Foster that dealt with their mistaken analysis
of China.” As I showed in this as well as in other works, China had been transformed into a capitalist
state in the 1990s and later even became an imperialist power.’ In the following essay I will not
repeat my arguments on China’s class character, but will focus on their wrong approach to the
Marxist analysis of imperialism.

Having a Hard Time with the Dialectical Philosophy of Marxism

Foster and Ness, the latter more explicitly, claim that the so-called principal contradiction in
imperialism would be the exploitation of the countries of the Global South by the rich metropolises.
Ness states:


https://newpol.org/issue_post/how-not-to-apply-the-marxist-theory-of-imperialism-in-the-twenty-first-century/
https://newpol.org/issue_post/how-not-to-apply-the-marxist-theory-of-imperialism-in-the-twenty-first-century/
https://newpol.org/authors/probsting-michael/

Following Mao Zedong, Torkil Lauesen observes that the principal contradiction is embedded
in a historical and material conjuncture which is not static but changes based on the
dialectical forces in the world. In the context of the world system, the contradiction shifted
from the Global North’s working class to a global system where the center of capitalist
exploitation converged on the Global South after the Second World War. To comprehend the
“principal contradiction,” attention must focus on understanding Western and Northern
imperialism and working-class resistance in Africa, Asia, and Latin America.

Consequently, they wrongly criticize those who insist on the concept of inter-imperialist rivalry as an
integral part of Lenin’s theory. In contrast, the two American academics effectively remove Great
Power rivalry as an essential feature of imperialism from their theoretical concept.

This is a blatant revision of the orthodox Marxist theory of imperialism and makes it impossible to
understand the current period of world capitalism. The mistake starts already with the very category
of “principal contradiction,” a vulgar mechanistic category that was invented by Stalin and his
sycophant “philosophers” in the 1930s and quickly adopted by China’s Communist Party leader Mao
Zedong. Theoretically, this concept subordinates all contradictions to a single one—the “principal
contradiction.” It has served in the past as theoretical justification for the subordination of the
national and international class struggle to the actual foreign policy goal of the Stalinist
bureaucracy.

However, one will look in vain for such a category of “principal contradiction” in the writings of
Marx and Lenin. Their concept was rather a dialectical one in which reality was viewed as a complex
totality of various contradictions and not as one in which all kinds of contradictions are
schematically subordinated to a singular “principal contradiction.” Hence, Marx viewed history as a
“rich totality of many determinations and relations,”* and, Lenin spoke about motion—“the essence
of space and time”—as “a unity of contradictions.”’

Ness’s vulgar mechanism is also reflected in his criticism of the Hungarian philosopher Georg
Lukdcs and his book History and Class Consciousness (HCC). True, this book contains several
weaknesses, as Abram Deborin—the leading Soviet philosopher in the 1920s before he was
effectively silenced by Stalin—has pointed out.” However, Ness'’s critical remarks reveal a lack of
dialectical understanding.

For Marx and Engels, class consciousness is a direct extension of the material being of the
worker, but in HCC Lukacs pursues the notion of working-class subjectivity as expressed in the
communist party, a view which modifies class struggle from material dialectics into a
philosophical abstraction.

Leaving aside that it is pretty difficult to discuss philosophical issues without “philosophical
abstraction,” speaking about “class consciousness” as “a direct extension of the material being of
the worker” reflects an extremely mechanistic understanding of the contradictory character of
consciousness in general and class consciousness in particular. Obviously, the Anglo-Saxon
pragmatist is having a hard time with the dialectical method of Marxism. Of course, class
consciousness is determined by and develops within the context of the material being of workers.
However, this is a contradictory process. If it were simply a “direct extension of their material
being,” things would be pretty easy. Workers could quickly see through the mechanism of class
exploitation, join forces, and rise against the capitalists. Mission accomplished.

However, as everyone knows, things are not so simple; consciousness and its development are a
highly complex process. Workers first have to act as a collective, gain experience in struggles, etc.,
in order to develop class consciousness. And even then, they have to overcome the reactionary



influence of all kinds of (petty-)bourgeois ideologies with which they are bombarded on a daily
basis—from school to media and from church/mosque to the bourgeois and reformist parties. For all
these reasons, the most advanced workers (and non-proletarian militants) need to unite in a
revolutionary party, elaborate a scientific Marxist worldview, and transmit such in order to help the
mass of the proletariat in developing a socialist class consciousness. As Lenin explained in various
writings—most importantly in his famous pamphlet What Is to Be Done—consciousness and its
development is a complex process requiring the direct intervention of the revolutionary party. Class
consciousness is not a “direct extension of the material being of the worker,” but rather the result of
experience in class struggle and intervention of the subjective factor—all within the context of the
“material being of the worker.” Ness and Foster might revere Lenin in the field of the theory of
imperialism, but not in the field of political struggle.

It is therefore not surprising that Ness makes repeatedly disdainful remarks about Hegel, the father
of modern dialectics whom Marx and Lenin considered a crucial source for dialectical materialism.

Ness and Foster might accuse us of discussing “philosophical abstraction” but, in fact, the above-
mentioned statements reflect the mechanist and undialectical approach of the two academics that
forms the methodological basis of their understanding of imperialism.

Building on Only One Aspect of Lenin’s Theory of Imperialism

While Ness and Foster more or less correctly criticize various authors for ignoring or
underestimating the relevance of imperialist super-exploitation of semi-colonial countries, they
themselves make a methodologically similar mistake: they largely ignore another, no less important,
aspect of Lenin’s theory of imperialism—the rivalry between the Great Powers. They have a political
reason for ignoring this element of Lenin’s theory as this serves their denial of the imperialist nature
of new Great Powers like China and Russia. But here, let us focus on the theory of imperialism.

As every student of Lenin’s writings knows, Great Power rivalry was one of the key features of his
understanding of imperialism. In his famous book on imperialism, he wrote that “an essential feature
of imperialism is the rivalry between several great powers in the striving for hegemony.”” And in
another essay, he stated: “Imperialism is a fierce struggle of the great powers for the division and
redivision of the world.”®

In fact, both camps are mistaken in their identification of the essence of Lenin’s theory—those who
claim it would be imperialist super-exploitation of the Global South as well as those who consider it
to be inter-imperialist rivalry. These two features constitute crucial elements of Lenin’s theory, but
they are rather different consequences of one and the same essence of imperialism. And this essence
is monopolism—both in the field of economy as well as politics. More precisely, it is monopolism in
the age of the final stage of capitalism, its stage of decline.

In Lenin’s most important essay on imperialism—*“Imperialism and the Split in Socialism”—in which
he could express himself freely (his better-known book was written for the legal press with Tsarist
censorship in mind), he provided a comprehensive definition of imperialism:

We have to begin with as precise and full a definition of imperialism as possible. Imperialism is
a specific historical stage of capitalism. Its specific character is threefold: imperialism is
monopoly capitalism; parasitic, or decaying capitalism; moribund capitalism. The supplanting
of free competition by monopoly is the fundamental economic feature, the quintessence of
imperialism. Monopoly manifests itself in five principal forms: (1) cartels, syndicates and
trusts—the concentration of production has reached a degree which gives rise to these
monopolistic associations of capitalists; (2) the monopolistic position of the big banks—three,



four, or five giant banks manipulate the whole economic life of America, France, Germany; (3)
seizure of the sources of raw material by the trusts and the financial oligarchy (finance capital
is monopoly industrial capital merged with bank capital); (4) the (economic) partition of the
world by the international cartels has begun. There are already over one hundred such
international cartels, which command the entire world market and divide it “amicably” among
themselves—until war redivides it. The export of capital, as distinct from the export of
commodities under non-monopoly capitalism, is a highly characteristic phenomenon and is
closely linked with the economic and territorial-political partition of the world; (5) the
territorial partition of the world (colonies) is completed.’

Both inter-imperialist rivalry as well as imperialist super-exploitation of (semi-)colonial countries are
results of the domination of the world by political (Great Powers) and economic monopolies
(corporations). As Lenin states, such monopolism is a necessary feature of “decaying and moribund
capitalism.” Such decay, in turn, has its causes in the deepening of the fundamental inner
contradictions of capitalism. On the one hand, the contradiction between the productive forces and
the production relations, which results in over-accumulation and changing of the organic
composition of capital and, consequently, the tendency of the profit rate to fall; and, on the other
hand, the contradiction between the internationalization of productive forces and the borders of
national states. Furthermore, rivalry and super-exploitation provoke the acceleration of such crises
of capitalism.

Naturally, this is not a linear but rather a dialectical process in which drastic events of the struggle
between classes and states can result in a deepening of the crisis (e.g., the October Revolution and
the revolutionary crisis at the end of World War I) or its temporary moderation (e.g., the period of
the Long Boom as a result of the massive destruction of productive forces in World War II, the
absolute hegemony of the United States within the capitalist camp, the Yalta agreement between
imperialism and Stalinism, and the defeats of working-class struggles in 1945-48)."

Likewise, as I've discussed elsewhere, not all features of imperialism always have the same
relevance. For example, as just mentioned, the outcome of World War II resulted in the hegemonic
role of the United States within the capitalist camp since other imperialist powers were either
defeated (Germany and Japan) or became allies in a subordinated position (Britain and France).
Washington’s domination was reinforced by the fact that all imperialist states had no alternative but
to accept U.S. leadership in order to wage their Cold War against the Stalinist states. Hence, the
inter-imperialist rivalry was overdetermined by another contradiction—that between Western
powers and the USSR-led camp of Stalinist states. However, such long-lasting collaboration between
the United States and its Western allies was not based on a supposed qualitative transformation of
imperialism—as Claudio Katz or Promise Li'' have recently suggested—but on concrete and
temporary historical conditions that have been undermined by the collapse of Stalinism in 1991 and
that have faced new contradictions and challenges with the rise of new imperialist powers like China
and Russia."

Historic Decay of Capitalism

The historic decay of capitalism can be observed in the long-term tendency of decline of its output
growth that, in turn, is ultimately caused by the tendency of the profit rate to fall. Since we have
dealt with these issues elsewhere, we shall limit ourselves to presenting a few figures that
demonstrate the declining dynamic of the capitalist world economy." As one can see from the
figures in Table 1 and Figure 1, there has been a continuous decline in the growth rates of the Gross
Domestic Product (GDP)—both in total as well as per capita—since the 1950s. One should note that
these tables do not include the figures for the Covid depression of the world economy, which started
in late 2019 and which included the worst slump since 1929.
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Figure 2 shows the development of the profit rate in the twenty largest economies (G20 states) in
the last seven decades. As one can see, there has been, as Marx predicted, a long-term tendency of
the profit rate to fall over the last seven decades.

Figure 2: Rate of Profit in G20
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It is no accident that Ness and Foster ignore the decline of capitalism and the tendency of the profit
rate to fall as the fundamental factors for the evolution of the inner contradictions of imperialism as
they belong to the Monopoly Capital school associated with the works of Paul Baran and Paul
Sweezy and of which Foster and his Monthly Review are the best-known representatives today. This
school mistakenly locates the underlying cause of capitalist crisis in the lack of demand and the
resulting lack of realization of surplus value.

In contrast, orthodox Marxists locate the fundamental cause of capitalist crisis in the law of the
tendency of the profit rate to fall, which basically means that in the long run the share of surplus
value becomes smaller relative to all of the capital invested in production (in machinery, raw
materials, etc., as well as wages paid to workers). Therefore, the surplus value that can potentially
be used for the reproduction of capital on an extended level becomes relatively less. This inevitably
leads to disruptions and crises and a historic tendency of decline as it becomes less and less
profitable for capitalists to invest in the expansion of production. Phenomena like overproduction or



underconsumption are a result, not the ultimate cause, of the tendency of the profit rate to fall.

Marx himself considered the law of the tendency of the profit rate to fall to be the most important
law of capitalism:

This is in every respect the most important law of modern political economy, and the most
essential for understanding the most difficult relations. It is the most important law from the
historical standpoint. It is a law which, despite its simplicity, has never before been grasped
and, even less, consciously articulated."”

Various Marxist writers have defended and further elaborated this theory in the twentieth century
until today, among them Henryk Grossmann,'® Ernest Mandel,'® Paul Mattick,” David Yaffe,”
Andrew Kliman,” Alan Freeman,” Deepankar Basu,** Esteban Ezequiel Maito,” Guglielmo
Carchedi,” and Michael Roberts.”

The Theory of “Ultra-imperialism” in New Clothes

Another result of Ness and Foster’s removal of Great Power rivalry from their understanding of
modern capitalism is that they end up with a version of the theory of “ultra-imperialism” that had
been elaborated by the German social democrat Karl Kautsky at the beginning of World War I.
Foster speaks about a “U.S.-dominated rules-based imperial order,” i.e., a global imperialist order
that is dominated by a single Great Power and its subordinated allies. At the same time, both Ness
and Foster deny the imperialist character of China and Russia. In other words, in their view inter-
imperialist rivalry would have been superseded by a global imperial order led by a single power. In a
certain sense, this concept bears similarities to Kautsky’s theory, which considered it possible that
the Great Powers would be able to overcome their conflicting interests in order to jointly exploit the
working class and the oppressed peoples.

Hence, from the purely economic standpoint, it is not impossible that capitalism may still live
through yet another phase, the transfer of cartel-policy into foreign policy: a phase of ultra-
imperialism, against which, of course, we must struggle as energetically as we do against
imperialism, but whose perils would lie in another direction, not in that of the arms-race and
the threat to world peace.”

The horrific events of World Wars I and II and the current tensions and arms race between the Great
Powers have shown that the theory of “ultra-imperialism” is a revisionist pipe dream. Just as Kautsky
became a de facto defender of one camp of imperialist powers (the Central Powers led by Germany
in World War I and the Anglo-Saxon allies in the 1930s), so are Ness and Foster supporters of the
camp led by Chinese imperialism.

It is because of Ness and Foster’s adoption of the ultra-imperialism theory that they consider the
concept of “multi-polarity” as something progressive. As they deny the imperialist character of China
and Russia, they cannot imagine the existence of several powers as constituting different, rival
imperialist powers but rather as conflict between imperialist and non-imperialist (or even socialist)
powers.

The concept of “multi-polarity” is nothing inherently progressive. It postulates an imperialist global
order dominated by several, rival powers as superior to one dominated by one power (the United
States).” In fact, both the unipolar as well as the multipolar world order are equally reactionary
because both are dominated by the class enemies of the workers and oppressed.

Do the Majority of Workers in Western Countries Belong to the Labor Aristocracy?



Finally, one has to point to another consequence of Ness and Foster’s distortion of Lenin’s theory of
imperialism. In his writing, Lenin elaborated the thesis that the monopoly bourgeoisie is able, thanks
to imperialist super-exploitation of the (semi-) colonial countries, to bribe the upper strata of the
working class in the metropolises—the labor aristocracy.

One of the chief causes hampering the revolutionary working-class movement in the developed
capitalist countries is the fact that because of their colonial possessions and the super-profits
gained by finance capital, etc., the capitalists of these countries have been able to create a
relatively larger and more stable labor aristocracy, a section which comprises a small minority
of the working class. This minority enjoys better terms of employment and is most-imbued with
a narrow-minded craft spirit and with petty-bourgeois and imperialist prejudices. It forms the
real social pillar of the Second International, of the reformists and the “Centrists”; at present
it might even be called the social mainstay of the bourgeoisie.”

While for orthodox Marxists, such labor aristocracy is a small minority of the working class, Ness
argues instead that the majority of workers in Western countries have become labor aristocrats
acting as “willing or unconscious conspirators and beneficiaries in the pillage of the Third World.”

Certainly, in the West there is labor exploitation of Black and Latino people, migrant workers,
low-waged women, and other oppressed peoples. The aristocracy of labor thesis indicts the
majority of the West as willing or unconscious conspirators and beneficiaries in the pillage of
the Third World.

Here we see another nonsensical consequence of Stalinist theory of the “principal contradiction,”
which removes not only the contradictions between Great Powers but also those between the
monopoly bourgeoisie and the majority of the working class in Western countries! In the real world,
however, capitalists are increasing the exploitation of the working class—in the Global South as well
as in Western countries—which is reflected, among other things, in the declining share of labor in
national income. As the IMF showed several years ago, the adjusted labor share declined from about
77 percent (1980) to 70 percent (2014) in the “advanced economies” (an often-used term of
bourgeois economists for Western imperialist countries) and about 85 percent to 75 percent in the
so-called “emerging market and developing economies” (a term for the Global South).” Only the
upper strata of the working class has been able to increase their share.”

However, Ness wants to remove exploitation and the class contradictions within North America,
Europe, and Japan in order to justify their focus on the “principal contradiction” between, on the one
hand, China and the Global South, and on the other the Western powers.

In summary, we can see the inner logic of the imperialism theory of Ness and Foster. Their support
for imperialist China (which they call “socialist”) is inextricably linked to their denial of the essence
of Lenin’s theory of imperialism. They ignore the concept of capitalist decline, they eliminate the
inter-imperialist rivalry as an essential feature of modern capitalism, and they distort the concept of
the labor aristocracy. All this makes it impossible to understand the development and the inner
contradictions of imperialism in the twenty-first century. However, without a correct understanding
of imperialism today, it is impossible to fight it!
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