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Accumulation and crisis

The possibility of crisis, Karl Marx, Capital

The circulation of commodities differs from the direct exchange of products (barter), not only in form, but in substance. Only consider the course of events. The weaver has, as a matter of fact, exchanged his linen for a Bible, his own commodity for that of some one else. But this is true only so far as he himself is concerned. The seller of the Bible, who prefers something to warm his 

inside, no more thought of exchanging his Bible for linen than our weaver knew that wheat had been exchanged for his linen. B’s commodity replaces that of A, but A and B do not mutually exchange those commodities. It may, of course, happen that A and B make simultaneous purchases, the one from the other; but such exceptional transactions are by no means the necessary result of the general conditions of the circulation of commodities. We see here, on the one hand, how the exchange of commodities breaks through all local and personal bounds 

inseparable from direct barter, and develops the circulation of the products of social labour; and on the other hand, how it develops a whole network of social relations spontaneous in their growth and entirely beyond the control of the actors. It is only because the farmer has sold his wheat that the weaver is enabled to sell his linen, only because the weaver has sold his linen that 

our Hotspur is enabled to sell his Bible, and only because the latter has sold the water of everlasting life that the distiller is enabled to sell his eau-de-vie, and so on. 

The process of circulation, therefore, does not, like direct barter of products, become extinguished upon the use-values changing places and hands. The money does not vanish on dropping out of the circuit of the metamorphosis of a given commodity. It is constantly being precipitated into new places in the arena of circulation vacated by other commodities. In the complete metamorphosis of the linen, for example,linen –money –Bible, the linen first falls out of 
circulation, and money steps into its place. Then the Bible falls out of circulation, and again money takes its place. When one commodity replaces another, the money-commodity always sticks to the hands of some third person.24Circulation sweats money from every pore. 
Nothing can be more childish than the dogma, that because every sale is a purchase, and every purchase a sale, therefore the circulation of commodities necessarily implies an equilibrium of sales and purchases. If this means that the number of actual sales is equal to the number of purchases, it is mere tautology. But its real purport is to prove that every seller brings his buyer to market with him. Nothing of the kind. The sale and the purchase constitute one identical act,an exchange between a commodity-owner and an owner of money, between two persons as opposed to each other as the two poles of a magnet. They form two distinct acts, of polar and opposite characters, when performed by on

e single person. Hence the identity of sale and purchase implies 

that the commodity is useless, if, on being thrown into the alchemistical retort of circulation, it does not come out again in the shape of money; if, in other words, it cannot be sold by its owner, and therefore be bought by the owner of the money. That identity further implies that the exchange, if it does take place, constitutes a period of rest, an interval, long or short, in the life of the commodity. Since the first metamorphosis of a commodity is at once a sale and a purchase, it is also an independent process in itself. The purchaser has the commodity, the seller has the money, i.e., a commodity ready to go into circulation at any time. No one can sell unless some one else purchases. But no one is forthwith bound to purchase, because he has just sold.

Circulation bursts through all restrictions as to time, place, and individuals, imposed by direct barter, and this it effects by splitting up, into the antithesis of a sale and a purchase, the direct identity that in barter does exist between the alienation of one’s own and the acquisition of some other man’s product. To say that these two independent and antithetical acts have an intrinsic unity, are essentially one, is the same as to say that this intrinsic oneness expresses itself in an external antithesis. If the interval in time between the two complementary phases of the complete metamorphosis of a commodity become too great, if the split between the sale and the purchase become too pronounced, the intimate connexion between them, their oneness, asserts itself by producing –a crisis. The antithesis, use-value and value; the contradictions that private labour is 

bound to manifest itself as direct social labour, that a particularised concrete kind of labour has to pass for abstract human labour; the contradiction between the personification of objects and the representation of persons by things; all these antitheses and contradictions, which are immanent in commodities, assert themselves, and develop their modes of motion, in the antithetical phases 

of the metamorphosis of a commodity. These modes therefore imply the possibility, and no more than the possibility, of crises. The conversion of this mere possibility into a reality is the result of a long series of relations, that, from our present standpoint of simple circulation, have as yet no existence
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MAR X I S T T HEOR I E S OF CR I S I S

As I said earlier, Marx did not leave us a completed, fully workedout theory of crisis. His observations on the industrial cycle and capitalist crises of overproduction are dispersed among several of his major books and a whole number of articles and letters.48 Yet it is tempting to see the tendency of the average rate of profit to fall as Marx's main contribution to an explanation of crises of overproduction, and several contemporary Marxist authors have indeed taken this view. Is it correct ?

My answer would be : yes and no. There can be no doubt about the fact that, within the framework of the industrial cycle, the ups and downs of the rate of profit are closely correlated with the ups and downs of production. But this statement, in and of itself, is not sufficient to provide a causal explanation of the crisis. It can be (and has been) misunderstood in the mechanical sense that crises are 'caused ' by insufficient surplus-value production,- which does not enable capital to become sufficiently valorized ;which leads t o a cut-down o f current investment; which leads to a reduction of employment; which in turn leads to a new and cumulative reduction of income, sales, investment, employment, etc. This process continues till the fall in employment and devalorization of capital have led to a sufficient increase in the rate of surplus-value, and sufficient decrease of the mass of capital, to enable the rate of profit to go up again - which then enables investment, employment, production, income, sales, etc. cumulatively to -grow again.

In this vulgar sense, explanation of overproduction crises by the decline in the rate of profit alone is both wrong and dangerous. It is wrong, because it confuses the impossibility of valorizing additionally accumulated capital with the impossibility of valorizing all previously invested capital ; because it identifies fluctuations in the investment decisions of capitalist firms with the fluctuations of current surplus-value production. The former, however, may continue to grow when the latter is already declining, and vice versa. The explanation's main weakness is its concentration on the sphere of production alone, which, in. the last analysis, is founded on a confusion about the very nature of the commodity  and of commodity production. In the same way as Jean-Baptiste Say's famous loi des debouches, it assumes tacitly that there is no I specific problem of value realization, only one of surplus-value production. This in turn assumes that what we have under capitalism is production for barter, not production for sale ; and that somehow, at least at a macro-economic level, all value produced is automatically realized.

Marx himself explicitly refuted any such assumption. 'But this production of surplus-value is only the first act in the capitalist production process, and its completion only brings to an end the immediate production process itself. Capital has absorbed a given amount of unpaid labour. With the development of this process as expressed in the fa ll in the profit rate, the mass of surplus-value thus produced swells to monstrous proportions. Now comes the second act in the process. The total mass of commodities, the total product, must be sold, both that portion which replaces constant and variable capital, and that which represents surplus-value. If this does not happen, or happens only partly, or only at prices that are less than the price of production, then although the worker is certainly exploited, his exploitation is not realized as such for the capitalist, and may even not involve any realization of the surplus-value extracted, or only a partial realization ; indeed, it may even mean a partial or complete loss of his capital . The conditions for immediate exploitation and for the realization of that exploitation are not identical. Not only .are they separate in time and space, they are also separate in theory. The former is restricted only by the society's productive forces, the latter by the proportionality between the different branches of production, and by the society's power of consumption. And this is determined neither by the absolute power of production nor by the absolute power of consumption but rather by the power of consumption within a given framework of antagonistic conditions of distribution, which reduce the consumption of the vast majority of society to a minimum level, only capable of varying within more or less narrow limits. It is further restricted by the drive for accumulation, the drive to expand capital and produce surplus-value on a larger scale.

Furthermore, this vulgar theory of crises as caused by 'insufficient production of surplus-value ' is obviously dangerous, from the point of view of defending th.e working class against the capitalist onslaught which always coincides with a crisis of overproduction. For the conclusion which might be drawn from such an explanation is that the crisis could be overcome and employment rise again, if only real wages were to be cut and surplus-value (profits) thereby automatically increased.[…]

Many extreme proponents of the decline-in-the-rate-of-profit explanation for capitalist crisis will answer indignantly that their anaIysis contains a built-in reply to employers' arguments: the decline of the rate of profit is a function of the rising organic composition of capital, which leads to over-accumulation and not of a decline in the rate of surplus-value. Indeed, they often insist upon the fact that the rate of surplus-value continues to rise until the very eve of the crisis, but just cannot rise enough to offset the effects of the rising organic composition of capital. They forget, however, that the rate of profit is a function both of the organic composition of capital and of the rate of surplus-value; that, except in the case of starvation wages, i.e. where any cut in real wages would bring them below the physiological minimum (a situation which no longer exists in any industrialized country), a cut in real wages always implies a rise in surplus-value produced, hence a higher rate of profit than existed before the cut.  We are thus back at square one : to argue that the crisis is exclusively caused by insufficient surplus-value production is to assist the employers' argument that it can, at least partially, be overcome by a cut in real wages.

.

This critique of the mechanical and one-sided explanation of crises of overproduction by the falling rate of profit alone can be extended, in a more general way, into a critique of any monocausal explanation of crises. In the framework of Marxist economic theory, crises of overproduction are simultaneously crises of over-accumulation of capital and crises of overproduction of commodities. The former cannot be explained without pointing to the latter; the latter cannot be understood without referring to the former. This means that the crisis can be overcome only if there occurs simultaneously a rise in the rate, of profit and an expansion of the market, a fact which disarms both the employers' and the reformists' arguments.

Short cycles, long waves
Leon Trotsky, The Curve of Capitalist Development (1923)
It is already possible to refute in advance Professor Kondratiev’s attempt to invest epochs labeled by him as major cycles with the same “rigidly lawful rhythm” that is observable in minor cycles; it is an obviously false generalization from a formal analogy. The periodic recurrence of minor cycles is conditioned by the internal dynamics of capitalist forces and manifests itself always and everywhere once the market comes into existence.

As regards the large segments of the capitalist curve of development (fifty years) which Professor Kondratiev incautiously proposes to designate also as cycles, their character and duration are determined not by the internal interplay of capitalist forces but by those external conditions through whose channel capitalist development flows. The acquisition by capitalism of new countries and continents, the discovery of new natural resources, and, in the wake of these, such major facts of “superstructural” order as wars and revolutions, determine the character and the replacement of ascending, stagnating or declining epochs of capitalist development. Along what path then should investigation proceed? To establish the curve of capitalist development in its non-periodic (basic) and periodic (secondary) phases and to breaking points in respect to individual countries of interest to us and in respect to the entire world market – that is the first part of the task. Once we have the fixed curve (the method of fixing it is, of course, a special question in itself and by no means a simple one, but it pertains to the field of economic-statistical technique), we can break it down into periods, depending upon the angle of rise and decline in reference to the axis of abscissas (see the graph). In this way we obtain a pictorial scheme of economic development, i.e., the characterization of the “very basis of all the proceedings subject to examination” (Engels).
Depending upon the concreteness and, detail of our investigation, we may require a number of such schema: one relating to agriculture, another to heavy industry, and so on. With this schema as our starting point, we must next synchronize it with political events (in the widest sense of the term) and we can then look not only for correspondence – or to put it more cautiously, interrelationship between definitely delineated epochs of social life and the sharply expressed segments of the curve of capitalist development – but also for those direct subterranean impulses which unleash events. Along this road it is naturally not at all difficult to fall into the most vulgar schematization and, above all, to ignore the tenacious internal conditioning and succession of ideological processes – to become oblivious of the fact that economics is decisive only in the last analysis.
[…]

At the present time, it is of course still impossible to foresee to any precise degree just what sections of the field of history will be illuminated and just how much light will be cast by a materialist investigation which would proceed from a more concrete study of the capitalist curve and the interrelationship between the latter and all the aspects of social life.

Long waves and productive orders (a commentary of Christian Barsoc) 

Barsoc (1994: 54-55), combining categories from that same Regulationn approach with the long wave approach, specifies four domains inn which stable and coherent responses have to be provided in order to makee an expansive long swing or 'productive order' possible. The institutionall forms suggested by Guttmann are integrated in this listing in a slightlyy different combination, with technological innovations taken more explicitlyy into account:

1.. A mode of accumulation of capital, including competitive relationships (industriall and financial structure, extent of monopolies in the economy,, relationship between banking and industrial capital, modalitiess of state intervention in the economy), and relationships 

betweenn capital and labor (organization of labor, wage structure and thee working class's type of consumption).

2.. A type of material forces of production, in which major technological innovationss (such as in chronological order steam engines, electric and combustionn engines, and computers) play an essential role.

3.. A mode of social regulation, that is the (para-)state institutions that structuree and organize reproduction, 'social peace', and the work force'ss subordination to the ruling order: the system of political representation,, the educational system (important in the 'production' of thee labor force), the right to work, a social security system and the maintenancee of order.

4.. A type of international division of labor, including: the hierarchical orderr of military and political power, the place of different economies inn the productive process, the international role of currencies (is there a generallyy accepted international reserve currency?) and the direction in whichh international financial flows go. 

Thee productive order that came into existence after the Second World War cann thus be interpreted as a concrete and coherent combination of developmentss in these general domains. Summed up in a few well-known keyy terms, the postwar expansive phase rested on four pillars (Barsoc 1994:: 56):  

Taylorism: A scientific organization of labor with an unprecedented intensificationn of rhythms of work, with as one major result a steady increasee in labor productivity.

 Fordism: As Keynes had predicted, including wage earners in the dynamicc of consumer markets turned out to be the best medicine for traditionall crises of overproduction, as long as mass consumption did nott increase more quickly than productivity and did not interfere with profits. 

Keynesianism: In place of laissez-faire liberalism, active state interventionn in the economy by means of automatic stabilizers (such as forr example the social security system) and with budgetary and monetaryy policy in order to prevent destabilizing stock exchange crashess and recessions. 

US hegemony: Expressed at Bretton Woods, where the dollar acquired thee status of international reserve currency. The Bretton Woods system did not arise spontaneously but was prepared during the course of the war.

The present crisis

Capitalism, Global Slump & the New Normal
Friday 25 July 2014, by Andrew Sernatinger and Tessa Echeverria, David McNally 
http://www.internationalviewpoint.org/spip.php?article3474

It’s been nearly seven years since the onset of the global economic crisis that began in 2007. In order to get an understanding of the crisis—of its origins, depth, and trajectory, we spoke with David McNally, activist, political economist, and author of Global Slump: The Economics and Politics of Crisis and Resistance (2010) and more recently Monsters of the Market: Zombies, Vampires and Global Capitalism (2012). 

Tessa Echeverria: Let’s start by talking about the history of the crisis that we’re in now, neoliberalism and how capitalist states responded to the meltdown that began around 2007. Could you give us a quick rundown of how the crisis came to be and how that relates to the recent history of capitalism?

David McNally: I see this as the fourth great slump in the history of global capitalism. The last quarter century or so of the nineteenth century was the first slump, the original “Great Depression” where the term was first used. It began in 1893 and ran for about 25 years. Then, of course, for most of us raised on 20th century history, there was the Depression of the 1930s, which was actually the second of the great slumps. That was followed by the slump in which I came into political activism, the crisis of the 1970s running more or less from 1971 to 1982. And then neoliberalism and the way it reorganized and restructured work, corporate power and so on, managed to engineer another wave of capitalist expansion, which really was exhausted by about 2007 when we entered the fourth of these great slumps. We’re in year seven or so of this slump, with, I would argue, no end in sight.

That’s just to get us situated historically. Now of course, every great slump has its unique historical features. They show all kinds of different characteristics having to do with the ways in which capitalism has evolved and in our case particularly how it has globalized, much more so than in any time in its history. There is also the specific role of the financial sector, and the very esoteric financial kinds of transactions that have been a feature of the neoliberal era of the last thirty years or so.

You put those two features together, globalization and financialization, and it allows us to make sense of why it was that a crisis that began in the U.S. real estate sector, probably in 2006/early 2007, then became a full-fledged financial crisis. That has to do with all of these mortgage-based securities that financial institutions were trading back and forth and selling to investors and speculators globally. It explains why the crisis so quickly globalized, because banks in Spain and banks in Scotland and so on were all holding these mortgage-based assets. I say all of that to give us a wider historical perspective: this is the fourth of these great slumps and they tend to last anywhere from slightly over a decade, as the one of the 1970s and early 1980s did, up to a quarter of a century, twenty-five years or so, as the first one in the nineteenth century. But also to point out that each of these has unique features.

That doesn’t mean that there are not some basic consistencies at work. I would argue that consistently in any economy geared for competition between private owners for sales and for profit you are going to get manic waves of investment where capitalists all try and purchase the latest state of the art technologies that they think will give them an edge in producing the same good or service more quickly. And so computers were used for all of these “just-in-time” production and delivery systems and the like. As long as capitalists are doing that and also trying to corner their markets, at some point they inevitably build more state-of-the-art steel mills and auto factories, build more shopping malls and apartment blocks, build more housing and aircraft than anybody out there can profitably use in a capitalist society. Those crises, which I think can be correctly described as overinvestment and over-accumulation crises, then take some time to get resolved.

The irony is that the way in which the world central banks responsible to governments intervened to try and stop the financial crisis is I believe stretching out the whole crisis that we’re looking at. When banks the world over started to collapse, central bankers, usually at the direction of governments, did what they did not do in the 1930s: in the 1930s they were so taken with their free market ideology that they thought they had to let the banks go down and let the market mechanism automatically correct itself. What they discovered was they had no idea where the bottom was! 1930 was worse than 1929, 1931 was worse again, all the way to 1933 at which point some governments, particularly the United States, began to try to counter the effects of the crisis by using government spending and banking policies.

But they learned that that huge collapse from 1929 to 1933 was catastrophic, both economically for capitalism but also socially and politically. This time, governments intervened massively. They did it basically by saying to the banks, “Give us all the toxic assets that you own, give us all the junk, the mortgage-backed securities that are worth nothing; the collateralized debt obligations that are worth ten cents on the dollar of what you paid. You give us that stuff, and we will give you back central bank money, the best stuff out there for investing, buying, and selling; the best paper that can be used for any financial interaction. We’ll give you dollar bills for junk.”

They threw the first few trillion into the system and that didn’t solve the crisis. They threw some trillions more, and by my reckoning at least $28 or $29 trillion dollars got thrown into the banking system and a little bit into fiscal stimulus programs of the Bush-Obama variety in the United States. Now to give you an idea of what that means, because I suspect you, like me, have never seen $28 or $29 trillion, that’s more than the value of all the goods and services that the U.S. economy produces in two years. In other words, the equivalent of taking more than two times the U.S. gross domestic product and giving it to the banks. Big surprise: that stopped the banking crisis!

As a result, that part of the crisis is over. Literally, there was no limit: they would just keep bailing out until the banks were stabilized. The problem is that they not only massively injected money into the banks, but they also effectively made the rate of borrowing money free! They made interest rates effectively zero for banks and prime corporate borrowers. What that has meant ironically is that the businesses that would otherwise have collapsed were either bailed out, think General Motors or Chrysler (which were directly bailed out by governments in the United States and Canada), or they were tacitly bailed out by being able to go to the bank and borrow with nearly zero interest attached. Essentially that free money has kept all sorts of businesses afloat.

I say it’s ironic because in order for capitalism to get back on its feet it needs to get rid of all the excess capital or excess businesses that are out there; all the over-accumulated, over-invested state of affairs. They do that by corporate bankruptcies.

In the 1970s and 1980s in the United States that is what happened: all kinds of steel corporations went out of business for instance. But we haven’t seen that because money has been effectively free. So we’re in the fourth great slump in the history of world capitalism, a massive intervention by central banks stopped a banking crisis, but by making money effectively free they’ve also blocked capitalism’s own perverse mechanism for getting back on its feet. You bankrupt the least efficient, least productive, least profitable companies, and you let the most efficient, most productive and most profitable take over their markets so that they can now start to expand and invest again.

You have a bailed out capitalism where the banks aren’t collapsing, but where there’s effectively something close to zero new investment by businesses. There’s this long, high unemployment, very low growth rates and so on. Capitalism needs a wave of bankruptcies to really get back to vigorous growth, but central bankers are worried that in an environment of high unemployment it would have politically damaging effects to see a lot of businesses go under. And maybe some of those companies, if they go under and can’t pay back their loans, will start yet another banking crisis. That’s why I’ve been saying since early on in the crisis that I expect this to be one of those longer kinds of crises, easily ten years, perhaps significantly longer than that.

TE: I was wondering if you could talk a little bit about how this is more of a global slump than a short-term or localized “crisis.”

DM: Let me start with the first part of that on how global this crisis has been, because of course early on the claim was, “It’s just a U.S. crisis.” And when Europe was tanking within a matter of months, they said, “It’s just a crisis in the Global North, the South is vigorous. China, Brazil, and India are going to keep the whole system ticking over.” And of course in the last while, it’s been clear that there are big problems in those parts of the Global South as well.

This doesn’t detract from the fact that there are uneven rhythms to a global crisis—a crisis does in fact have to start somewhere. But if it were only a local crisis, then you would expect just an individual economy, or a couple of regionally connected economies, to go through a crisis. We’ve had crises like that: in 1997 there was the so-called “East Asian Crisis,” which didn’t go global. It stayed within one region of the global system.

But this was different because a long wave of neoliberal economic expansion from about 1982 to 2007 was winding down due to over-accumulation. In that context, the whole system is vulnerable. Really, everybody is on the edge because it’s just not productive to keep investing when you’ve got already a global capacity to produce 200 million tons of steel more than anybody needs, and that’s where the world is at the moment.

Once the crisis hit in the United States, it wasn’t long before it was a European crisis. Of course we now know that for a lot of interesting reasons Southern Europe was particularly vulnerable: Greece, Portugal, and Spain really stand out in that regard; Italy becomes part of that story. But not just Southern Europe, contrary to some claims: Ireland has been hit very hard and all the indications are that France is going to continue to just limp along. Those Southern European countries have unemployment rates around 50 percent for youth and about 25 percent of the workforce as a whole. That’s Great-Depression-style unemployment rates that most of Europe is experiencing right now.

Right at the start of the crisis, China introduced a much bigger stimulus program than did the combined stimulus programs of Bush and Obama in the United States. China massively invested in airports, highways, bridges, hydroelectric stations, and so on as a stimulus response to the crisis, particularly in 2008 and 2009. They were really worried about losing their export markets. That did help stabilize the system for a period of time. Therefore the stories that China, India, and Brazil would be the new growth centers were plausible.

Today, Brazil has been really sliding down for two years and all of a sudden when you read the business pages you see this incredible worry about China. They’re now talking about all the bad loans that the Chinese put out as part of their stimulus programs five years ago accumulating to a point where they don’t know if the central government can contain that crisis. The Chinese growth rate has already dropped by about a third, or 40 percent.

But it’s happened unevenly and on a stretched out timeframe, so it’s easy for people to lose the interconnections across this process and understand the way in which it is one large global slump, which I’ve referred to on some occasions as a mutating slump. It may begin in one specific sector, say real estate, and then move into the banking system, and then when the banking system is able to contain it, it moves into an unemployment crisis. Its epicenter may move geographically: if the U.S. banks are bailed out, then the pressure may fall on the European banks; if China does a massive stimulus, they may postpone the day of reckoning, and so on.

What we’re really seeing is that while the temporal rhythm is stretched out over many years, each time the crisis in one sector or one region sneaks back into other sectors and other regions. China’s turning down will now be very bad for all of those economies which export a lot to China, particularly for the huge building boom they’ve been in. All of those economies can expect to see a slowdown, which will be blamed on China’s slowdown rather than recognizing that China’s slowdown is just part of this wider pattern of a mutating slump that is changing form all the time as its center moves. It’s as if you have an illness that moves from one part of the body to another: it’s still the same organic illness at work, but it’s manifesting in different parts of the ailing organism. That’s really what we’re seeing and the organism in question here is the global economy. Different parts of it become the centers of pain or centers of distress in what is really one integrated global process.

TE: Following that, a lot of people over the past few years have talked about austerity versus neoliberalism, and I was wondering if you could talk a little bit about the distinctions between those forces and how that plays out in this slump?

DM: I do think that this is the key to understanding why profits look so robust in the United States. The picture for corporate profits seems to defy the description I’ve given you. The understanding of austerity allows us to grasp some of the key political dimensions of this ongoing crisis.

Starting with the picture for business, when they recognized that it was not going to be possible to bail out the banks with just a few trillion dollars, the amount of debt governments around the world were going to take on was massive. Very early on, central bankers sent the message to governments that they would have to make somebody pay for the amount of debt governments were taking on to bail out the banks. The obvious candidate was the working class and poor people as a whole, who would in the first instance feel the effects of really dramatic cuts to social spending: education, healthcare, pensions, social assistance, and the like.

There the campaign has been orchestrated. We had the dubious distinction in Toronto in 2010 of having the G8 and the G20 meetings, the group of the eight largest and twenty largest global economies. They send their finance ministers, prime ministers, presidents, and so on to gather and strategize together. Prior to those meetings in 2010, there had been a phrase kicked around in the business press: “A decade of austerity.” That was the rhetoric. It was going to take a decade to turn around the results of the massive government spending to bail out the banks.

Then all of a sudden, in and around the G8 and G20 meetings in the early summer of 2010, the phrase “Age of austerity” appeared; the “decade” had been shelved. What they realized was that the scale of their intervention had been so massive, $28-$29 trillion, that there was no way they were going to pay it down and restore the kind of budgets they wanted within ten years.

But I think there was more to it than that. It was the scale of the debt, but also they recognized the political opportunity: they realized that if movements of mass austerity resistance were not going to topple governments, and that was an open question at first—it certainly looked like a possibility in the days of the Arab Spring, when governments fell in Tunisia and in Egypt—that if by and large they were not going to be swept aside by mass social protest, then they thought, “We can actually use this.” They could use the crisis long term to roll back the kind of gains that have been historically acquired going back to the 1940s or 1930s by labor and social movements.

Governments beginning in the so-called western, industrialized countries in the late 1930s made concessions to working class and social movements around unemployment insurance, old-age pensions, socialized medicine (the United States being an important exception), public education, and, critically, higher education spending—all of that could be rolled back. You could privatize sections of it; you could move towards user-pay, so that even at public universities students pay more and more of the actual cost of attendance; you could starve the publicly-funded school system so that those of the middle class and above flee towards charter schools and private schools; you could undermine the so-called safety net in such a way that you could also systematically drive down living standards.

That has unfortunately worked. The majority of people in most of the Global North are poorer today than when the crisis broke in 2008. Their standards of living have declined and profits have soared. This is one of those cases where a really basic correlation works: wages down, profits up. That is largely what has driven the profit recovery.

Here we have the paradox that corporations have been significantly restored to health thanks to austerity, but they’re not investing. The amount of cash that corporations are sitting on in the United States is around $2 trillion and in Europe it’s around €2 trillion. These are historic highs! They’re raking it in again, but because of the over-accumulation I described earlier there’s not a lot of incentive to invest.

We have a capitalism that is profitable with high unemployment. It’s a unique combination of capitalist austerity that is working in terms of profits but it is not restoring economic growth to any degree that would really resolve the jobless crisis.

Unfortunately, the power elite has discovered that they can enforce austerity to a level I think many of them did not imagine pre-crisis. I don’t think they thought they could put the boot in this hard without mass social upheaval. They’re just going to keep testing limits. So what if class sizes in Detroit will be sixty? So what if Latvia has fired one third of all of its teachers? So what if pensions have been chopped by 70 percent in Greece? This is profitable for business! This is great neoliberal austerity for governments.

As long as they expect that they can keep doing it I think they will. As a result we get the phenomenon that commentators are talking about all the time where we have some of the most extreme degrees of social inequality coexisting with an essentially stagnant global capitalism with high unemployment rates. That is the new normal. I think it will stay the new normal until there is a shift in the balance of social forces by way of the kind of upsurge of mass working class and social protest that we saw, say, in the United States in the second half of the Great Depression of the 1930s.

Andrew Sernatinger: Could you talk about why having this understanding of the global political economy isn’t just something that’s abstract and “out there,” but is really important for people in terms of movement work and organizing?

DM: I think this sort of analysis has a lot of value in terms of how progressive/left movements orient themselves and begin to think strategically in the long-term. Unfortunately, one of the things we learned during the neoliberal era from the early 1980s on, where gains won by feminist, civil rights, antiracist, labor, queer, antiwar movements, and so on were rolled back, is a kind of politics of defensiveness. I have so many buttons and t-shirts that begin with the word “stop”. “Stop these cutbacks!” “Stop these attacks!”

That mode is of course important. We need to try and resist all the attacks we can, stop cuts, and so on. But the danger for left/progressive movements is that we get into a purely reactive mode where we’re simply engaged in damage limitation. We’re not having the discussions, doing the strategic thinking, and raising the organizational or political questions that follow about where are we in world history? Do we need to think in terms of the way the rulers are thinking? They’re thinking of “decades” and “ages”—that’s their rhetoric. If we want to do more than damage limitation and we want to recover a politics of social transformation, to get back to a genuinely radical, transformative, liberatory political and social agenda, then I do think we need to situate ourselves.

The other thing I think we need to do is actually challenge the idea that austerity is simply being done by a bunch of crazy right-wingers, and what they’re doing is bad for quote “the economy” because it suppresses consumer demand by making us poorer. As though all we have to do is persuade those in power and corporate leaders that what they’re doing isn’t good for themselves. That’s the classic Keynesian argument, all we need to do is restore effective demand and everyone will benefit.

The problem with that perspective is that austerity is working for business and pro-business governments. Their interest isn’t something called “the economy.” Their interest is the corporate bottom-line and austerity is working for that. It’s true: austerity isn’t producing jobs. But that requires us to reckon with the fact that the purpose of a capitalist economy is not to create employment. That’s not why businesses invest. It’s not why bankers give loans. They don’t do it to create jobs. They do it to help borrowers and investors maximize their profits.

The outgrowth of the view that austerity is some deluded, deranged right-wing agenda is that if only we could get good Democrats in office in the United States, or good New Democrats in office in Canada, then somehow all these attacks would go away. I’m sorry. I just don’t believe it. I think that the analysis that I’ve been describing says to us that this is in capital’s interest. This is in the interest of corporate power and of the bankers in our society and they’re going to persist with it.

If you want to stop it, you can’t simply try to do this educational work saying it’s bad for the economy. You actually have to raise the question that radical working class and social movements of the 1930s did, which is how do we shift the balance of social forces in our society? How do we build a counter-power from below that is actually capable of winning victories against the agenda and begins to build an actual social force that is capable of articulating and shaping an alternative? Believe me, I don’t think that can be done over night. But I do think that this is the kind of strategic understanding that follows from the analysis that I’m making. As you say, it’s not just an academic analysis.

When I talk in these terms, I don’t think I’m being just hopelessly abstractly utopian. If we look at the 1930s in the United States, what we see is that really the first half of the Great Depression was just a carnival for capital, it was austerity on steroids. They hammered labor into the ground. It took really significant grassroots organizing among different lines, particularly the great tactic of the sit-down strike where rather than going out you occupy the place of work. That was a transformative moment in the history of the left, when a radically different strategic and political conception of how you do labor organizing and activism began to sink in. Once the first few victories were won it became infectious. As a result, it always remains possible to push that kind of direction forward.

Having said that, it can’t happen unless you soberly ask yourself where are we in history, what is the nature of this economy, why everywhere are governments that can get away with austerity doing it, and what does that mean strategically for developing a ten year and twenty year vision for radical politics and organizing.

GLOBALISATION

The bourgeoisie creates a world after its own image 

The need of a constantly expanding market for its products chases the bourgeoisie over the entire surface of the globe. It must nestle everywhere, settle everywhere, establish connexions 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 Reactionists, it has drawn from under the feet of industry the national ground on which it stood. All old-established national industries have been destroyed or are daily being destroyed. They are dislodged by new industries, whose introduction becomes a life and death question for all civilised nations, by industries that no longer work up indigenous raw material, but raw material drawn from the remotest zones; industries whose products are consumed, not only at home, but in every quarter of the globe. In place of the old wants, satisfied by the production of the country, we find new wants, requiring for their satisfaction the products of distant lands and climes. In place of the old local and national seclusion and self-sufficiency, we have intercourse in every direction, universal inter-dependence of nations. And as in material, so also in intellectual production. The intellectual creations of individual nations become common property. National one-sidedness and narrow-mindedness become more and more impossible, and from the numerous national and local literatures, there arises a world literature. 

The bourgeoisie, by the rapid improvement of all instruments of production, by the immensely facilitated means of communication, draws all, even the most barbarian, nations into civilisation. The cheap prices of commodities are the heavy artillery with which it batters down all Chinese walls, with which it forces the barbarians’ intensely obstinate hatred of foreigners to capitulate. It compels all nations, on pain of extinction, to adopt the bourgeois mode of production; it compels them to introduce what it calls civilisation into their midst, i.e., to become bourgeois themselves. In one word, it creates a world after its own image. 

Ethiopia: Low Wages Draw International Textile Companies to the Country

By Andrea Dijkstra

Low wages, cheap power and a stable political situation have prompted foreign textile companies like H&M to start sourcing from Ethiopia. The country has a huge workforce and would like to become the next international textile hub. But the workers themselves are struggling to make ends meet.

Sewing machines rattle away in the huge GG Super Garment factory in Debre Zeyit, some 45 kilometers (28 miles) southeast of the Ethiopian capital, Addis Ababa. Hundreds of women and a few men are sewing singlets and T-shirts, destined for the Swedish company H&M.

As a result of rising salaries and growing labor unrest in Asia, an increasing number of foreign companies have started moving their production to Ethiopia. According to factory manager Joseph Elisso, the conditions in the East African country are far more favorable.

"Ethiopia is stable and peaceful, electrical power is cheap and labor costs are very low," he explains.

Entry-level salaries for workers in Ethiopia's textile industry range from $35 to $40 (32 to 37 euros) per month - lower than Bangladesh's minimum wage of $68 per month and far below the average wage of $500 in the Chinese textile sector. Ethiopia doesn't have a minimum wage, and due to high unemployment, workers are often forced to accept whatever wage they are offered.

Not enough to live on

Although Ethiopian workers are generally happy that increasing foreign investment is bringing jobs, many are battling to make ends meet. "I only get 850 Ethiopian birr (about 38 euro) per month and struggle to cover all my expenses," Tigist Teshome says. The 23-year-old factory worker, dressed in a checkered pinafore, is living with friends to share the costs. "I would like to live on my own, but rent alone is already 600 birr. How will I manage to pay food and clothing?" she asks.

World economic crisis : perspectives

IMF Perspectives , October 2016

The current outlook is shaped by a complex con-

fluence of ongoing realignments, long-term trends, 

and new shocks. These factors imply a generally 

subdued baseline for growth, but also substantial 

uncertainty about future economic prospects. The 

main unforeseen development in recent months 

was the U.K. vote in favor of leaving the European 

Union. Brexit is very much an unfolding event—the 

long-term shape of relations between the United 

Kingdom and the European Union, and the extent 

to which their mutual trade and financial flows 

will be curtailed, will likely become clear only after 

several years. Adding to the uncertainty is the impact 

of the referendum results on political sentiment in 

other EU members, as well as on global pressure to 

adopt populist, inward-looking policies.

Important ongoing realignments—particularly 

salient for emerging market and developing econo-

mies—include rebalancing in China and the macro-

economic and structural adjustment of commodity 

exporters to a long-term decline in their terms of 

trade. Slow-moving changes that are playing an 

important role in the outlook for advanced econo-

mies (as well as for some emerging market econo-

mies) include demographic and labor-market trends, 

but also an ill-understood protracted slowdown in 

productivity, which is hampering income growth and 

contributing to political discontent.

In the World Economic Outlook

(WEO) baseline scenario, global growth is projected to decline to 3.1 per-

cent in 2016, and to rebound next year to 3.4 percent. 

The 2016 forecast reflects weaker-than-expected 

U.S. activity in the first half of

the year as well as 

materialization of an important downside risk with the 

Brexit vote. Although financial market reaction to the 

result of the U.K. referendum has been contained, the 

increase in economic, political, and institutional uncer-

tainty and the likely reduction in trade and financial 

flows between the United Kingdom and the rest of the 

European Union over the medium term is expected to 

have negative macroeconomic consequences, especially 

in the United Kingdom. As a result, the 2016 growth 

forecast for advanced economies has been marked 

down to 1.6 percent.

Growth in emerging market and developing 

economies is expected to strengthen slightly in 2016 

to 4.2 percent after five consecutive years of decline, 

accounting for over three-quarters of projected world 

growth this year. However, the outlook for these 

economies is uneven and generally weaker than in the 

past. While external financing conditions have eased 

with expectations of lower interest rates in advanced 

economies, other factors are weighing on activity. 

These include a slowdown in China, whose spillovers 

are magnified by its lower reliance on import- and 

resource-intensive investment; commodity exporters’ 

continued adjustment to lower revenues; spillovers 

from persistently weak demand in advanced economies; 

and domestic strife, political discord, and geopolitical 

tensions in several countries. While growth in emerging 

Asia and especially India continues to be resilient, the 

largest economies in sub-Saharan Africa (Nigeria, South 

Africa, Angola) are experiencing sharp slowdowns or 

recessions as lower commodity prices interact with diffi-

cult domestic political and economic conditions. Brazil 

and Russia continue to face challenging macroeconomic 

conditions, but their outlook has strengthened some-

what relative to last April.

The recovery is projected to pick up in 2017 as the 

outlook improves for emerging market and develop-

ing economies and the U.S. economy regains some 

momentum, with a fading drag from inventories 

and a recovery in investment. Although longer-term 

prospects for advanced economies remain muted, 

given demographic headwinds and weak productivity 

growth, the forecast envisages a further strengthening 

of growth in emerging market and developing econo-

mies over the medium term. But as noted in previous 

WEOs, this forecast depends on a number of impor-

tant assumptions: 
• A gradual normalization of conditions in econo-
mies currently under stress, with a general pickup 

in growth in commodity exporters, albeit to levels 

more modest than in the past 
• A gradual slowdown and rebalancing of China’s 
economy with medium-term growth rates that—at 

close to 6 percent—remain higher than the average 

for emerging market and developing economies
• Resilient growth in other emerging market and 
developing economies 

Both economic and noneconomic factors threaten 

to keep these assumptions from being realized and 

imperil the baseline outlook more generally. In particu-

lar, some risks flagged in recent WEOs have become 

more prominent in recent months. 

The first is political discord and inward-looking policies. The Brexit vote and the ongoing U.S. presidential election campaign have 

highlighted a fraying consensus about the benefits of 

cross-border economic integration. Concerns about 

the impact of foreign competition on jobs and wages 

in a context of weak growth have enhanced the appeal 

of protectionist policy approaches, with potential 

ramifications for global trade flows and integration 

more broadly. Concerns about unequal (and widening) 

income distribution are rising, fueled by weak income 

growth as productivity dynamics remain disappointing. 

Uncertainty about the evolution of these trends may 

lead firms to defer investment and hiring decisions, 

thus slowing near-term activity, while an inward-

looking policy shift could also stoke further cross-

border political discord.

A second risk is 

stagnation in advanced economies. 

As global growth remains sluggish, the prospect of 

an extended shortfall in private demand leading to 

permanently lower growth and low inflation becomes 

ever more tangible, particularly in some advanced 

economies where balance sheets remain impaired. […]

Other risks flagged in previous WEOs remain 

important potential influences on the outlook.

China’s 

ongoing adjustment and associated spillovers 

continue  to be pertinent, even as near-term sentiment regard-

ing China has appeared to recover from the acute 

anxiety at the start of the year. The economy’s transi-

tion away from reliance on investment, industry, and 

exports in favor of greater dependence on consumption 

and services could become bumpier than expected at 

times, with important implications for commodity and 

machinery exporters as well as for countries indirectly 

exposed to China through financial contagion chan-

nels. That risk is heightened by the current short-term 

growth-promoting measures on which China is relying, 

as a still-rising credit-to-GDP ratio and lack of decisive 

progress in addressing corporate debt and governance 

concerns in state-owned enterprises raise the risk of 

a disruptive adjustment.

More generally, although 

financial conditions in emerging markets

have continued  to improve in recent months, underlying vulnerabilities 

remain among some large emerging market econo-

mies. High corporate debt, declining profitability, 

weak bank balance sheets—together with the need 

to rebuild policy buffers, particularly in commodity 

exporters—leave these economies still exposed to sud-

den shifts in investor confidence. 

A range of additional 

noneconomic factors

continues to influence the outlook 

in various regions—the protracted effects of a drought 

in eastern and southern Africa; civil war and domestic 

conflict in parts of the Middle East and Africa and 

the tragic plight of refugees in neighboring countries 

and in Europe; multiple acts of terror worldwide; and 

the spread of the Zika virus in Latin America and the 

Caribbean, the southern United States, and southeast 

Asia. If these factors intensify, they could collectively 

take a large toll on market sentiment, hurting demand 

and activity. 

Les coordonnées de la crise qui vient
Michel Husson,  A l’encontre, 23 Octobre 2015  
Notes et graphiques ne sont pas reproduits.

Des coupures ont été faites.

On peut retrouver le texte intégral sur :
http://alencontre.org/laune/economie-les-coordonnees-de-la-crise-qui-vient.html
Alors que la zone euro esquisse une phase de reprise très modérée, les pronostics alarmistes se multiplient quant à la trajectoire générale de l’économie mondiale : « la croissance chinoise ralentit, l'économie mondiale souffre », titre par exemple Le Monde du 20 octobre 2015. Christine Lagarde1 énumère les « raisons d’être inquiets sur le front économique », et Jacques Attali2 annonce que « le monde s’approche d’une grande catastrophe économique ».   

Commençons par un bref panorama de la conjoncture : la croissance mondiale ralentit, principalement dans les pays émergents hormis l’Inde. Cette tendance s’autoalimente avec la baisse du prix des matières premières et se transmet aux pays avancés. Le commerce international ralentit lui aussi, au même rythme que le PIB mondial, comme si la mondialisation productive avait atteint un plafond. La zone euro enregistre une très timide et inégale reprise. Les Etats-Unis et le Royaume-Uni tirent leur épingle du jeu, mais la croissance tend à ralentir dans un cas et apparaît artificielle dans l’autre.   

Du côté de la « sphère financière », le quantitative easing (assouplissement quantitatif) nourrit des bulles d’actifs plutôt que l’investissement productif, qui stagne. Et la seule perspective - jusqu’ici repoussée - d’une remontée des taux de la Fed (la banque centrale des Etats-Unis) pèse comme une épée de Damoclès qui suffit à déstabiliser les monnaies et les marchés financiers de nombreux pays. Bref, « l’incertitude et des forces complexes pèsent sur la croissance mondiale », pour reprendre la formule du FMI dans ses dernières perspectives.  

De ce tableau pointilliste, on peut extraire les trois caractéristiques essentielles de cette conjoncture:

x la persistance des « séquelles de la crise financière mondiale » ;

x les perturbations de l’économie mondiale ;

x la perspective d’une « stagnation séculaire »  

Les séquelles de la crise financière mondiale  
Le quantitative easing (assouplissement quantitatif) consiste pour une Banque centrale à acheter des titres. Elle crée ainsi de la monnaie qui, injectée dans l’économie, est censée la faire redémarrer. Admettons même que cela ait pour un temps fonctionné aux Etats-Unis. Quoi qu’il en soit, le fait nouveau est que l’on commence à prendre conscience que ce type de mesure a des effets collatéraux redoutables.   

Le président de la Banque fédérale de Dallas, Richard Fisher (un minoritaire au sein de la Fed) résume ainsi son scepticisme : « l'argent que nous avons imprimé n'a pas été aussi bien distribué que nous l’avions espéré. Il y en a trop qui est allé vers une spéculation corruptrice, ou plus exactement corrosive ».  […]

L’inefficacité à terme des politiques monétaires s’explique par plusieurs mécanismes ou effets secondaires qui pèsent sur la conjoncture actuelle. Pour commencer, cette injection de monnaie est aveugle et rien ne garantit que les liquidités vont être utilisées de manière favorable à l’investissement. Tout au contraire, elles vont alimenter la spéculation et provoquer une hausse du prix des actifs qui ne profite qu’aux plus riches et qui conduit à la formation d’une bulle.  
Des taux d’intérêt historiquement bas  
Le quantitative easing conduit simultanément à une baisse des taux d’intérêt (graphique 1). Celle-ci pourrait contribuer à faire redémarrer l’investissement en logement et surtout l’investissement productif tout court. La reprise de l’investissement est d’ailleurs la question-clé pour toute reprise. Mais il se trouve que cette reprise n’a pas lieu, parce que les entreprises n’investissent pas, faute de débouchés et/ou de profit. Elles rétablissent leurs marges, font du cash, multiplient les fusions-acquisitions, distribuent des dividendes, mais leur investissement reste plat.  […]
L’accumulation des dettes  
Le résultat est une énorme accumulation de dettes privées et publiques. Selon une étude du McKinsey Global Institute, elles représentaient près de 200 000 milliards de dollars à l’échelle mondiale, soit 286 % du PIB mondial, contre 269 % en 2007, avant que la crise n’éclate. Cette progression est particulièrement nette pour la dette des Etats, mais aussi pour celle des entreprises 

Cette tendance concerne spécialement la dette des entreprises non financières des pays émergents, qui a quadruplé entre 2004 et 2014. Le FMI se demande s’il faut s’en inquiéter et leur recommande de se préparer aux effets d’un durcissement des conditions de financement. Comme les économies avancées vont « normaliser leur politique monétaire, les marchés émergents devraient se préparer à une augmentation des faillites d’entreprises ».  

Ce panorama conduit donc à deux scénarios de déclenchement de la prochaine crise. Le premier a été décrit par François Morin dans son dernier livre. Son point de départ est l’existence de bulles financières sur les dettes publiques, mais aussi sur les marchés financiers dopés par des taux d’intérêt très bas. L’élément déclencheur pourrait être la défaillance d’une banque systémique, avec réaction en chaîne sur d’autres grandes banques.   

Le second scénario renvoie aux inquiétudes du FMI concernant les pays émergents. L’élément déclencheur serait alors une hausse du taux d’intérêt de la Banque fédérale des Etats-Unis, le durcissement des conditions financières évoqué par le FMI. Elle conduirait à une explosion des bulles en commençant par les pays émergents, avec évidemment des répercussions sur le reste de la finance mondiale.  

En résumé, les facteurs de risque sont aujourd’hui réunis autour de cette contradiction : d’un côté, les politiques de quantitative easing ne mordent pas sur l’économie réelle, alimentent des bulles et ont placé la finance mondiale sur une trajectoire qui ne peut pas être poursuivie indéfiniment. Mais, la hausse des taux d’intérêt provoquerait l’explosion incontrôlée des bulles, dans un contexte où les Etats n’ont pratiquement plus de munitions pour sauver une nouvelle fois les banques.  [….]
L’instabilité de l’économie mondiale  
Avant la crise, l’économie mondiale était structurée autour d’un axe Chine-Etats-Unis souvent baptisé « Chinamérique ». Cet axe est en train de s’effilocher, et c’est sans doute un des éléments essentiels du remodelage de l’économie mondiale.   

Le désinvestissement est symétrique : d’un côté, le modèle US s’éloigne de son fonctionnement d’avant la crise - une croissance à crédit - en raison d’un rétablissement du taux d’épargne des ménages et d’une moindre dépendance énergétique. Ces deux facteurs réduisent le rôle de moteur de l’économie mondiale jusque là dévolu aux Etats-Unis.  

La Chine est quant à elle entrée dans une phase de transition, certes heurtée et difficile, vers un modèle centré sur la demande intérieure. Elle s’éloigne en tout cas nettement d’une croissance tirée par les exportations : leur part dans le PIB chinois est passée de 36 % en 2006 à 26 % aujourd’hui. La complémentarité entre les deux grandes économies se réduit et cette rétraction, avec ses effets collatéraux sur les pays émergents et l’Europe, déséquilibre toute l’économie mondiale.  

Cette réorientation de l’économie chinoise se manifeste par un changement dans la structure de son commerce extérieur mais contribue aussi à un ralentissement du commerce mondial. C’est un autre sujet d’inquiétude pour les économistes qui s’interrogent sur ses causes et se demandent s’il s’agit d’un phénomène passager ou plus structurel.   

Tout laisse à penser qu’il s’agit d’un changement durable de tendance qui correspond au ralentissement du fractionnement des chaînes de valeur. Cette organisation de la production à cheval sur différentes zones de l’économie mondiale, caractéristique de la mondialisation contemporaine, est en train d’atteindre ses limites, et avec elle la croissance du commerce mondial plus rapide que celle du PIB mondial qu’elle impulsait. Ce phénomène est particulièrement marqué en ce qui concerne la Chine, mais aussi les Etats-Unis, la Corée et le Japon, ce qui confirme que l’axe Chine-Etats-Unis est en train de se défaire.   
Désynchronisation et volatilité  
L’instabilité de l’économie mondiale est encore aggravée par la désynchronisation des conjonctures entre les Etats-Unis et la zone euro. [… ] 

Ces analyses montrent que le fonctionnement de l’économie mondiale échappe à toute régulation, et que les pays émergents sont exposés aux mouvements de capitaux qui ont des effets déstabilisateurs, qu’ils entrent ou qu’ils sortent. La période récente se caractérise justement par une volatilité accrue de ces mouvements de capitaux.  
L’épuisement des gains de productivité  
Lors de la présentation des dernières prévisions de l’OCDE, son économiste en chef, Catherine Mann, soulignait que « le ralentissement de la croissance potentielle dans les pays avancés est une préoccupation permanente ». Et Christine Lagarde, pour le FMI, évoquait la « nouvelle médiocrité», autrement dit « le risque d’une timide croissance persistante » qui, selon elle, « s’approche ».  

Au fondement de cette configuration, il y a l’épuisement des gains de productivité. Cette tendance n’est pas nouvelle, puisqu’elle s’est enclenchée dans les pays avancés dès le milieu des années 1980, avec de fortes fluctuations dans le cas des Etats-Unis. Mais, après tout, les pays émergents avaient pris le relais et les gains de productivité qu’ils réalisaient pouvaient en grande partie être captés par les « vieux » pays capitalistes. Au début de la crise, les pays émergents avaient d’ailleurs soutenu la croissance mondiale. Mais ce grand basculement de l’économie mondiale est peutêtre arrivé à un point d’inflexion : les données les plus récentes du Conference Board montrent en effet que la croissance de la productivité horaire du travail a nettement reculé dans les pays émergents depuis le début de la crise.

Graphique 3
Tendances de la croissance de la productivité du travail
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Or, la productivité, et plus directement la productivité globale des facteurs, est un élément essentiel de la dynamique du taux de profit. Ce dernier s’est pourtant rétabli dans les principaux pays capitalistes, en dépit de cet épuisement de la productivité. Cette prouesse n’a pu être réalisée que par la mise en place de toute une série de dispositifs : financiarisation, endettement, inégalités, baisse de la part salariale, etc. Dans le même temps, la raréfaction des occasions d’investissement rentable a conduit à une stagnation du taux d’investissement productif. 

Les taux de profit dans le désordre  
Il n’y a pas d’alternative pour le capitalisme, sinon de remettre les rails le modèle néolibéral, tout en cherchant à en réduire les facteurs de déséquilibre. Dans cette quête d’une sortie de crise, la question-clé est évidemment le rétablissement du taux de profit, qui ne peut que passer principalement par l’augmentation du taux d’exploitation. Or, un constat frappant est la dispersion des performances. Parmi les pays avancés, on assiste à un écartèlement des taux de profit, à la fois entre les Etats-Unis et la zone euro et à l’intérieur de cette dernière (graphique).


Taux de profit 2007-2015
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Base 100 en 2007. Source : Ameco, ‘Net returns on net capital stock: total economy’
* voir une infographie plus détaillée
Ce phénomène implique un durcissement de la concurrence entre multinationales, susceptible de conduire à un repli général du taux de profit. C’est en tout cas ce qu’annonce l’Institut McKinsey qui prévoit que les profits des multinationales (global corporate profit) passeraient de 9,8 % du PIB mondial en 2013 à 7,9 % en 2025, retrouvant à peu près leur niveau de 1980.  

Pas de profit, pas de reprise  
On peut illustrer cette divergence par une analyse plus détaillée de la conjoncture dans la zone euro. L’exercice a été mené récemment par la Commission européenne : il compare la timide « reprise » actuelle avec d’autres épisodes de reprise. Les résultats de cette étude sont illustrés par le graphique 5 qui compare le cycle 2002-2015 au précédent (1986-1999). Dans les deux cas, l’année de référence est l’année précédant le point le plus bas (respectivement 1992 et 2008). Deux variables clé de la dynamique du capitalisme sont examinées : l’investissement et la part des salaires. Dans les deux cas, le profil est comparable en ce qui concerne la phase du cycle précédant la récession. Mais ce qui se passe ensuite raconte deux histoires très différentes.  

Après la récession de 1993, l’investissement chute mais se rétablit progressivement et retrouve au bout de six ans son niveau d’avant la crise. La part des salaires, qui avait                                             repris un léger mouvement à la hausse à partir du point bas de 1989 retrouve son inexorable tendance à la baisse et recule de près de 4 points de PIB entre 1992 et 1999. C’était une bonne sortie de récession pour le capitalisme, avec une amélioration de la rentabilité et une reprise de l’accumulation.  

Mais ce qui se passe depuis l’éclatement de la dernière crise n’est pas un cycle classique. La part des salaires a fortement augmenté en 2009, puis a baissé, mais elle est aujourd’hui stabilisée à un niveau supérieur de deux points de PIB à son niveau d’avant la crise. Autrement dit la rentabilité du capital ne se rétablit pas. Et on en voit les effets sur l’investissement : il commence par redémarrer en 2011, suivant le profil de la récession précédente. Puis le renforcement des politiques d’austérité conduit à un double creux (double dip) de la croissance et l’investissement recule à nouveau avant de reprendre à partir de 2014. Mais il reste aujourd’hui inférieur d’un point et demi de PIB par rapport à son niveau d’avant la crise.  [….]

La crise qui vient ?  
Une chose est sure à l’issue de ce (trop) rapide tour d’horizon : la « Grande récession » a ouvert une période de « régulation chaotique » à l’échelle mondiale. Une nouvelle crise semble aujourd’hui à peu près inévitable et il est difficile de discerner où se trouvera le point de rupture (bourse, banque, dette, taux de change ?) mais cet épisode sera en tout cas le marqueur de profondes contradictions structurelles.  

Le capitalisme mondial est aujourd’hui soumis à une tension fondamentale. D’un côté, la gestion de la crise qui a éclaté en 2008 a été menée selon deux principes essentiels : ne pas solder les comptes (les « séquelles ») et reconstituer le modèle néo-libéral d’avant-crise, en cherchant à en contrôler les effets les plus délétères. Il s’agit en pratique de garantir les droits de tirage acquis par le « 1 % » et la liberté d’action des banques et des multinationales. Mais, le ressort fondamental du dynamisme du capitalisme, à savoir les gains de productivité, est aujourd’hui en voie d’épuisement.  

Cette configuration conduit à des interactions complexes entre les évolutions au sein de la sphère productive et le maniement des instruments financiers et monétaires. C’est pourquoi, comme en 2007-2008, le lieu de déclenchement de la prochaine crise ne suffira pas à en révéler les causes profondes.  
China stock market crash shows madness of the market
09 July 2015 | Tom Bramble
The Chinese stock market plunge over the past three weeks confirms that no matter how much the champions of capitalism pretend that it generates riches for the many, it remains an anarchic system responsible for the ruination of millions. 

[…]

Chinese investors have been subjected to a cruel trick.

The government has pushed workers and middle class citizens to speculate on the stock market. There is no social security in China. Health care, once free, is now expensive. Housing, once provided by the government and state-owned enterprises, is now in the hands of the real estate and property development industry. Education costs are rising rapidly. Pensions are low.

Chinese workers therefore have sacrificed spending on everyday goods and services to build up their savings – equivalent to about 30 percent of GDP – just to avoid immiseration. They have put off having some good things in their lives to ensure that they can pay hospital bills and escape destitution when old.

Banks do not pay much interest on deposits, so people search out other methods to boost their savings. For several years, real estate boomed and investments there provided a return. Now the property market is flat and the money has switched out of real estate and into the stock market.

Investors were encouraged by the Chinese government and the media to buy into stocks. They were told that shares were a sure-fire way to riches.

President Xi Jinping’s program since taking office in 2013 has been to advance Chinese capitalism by doing two things: more tightly integrate Chinese financial markets into global markets and boost consumer spending.

In relation to the first, the government has allowed Western investors to buy shares in Chinese companies via the Hong Kong stock exchange.

In relation to consumer spending, the government has encouraged people to buy shares in the hope that burgeoning share portfolios in the hands of the middle class and better paid workers would encourage them to go out and spend – to make up for the fall in demand for Chinese exports in world markets and to rebalance domestic demand away from investment. The government also saw a booming stock market as a way to allow indebted state owned enterprises to trade expensive loans for equity financing.

The central bank, the People’s Bank of China, did plenty of things to pump up the bubble to persuade millions of people to put their money into shares. It cut interest rates and it lowered reserve requirements for banks, allowing them to loan more. It gave banks access to cheap funds. And in mid-April, in a final flourish, it allowed individuals to open up to 20 share trading accounts, producing an explosion of trading activity and borrowing.

Margin lending skyrocketed, increasing six fold in just 12 months. None of this activity was matched by growth in the productive economy which, indeed, was growing at its slowest rate for many years.

The government also lent its credibility to the whole exercise by linking the share market to the strength of the Chinese leadership of president Xi. Who would bet against the might of the Chinese Communist Party whose hand reaches into every corner of the Chinese economy?

[…] 

The Chinese government still has a range of fiscal and monetary tools at its disposal to limit the impact of the stock market bust on the broader economy. But when combined with other intractable problems, such as vast local government debts and chronic excess capacity across the manufacturing and property industries, the headwinds are growing.

With China now the world’s second largest economy and the biggest market for dozens of countries, volatility in the Chinese economy matters like never before.

Commodity markets were already well off their peaks before this crisis. They are now in further retreat both because Chinese investors are selling off any assets they can to generate cash to meet their margin calls, and because slower Chinese growth will reduce demand for resources and energy.

Iron ore prices have fallen back to less than $45 a tonne. Copper, nickel, aluminium and zinc prices also have declined, hitting the prospects for Australia and other commodity exporters.

Journalistic coverage in the financial papers is notable for its lack of care for the millions of those now facing a bleak future. Markets rise, markets fall. But it’s all in a day’s work.

[….]

The disaster in Chinese markets has its own characteristics. But it augurs ill for the West. If the specifics differ, the same broad government-driven program of asset inflation – driving up the price of paper assets in an attempt to stimulate the real economy – has been used in North America, Europe and Japan since the global financial crisis.

In the West, it’s called “quantitative easing” and has been responsible for record low interest rates, stock market growth and the creation of fortunes for financial institutions and wealthy investors. Little in the way of productive investment has followed.

[…]

The crash will have political consequences in China. The share market bubble was a conscious plan by president Xi to rebalance the economy. With this bust, Xi’s credibility among rival party leaders will have been damaged, raising the potential for factional battles within the ruling class.

But outside the ruling class, there will be resentment among millions of desperate people who have lost their savings. They will be looking angrily at the government, which assured them just weeks ago that the stock market was a one-way bet. They will also be aware that many of the big investors bailed out of the market some weeks before the bust.

Even if this anger is not expressed in street demonstrations (and these should not be ruled out), the sense common among many Chinese that the ruling elite cares not one jot for them will only grow.
China's Communist-Capitalist Ecological Apocalypse 
Sunday, 21 June 2015 00:00 By Richard Smith, Real-World Economics Review no. 71 | News Analysis
China Self-Destructs
For more than three decades, China's "miracle" economy has been the envy of the world or at least the envy of capitalist economists for whom wealth creation is the highest purpose of human life. Since 1979, China's GDP has grown by an average of just under 10 percent per year. Never, the World Bank tells us, has a nation industrialized and modernized so quickly or lifted so many millions out of poverty in such a short time. From a backward, stagnant, largely agrarian socialism-in-poverty, Deng Xiaoping brought in foreign investors, introduced market incentives, set up export bases, turned China into the light-industrial workshop of the world and renovated China's huge state-owned enterprises (SOEs).

Three and a half decades of surging economic growth lifted China from the world's 10th largest economy in 1979 to No. 1 by 2014. What's more, after decades of export-based growth, China's 12th Five-Year Plan 2011-2015 sought to refocus the economy on internal market demand to realize Xi Jinping's "Chinese Dream" of national rejuvenation and turning China into a mass consumer society on the model of the United States. As China sailed right through the global near-collapse of 2008 to 2009, hardly missing a beat, while Western capitalist economies have struggled to keep from falling back into recession, even the Thatcherite Economist magazine had to concede that China's state capitalism may be in certain respects superior to capitalist democracies and is perhaps even the wave of the future.

But China's rise has come at a horrific social and environmental cost. It's difficult to grasp the demonic violence and wanton recklessness of China's profit-driven assault on nature and on the Chinese themselves. Ten years ago, in an interview with Der Spiegel magazine in March 2005, Pan Yue, China's eloquent, young vice-minister of China's State Environmental Protection Agency (SEPA) told the magazine, "the Chinese miracle will end soon because the environment can no longer keep pace." Pan Yue added:

We are using too many raw materials to sustain [our] growth ... Our raw materials are scarce, we don't have enough land, and our population is constantly growing. Currently there [are] 1.3 billion people living in China, that's twice as many as 50 years ago. In 2020 there will be 1.5 billion ... but desert areas are expanding at the same time; habitable and usable land has been halved over the past 50 years ... Acid rain is falling on one third of Chinese territory, half of the water in our seven largest rivers is completely useless, while one fourth of our citizens do not have access to clean drinking water. One third of the urban population is breathing polluted air, and less than 20 percent of the trash in cities is treated and processed in an environmentally sustainable manner ... Because air and water are polluted, we are losing between 8 and 15 percent of our gross domestic product. And that doesn't include the costs for health ... In Beijing alone, 70 to 80 percent of all deadly cancer cases are related to the environment.

And criticizing Western economists who reassure us that more growth is the key to repairing the environmental damage done from growth, Pan said:

And there is yet another mistake ... It's the assumption that economic growth will give us the financial resources to cope with the crises surrounding the environment, raw materials, and population growth. [But] there won't be enough money, and we are simply running out of time. Developed countries with a per capita gross national product of $8,000 to $10,000 can afford that, but we cannot. Before we reach $4,000 per person, different crises in all shapes and forms will hit us. Economically we won't be strong enough to overcome them. (3)
Pan Yue's searing honesty got him sidelined but if anything, he understated the speed, ferocity and scale of China's ecological destruction, a destruction that extends far beyond China itself.     […]
No doubt, the Chinese have benefited from new housing, infrastructure, schools, hospitals and so on. But the government has also squandered astounding quantities of resources building entire industries China does not need, building useless vanity projects, superfluous housing, redundant infrastructure and more. From the start this investment boom has been characterized by uncontrolled overproduction and out-of-control pollution.
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