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Editorial
ByJosephine Berry Slater

Neoliberal governments want to have their cake and eat it. Having dismantled the social buffer of
regulation, public assets and benefits in the name of economic dynamism and personal responsibility,
they are now bailing out the financial sector, absolving corporate aindividuals’ of responsibility for

their past recklessness. At the macro level, we have seen US, UK and European central banks flooding
markets with liquidity in a desperate attempt to restart bank lending. Latterly, we have seen tokenistic
gestures towards the alittle man’ such as the UK government’s decision to subsidise the housing
market through stamp duty holidays and helping mortgage defaulters. It doesn’t take a genius to see
that the well-being of business is the top priority of governments.

But what about individuals? In Britain, Thatcher’s sell off of social housing was perhaps the most
decisive act in throwing the working class on the mercy of the market and credit lenders while
appealing to their &family values’ and dreams of personal security. Today the housing market is in
deep crisis and the family values card is again being played in the service of the market. The
house-buyer’s aid package will only encourage more people into a perilous housing market and
negative equity, prioritising banks over people’s needs. Instead of creating adequate stocks of social
housing for the increasing numbers the crisis will make homeless, the money is intended to prop up
the housing bubble and the debt-dependent economy it drives. AE100 million will be used to help with
mortgage interest repayments. Banks must be loving it, as they hike up fixed-rate mortgages to an
11-year high.

Hazel Blears, Labour’'s community secretary, gets half way to the truth of the situation. The plans to
help people, she explains, are not aimed at those who have been reckless in their borrowing but at
adecent’ families. That's right! People shouldn’t be branded reckless and punished for their heavy
dependence on credit when the wage has declined steadily in real terms since the 1970s. The indecent
parties are, of course, the banks, hedge funds, private equity companies etc., profiteering from public
subsidies. And any notion that this widespread arecklessness’ will be lessened by the aworst recession
in 60 years’ is rebutted by a recent report showing that people’s dependence on credit has increased
over the last year in the UK. Clearly, then, the cost of borrowing has simply become more expensive
post-sub-prime, and its terms revised in favour of lenders, while its economic necessity remains
unchanged.

So what are adecent’ families to do in such turbulent times? The government itself has predicted that
while crime (or is that criminalisation?) will rise in response to lay-offs and general economic misery,
right-wing extremist political activity is also set for an upturn. As if anticipating all this, Hollywood

offers us the embattled figure of the Dark Knight as the citizen’s last hope. But even this heavily
armoured bat struggles in the face of nihilistic chaos. Amitabh Kumar’s Raj Comics for the Hard
Headed’, which illustrates Neil Gray’s article on Hindu cultural nationalism in this issue of Mute,
considers the complexity of the superhero’s popularity. Does he/she represent a God-like power from
another dimension, or a manifestation of our human potential to overthrow our oppressors? Does
he/she embody the law as state of exception, or act outside the (perennially suspended) law? Whatever
the answer, Neil Gray’s discussion of Hindu nationalism’s racist myth of Indianness shows what can
happen when political movements manipulate popular fantasies of identity and salvation. In the case of
Hindutva, it is Lord Rama - Vishnu’s avatar on earth - who has been transformed into the figure-head



of its racist, nationalist politics.

Against the reactionary figure of the God-like individual reA-deemer, some of the writers in this issue
pose the figure of collective struggle. George Caffentzis analyses the links between the food, fuel and
housing bubbles. The fight against neoliberalism’s &new enclosures’, he argues, is largely responsible
for these bubbles, which are essentially capitalism’s response to continued resistance. While its
success can be measured in terms of the financial punishment it unleashes we can, argues Caffentzis,
still read these crises as signs of working class and peasant defiance. Mihalis Mentinis, in his analysis
of the growing anti-capitalist consensus across Mexico’s social movements, sees violent confrontation
on the horizon.

The lone crusader is not the only superhero fantasy doing the rounds. Heroically labouring populations
whose toil might somehow sustain the world indefinitely are also popular, even on the left. Giovanni
Arrighi’s account of China’s aindustrious revolution’ presents just such a fantasy. However, Daniel
Berchenko argues its continued economic growth cannot be sustained by the hyper-exploitation of its
workers alone. While China fails to invest in fixed capital and the education and reproduction of its
workforce, how sharp is its competitive edge? Such Marxian fundamentals, it seems, don'’t interest US
financial Doomsayers any more than they do sociologists. Here, Jon Amsden argues that the Doctor
Dooms are not doomy enough, their predictions of recession all too easily allayed by the Federal
Reserve’s series of interest rate cuts. In the absence of the promised economic kick-start, the real threat
is not inflation but deflation, as demand fails and the real economy contracts.

Between these dark predictions and the State’s failure to put in place a safety net for those falling off
the credit tightrope, can we expect anything short of inA-creased austerity for the working class?
Unless, of course, we reject the superhero fantasy altogether and see that it is ordinary people who
have the power to rid Gotham of its ghouls.

Josephine Berry Slater <josie AT metamute.org> is Editor of Mute

Mr Smith Goes to Beijing

ByDaniel Berchenko

Sociologist Giovanni Arrighi invokes the political economy of Adam Smith to claim that China’s
'labour intensive’ mode of production is the future of capitalism. It's also the past, argues Daniel
Berchenko

In 1977, theNew Left Reviewlevoted more than half of its July-August issue to an essay by historian
Robert Brenner entitled aThe Origins of Capitalist Development: A Critiqgue of Neo-Smithian
Marxism’.1 The target of Brenner’s critique is Immanuel Wallerstetiie Modern World Systena

book that is generally credited with (or in this case, accused of) laying the foundations for the
interpretive framework known as aWorld Systems TheérWorld Systems Theory is an unlikely
synthesis of Marxism, Annales School historiography, and Dependency Theory that was sweeping
sociology departments during the late 1970s. The novelty of the approach consists in viewing the
entire history of capitalist development over the course of the last 500 years as a unified process whose
subject is not any one class or nation, but the global market itself (the eponymous aworld system’).
Wallerstein’s thesis is that the emergence of capitalism and the continual revolution of the means of
production are driven by the dynamics of international trade. &Capitalism and a world economy (that



is, a single division of labor, but multiple politics and cultures) are obverse sides of the same coin.’

Berchenko
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In his critique, Brenner compares Wallerstein's model to the political economy of Adam Siftii in
Wealth of NationsLike Smith, Wallerstein argues that the expansion of trade creates conditions under
which goods are increasingly produced for exchange, rather than for immediate consumption. Like
Smith, Wallerstein believes that this situation leads directly to the development of the forces of
production and the accumulation of capital. For Wallerstein, production for exchange constitutes the
differentia specificaf capitalism as mode of production:

The essential feature of a capitalist world economy ... is production for sale in a market in which
the object is to realize the maximum profit. In such a system, production is constantly expanded
as long as further production is profitable, and men constantly innovate new ways of producing
things to expand their profit margfh.

In the models of both Smith and Wallerstein, the profit motive compels individual capitalists to
specialise in particular branches of industry and to rationalise their production processes. The
progressive accumulation of capital in these industries raises barriers to entry, diverting subsequent
investment into new channels. The result is a social division of labour whose depth is determined by
the extent of the market. Smith and Wallerstein differ only in their estimations of the salutary effects
of this process. (Whereas Smith notoriously viewed the expansion of trade as the path to international
peace and prosperity, Wallerstein argues that the structure of the modern world system benefits the
core at the expense of the periphery.)

Brenner takes issue with Wallerstein’s suggestion that production for exchange leads directly to the
emergence of capitalism and capitalist development. He notes that exchange-based production existed
in many pre-capitalist societies before taking root in early modern EdrBeeause pre-capitalist

societies are fundamentally agrarian, both exploiters and direct producers have access to their own
means of subsistence. a...[T]heir survival and reproduction is not dependent on the sale of their
products on the market,” writes Brenner, aconsequently they do not have to compete in terms of
productive powers® Under these conditions, athe market exerts no pressure towaahtireial

revolution of the means of productioh As a result, there is a bias in pre-capitalist societies toward

the realisation of 4absolute’, as opposed to arelative’, surplus value. In other words, because labour is
compulsory for serfs and slaves, lords and masters tend to extract additional surplus labour by
lengthening the working day or extending the corvA©e, rather than by introducing technological
innovations. There is little reason to invest profits in the development of productive forces. &Rather
than being accumulated, economic surplus is here systematically diverted from reproduction to
unreproductive labour® According to Brenner, &[t]he increase of relative surplus labour cannot
become aystematideature of such modes of production.’

Brenner, following Marx, argues that capitalism emerges only when labourers are both free to sell
their labour power on the market as a commodity, and compelled to do so in order to survive:



As Marx puts it, athe domination of exchange value itself, and of exchange value producing
production, presupposes alien labor capacity itself as an exchange value - i.e. the separation of
living labour capacity from its objective conditions 2.".

This point is central to Brenner’s critigue. For Smith and Wallerstein, capitalist class relations are the
resultof the expansion of trade and the deepening of the division of labour. According to their model,
capitalists are driven by the profit motive to innovate and develop the forces of production. Beyond a
certain point, this development requires a reorganisation of labour within the individual productive

unit. Smith’s pin factory must be staffed by wage labourers from the semi-educated urban working
class, rather than by uneducated serfs. Thus, capitalist relations of production gradually supplant
feudal relations with the development of trade and market-based production; wage labour
autonomously replaces the corvee. Against this view, Brenner argues that capitalist class relations are
a necessargreconditionfor the accumulation of capital.

... aproduction for profit via exchange’ will have the systematic effect of accumulation and the
development of the productive forces only when it expresses certain specific social relations of
production, namely a system of free wage labour, where labour power is a commaodity. Only
where labour has been separated from possession of the means of production, and where
labourers have been emancipated from any direct relation of domination (such as slavery or
serfdom), are both capital and labour power afree’ to maksibletheir combination at the

highest level of technology... Only under such a system, where both capital and labour power are
thus commaodities - and which was therefore called by Marx dgeneralized commodity production’
- is there the necessity of producing at the asocially necessary’ labour time in order to survive,
and to surpass this level of productivity to ensure continued suAfval.

Brenner therefore accuses Wallerstein and Smith of employing a kind of circular reasoning. The
validity of their model is premised on the prior emergence of capitalism and capitalist social relations -
the very phenomena that it seeks to explain.

Although more than three decades have passed since the publication of Brenner’'s essay, the
Wallerstein-Brenner debate continues - somewhat in the manner of a summer movie franchise, whose
first installment has been forgotten by most of its audience, and many of its current participants. This
may explain why few expressed surprise recently when Giovanni Arrighi, Wallerstein’s most
prominent acolyte, published a book in which he endorses Brenner’s position in the NLR essay and
self-consciously claims the Neo-Smithian title for his caus@diim Smith in Beijing: Lineages of the
Twenty-First CenturyArrighi takes up Brenner’s distinction between aSmithian’ and Marxist models
of development in order to analyse the so-called &economic renaissance of Edkt Asighi

concedes that exchange-based production does not lead directly to the emergence of capitalism.
However, rather than concluding with Brenner that the Smith/Wallerstein model is a theoretical
fiction, he argues that it constitutes a viable alternative to capitalist development.

Arrighi claims that a form of ASmithian’ market-based development occurred in China between the
16th and 18th centuries. During this period of relative peace and stability, China experienced massive
population growth, paralleled by an expansion of its domestic market. However, these conditions did
not result in any corresponding development of the means of production. Arrighi quotes a passage
from a study by Mark Elvin, describing some of the fetters to technological development in China at
this time:

[W]ith cheapening labor but increasingly expensive resources and capital, with farming and
transport technologies so good that no simple improvements could be made, rational strategy for
peasant and merchant alike tended in the direction not so much of labor saving machinery as of



economizing on resources and fixed capital.

According to Arrighi, these tendencies led to the development of dlabor-absorbing institutions and
labor-intensive technologies’ that allowed demographic growth to continue in China, in spite of natural
resource constraint$ Arrighi follows World Systems fellow-traveller Kaoru Sugihara in referring to

this process as an alndistrs Revolution’* For both Arrighi and Sugihara, the Industrious

Revolution is 4a market-based development that had no inherent tendency to generate the capital- and
energy-intensive development path opened up by Britain and carried to its ultimate destination by the
United States® Unlike the Western aindustrial’ path, the East Asian aindustrious’ path is

characterised by a disposition to amobilize human rather than non-human resBurces.’

Not surprisingly, critics like Robert Brenner and Philip C.C. Huang have challenged this interpretation
of East Asian development during the early modern period. For Huang, the tendencies that Arrighi and
Sugihara describe are fundamentally involutionary. Because the Chinese demographic boom of the
17th and 18th centuries was sustained by the increasing exploitation of the peasantry without any
investment in means of production, it amounts to agrowth without developtg@ne example of
industriousness, frequently cited by Arrighi, is

the absorption of sideline non-agricultural work performed by women, children, and the elderly,
reducing the operating costs of household production units, giving them a competitive edge over
large capitalist units using hired labbt)

Brenner and his colleague Christopher Isett have argued that in the absence of any development of the
forces of production, population growth is inherently limited and becomes increasingly precarious:

In the Yangtzi delta, the main economic agents possessed direct non-market access to the means
of their reproduction. They were therefore shielded from the requirement to allocate their
resources in the most productive manner in response to competition. As a result, they were
enabled to allocate their resources in ways that, while individually sensible, ran counter to the
aggregate requirements of economic development, with the consequence that the region
experienced a Malthusian pattern of economic evolution that ultimately issued, in the eighteenth
and nineteenth centuries, in demographic-cum-ecological éfisis.

According to this view, alabor-intensive production’, as Arrighi euphemistically describes it, does not
provide the basis for the extended reproduction of society. It cannibalises existing resources until it
literally devours itself - leading to a Malthusian catastrofhe.

Berchenko

Arrighi rejects these criticisms as inherently chauvinist. He argues that Brenner and his allies unfairly
measure the East Asian path against the standard of Western capitalist development.

If we identify &evolution” and adevelopment’ as the displacement of labor intensive household
production by capital-intensive production in units employing wage-labor, as Huang and Brenner
do, then [the Industrious Revolution] should indeed be characterised as ainvolutionary.’ But if we
leave open the possibility that labor-intensive production may play a lasting role in the promotion
of economic development ... then such a characterization is unwarfanted.



As the passage above suggests, this is not merely a historical dispute for Arrighi. One of the central
claims of his book is that China owes its recent fortunes (or misfortunes, depending on your view) to
its industrious past.

The East Asian economic resurgence has ... been due not to a convergence towards the Western
capital-intensive, energy-consuming path but to a fusion between that path and the East Asian
labor-intensive, energy-saving path.

Arrighi cites, as an example, the Wanfeng automotive factory near Shanghai, where athere is not a
single robot in sight’. 4As in many other Chinese factories,’ writes Arrighi,

the assembly lines are occupied by scores of young men, newly arrived from China’s expanding
technical schools, working with little more than large electric drills, wrenches and rubber
mallets23

(Thankfully, the factory has yet to employ children and the elderly). In this Smithian paradise,

Engine and body panels that would, in a Western, Korean or Japanese factory, move from station
to station on automatic conveyors are hauled by hand and hand truck. This is why Wanfeng can
sell its handmade luxury Jeep Tributes in the Middle East for $8,000 to $10,000. The company
isn’t spending money on multi-million dollar machines to build cars; instead, it's using highly
capable workers [whose] yearly pay ... is less than the monthly pay of new hires in Hetroit.

Yet Arrighi maintains that the chief competitive advantage of Chinese manufacturers is not low wages
per se, but rather atechniques that use inexpensive educated labour instead of expensive machines and
managers2®

...[S]tatistics showing US workers in capital-intensive factories to be several times more
productive than their Chinese counterparts ignore the fact that the higher productivity of US
workers is due to the replacement of many factory workers with complex flexible-automation and
material-handling systems, which reduces labor costs but raises the cost of capital and support
systems. By saving on capital and reintroducing a greater role for labor, Chinese factories reduce
this proces%8

The reader is left to wonder why Detroit squandered so much money on conveyor belts in the first
place. Some would argue that Western manufacturers invest in plant equipment for the express
purpose of minimising labour inputs, since reductions in wages tend to offset the initial costs of
investment over time. But more importantly, each manufacturer must achieve the same general level of
productivity as its competitors (all things being equal - as we will see). Otherwise it will be forced to
choose between selling its products at higher prices or achieving less than the average rate of profit.
Therefore, when one capitalist invests in new plant equipment that allows it to produce more goods
with less labour, its competitors must eventually adopt this new technology or perish. Marx describes
this logic in the first volume aCapital:

The law of the determination of value by labour-time makes itself felt to the individual capitalist
who applies the new method of production by compelling him to sell his goods under their social
value; this same law, acting as a coercive law of competition, forces his competitors to adopt the
new method. [...Capital therefore has an immanent drive, and a constant tendency, towards
increasing the productivity of labour [Italics minef’



Arrighi implies that because of their industrious past, Chinese manufacturers are able to achieve
productivity gainswithoutactually investing in plant equipment. But it is obvious that if this were
possible, each advance would be universally adopted by competing manufacturers since, by definition,
it would involve no investment in machinery or infrastructure. Arrighi himself provides evidence that
the educational level of the average worker in China is well below that of the average worker in the
United States. Therefore, any competitive advantage that Chinese manufacturers possess in terms of
productivity would have to be purely organisational in nature. And while there can be little doubt that
advances in organisational techniques have played a leading role in the development of the forces of
production throughout history (think of the impact of Taylorism, for instance), it is equally certain that
they are quickly disseminated and easily adopted when they do not require any corresponding
investment in means of production. In other words, if automobiles could be produced more efficiently
with drills and rubber mallets than with automated machinery, workers across the globe would
suddenly be possessed by the same spirit of industriousness as their Chinese counterparts. Arrighi’'s
argument seems more indebted to the myth of John Henry than the political economy of Adam
Smith.28

Whatare the causes of the &Chinese economic miracle’, if not the industriousness of Chinese workers?
In order to answer this question, we must begin by inquiring into the nature of the miracle itself. Of
course, every schoolboy knows that there are no miracles. But, at least in the case of the Chinese
economy, this is one possibility that Arrighi fails to consider. After a few obligatory references to GDP
figures andwWall Street Journabp-ed pieces, we are assured that

China has increasingly replaced the United States as the main driving force of commercial and
economic expansion in East Asia and beyé&hd.

Arrighi sets out from the assumption that China is undergoing some sort of &economic renaissance’
and proceeds in search of its causes. This leads to the absurd conclusion that a sweatshop in China is
more efficient than a typical automated Western plant because of the aindustrious’ heritage of Chinese
workers (not to mention all of the money that those thrifty Chinese capitalists save by forgoing
conveyor belts).

Is it possible that Chinese manufacturers are, in fact, less productive than their Western counterparts
(even taking into consideration the cost of plant equipment)? If this were the case, how would we
account for China’s rising GDP and the explosive growth of Chinese exports in recent years? We
noted above that manufacturers must achieve the same general level of productivity as their
competitors all other things being equaHowever, Chinese manufacturers enjoy many unique
advantages that allow them to prosper, even while employing primitive production techniques. Arrighi
notes that in China, many of the social costs of reproducing labour power are borne by the village and
the extended family. These informal support networks provide care for the sick and the elderly, as well
as education for the young. They are also increasingly called upon to maintain roads, dispose of waste,
administer civil law, and supply water and electricity - especially in the many slum-like villages that
have been engulfed by China’s rapidly expanding ctfem addition, Chinese manufacturers are able

to defer many of the social costs of the production process itself, resulting in environmental depletion
and infrastructural decay. In the West, capitalists bear these costs to a much greater degree - either
directly, in the form of wages and benefits, or indirectly, in the form of taxes and operating expenses.

By exploiting these advantages in order to cut prices and drive export growth, China generates
enormous amounts of credit. Much of this credit returns to the US in order to subsidise its massive
balance of payments deficit (creating equity and real estate bubbles in the process). However, China
also uses its fortunes to subsidise many of its industries and to maintain cheap credit domestically.
Cheap credit allows redundant and unprofitable businesses to survive by pyramiding bad debt. (Since



much of this debt will never be repaid, it also leads to banking instability, c.f. the subprime mortgage
Crisis).

So long as China can rely on the unremunerated labour of women, children, the elderly, and the
unemployed in order to feed, clothe, educate, and care for its working class, wages will remain low,
exports will grow, and the cycle can continue. But at some point, the costs of reproducing the world’s
fastest-growing labour force are bound to exceed the abilities of Chinese peasants and the urban
lumpen proletariat. And when that day comes, China may well wish that it had invested more in
conveyor belts and less in American real estate and tech stocks.

All of this casts doubt on Arrighi’s thesis that China has the potential to &open up for itself and the
world an ecologically sustainable development patHronically, it is Arrighi’s failure to consider

the asystematic’ aspects of Chinese growth - its dependence on exports and American credit, on the
one hand, and the non-reproduction of its working class on the other - that blinds him to the
less-than-miraculous nature of labour-intensive production. In short, Arrighi doesn’t bother to prove
that China is experiencing an economic renaissance before advocating a headlong return to the dark
ages.

Info

Giovanni Arrighi,Adam Smith in Beijing: Lineages of the Twenty-First Centjeyso, 2007
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Descrambling the 'Food Crisis’
ByGeorge Caffentzis

When the world’s hedge funds turned from real estate to grain speculation the poor picked up the tab.
But the food bubble was no accident, argues George Caffentzis, it was class war

After more than three decades of relative stability, food prices have dramatically increased over the
last three years. Between May 2007 and May 2008, corn prices increased by 46 percent, wheat by 80
percent, soybeans by 72 percent; rice by 75 percent. As a result, according to the UN World Food
Program, another 130 million people have been added to the hundreds of millions already starving or
suffering from malnutrition.

Not surprisingly, then, in dozens of cities across the world, from Port-au-Prince to Cairo to Manila,
people have rioted in protest against the economic death sentence imposed on them, clearly aware that
fluctuations in commaodity prices are not afacts of nature’. Indeed, the hieroglyphics of food prices

both hide and reveal a world of plans, policies and struggles that we need to decipher if we are to
explain the roots of this afood crisis’.

caffentzis food crisis

Perfect Storms and Irrational Bubbles

Our first step must be to reject its characterisation as a aperfect storm’, that is, the outcome of a
combination of factors thatobodycould have possibly predicted.

Nothing could be further from the truth. As with the &energy crisis’ that is sending oil prices to the

sky, the rise in the price of staple foods was easily predictable and indeed forecast by analysts and
activists across the globe. For years, greens, eco-feminists and, above all, members of peasant
movements denounced the neoliberal policies imposed by the World Bank and IMF on the countries of
the Global South in the name of economic recovery and structural adjustment. These had disastrous
effects on food production and people’s ability to reproduce themsklves.

Nevertheless, structural adjustment remains to this day the aBible’ for the regulation of the economies
of Africa, Asia, and Latin America. Accordingly, governments in these regions have been pressured to
privatise land tenure, cut subsidies to farmers, redirect agricultural production toward export goods,
while opening the door to food imports (especially from the US and the EU). In addition, they were
urged to dismantle food reserves, the argument being that such protective mechanisms have no place
in a free trade, global economy where food is easily and cheaply at hand.
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Even when evidence accumulated that these policies created near famine conditions and major social
dislocations, making millions of people dependent on the vagaries of the international market,
objections were dismissed. AExperts’ appealed to the principle of &comparative advantage’, and
deemed it &scandalous’ for countries of the South to defoaddsovereigntyi.e., athe right of every
population to decide what to eat and how to produce it, having access to land and low interest loans’,
when these countries’ staple foods could presumably be Amore efficiently’ produced inhs\4S.

result, in the space of two decades, many countries that had been totally self-sufficient in food
production became net importers of food stuffs from Europe or the US, and millions of small farmers
were ruined, forced to migrate to towns or abroad. Many in India, crushed by debts, were driven to
suicide (150 thousand in recent yeats).

In Europe as well, since the formation of the European Common Market, the possibility of food
self-sufficiency was undermined, as the objective shaping agricultural production has been the
maintenance of a profitable price structure, even though it is achieved through the destruction of much
wealth. Building a highly profitable agricultural sector, in fact, has meant instituting quotas regulating
what quantity of each product a member country is allowed to produce, and imposing stiff fines on
those who exceed these measures. Depending on the country and the particular quotas assigned to it,
dairy farmers have been paid to Kill their &surplus’ cows, so their milk production would not exceed
the limits prescribed, and have been fined when they did not comply, while other farmers have been
forced to uproot fruit trees, destroy asurplus’ crops, and so forth.

In sum, while the official rhetoric espoused by the Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) has
hailed the goal of universal &food security’, the production of artificial &scarcity’ in the service of
higher profits and the elimination of subsistence farmers has been the true guideline of international
food policy for quite some time.

Under these circumstances, to speak of the &food crisis’ as an unintended result, or to blame it on
higher oil prices or on the diversion of acreage to biofuel or the increased demand for soybeans in
China is a cover up. Indeed, it is an exercise in cynicism for the World Bank to wag its finger at
governments promoting biofuel production, as it has recently #i@iefuel production is perfectly in
tune with its policy recommendations that have systematically prioritised the commercialisation of
agriculture and profit maximisation at the expense of subsistence needs.

aPerfect storm’, however, is not the only description that obscures the social agents responsible for the
sudden food price increases. For the crisis is also often depicted as a price abubble’ driven by the
irrational speculative activity of short sighted investors who are bidding up wheat, corn and rice

futures far beyond their atrue value’ in a desperate desire to wring every last bit of profit before the
bubble bursts and the price collapses. The implication being that these investors are as caught up in the
process as the people who do not have the money to pay for the corn flour to make their daily tortillas!
So, according to this logic, if a market bubble is responsible for the death by hunger and malnutrition

of millions, thennobodyis to blame.

The abubble’ description of the price hikes is plausible because more and more aspects of capitalism in
this neoliberal period are becoming &financialised’. Thus, in the major mercantile exchanges for

grains, investment funds and hedge funds have joined agribusiness and food processing firms as the
major buyers and sellers. They are involved in these markets not in order to make a profit out of

selling the commaodity or through using it to produce other commodities, but in selling the right to sell
the commaodity at some fixed price in the future. This motivation creates the conditions for a bubble to
develop.
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The abubble’ method of dramatically increasing the price of staple foods is quite different from the

way it was done in the last historic increase of staple food prices in the early 1970s. As Harry Cleaver
incisively describes it, the US government deliberately created a grain shortage by holding down
acreage allotments for cultivation in 1970, 1971, and 1972 even after agreeing to the massive grain
deal with the Soviet UnioA.This led to a scarcity of grain on the international market and a dramatic
increase in its price. This type of market manipulation was done during the Keynesian period when the
state could justifiably claim to control the market; after all, this was the period of Nixon’s wage-price
controls. In the present neoliberal era this open planning would be ideological anathema, especially for
the Bush administration, and so the grain price increases are accomplished through the market.

But we should not be deceived into thinking that abubbles’ are unintended distortions that in time will

be corrected and everything will go back to &normal’. For bubbles are not irrational, though the
investors involved in them might be; bubbles are constructed, inflated and apopped’ by financial
institutions and the state (for a classic example see the role of Alan Greenspan’s Federal Reserve in the
adot.com’ bubble of the late 1990s). They have their purposes and bankers, investment fund
executives, and US and EU government officials are responsible for their creation and collapse,
including that of the food price bubble of 2008.

Food Power

If the &food price crisis’ is the result not of error and irrationality, but of planning and capitalist reason,
what is its purpose? What objective/s is it supposed to achieve? More broadly, what is its significance
from the viewpoint of the short and long-term trends in capitalist accumulation and class relations?

One sure answer to these questions is that the present food crisis is but the latest step in international
capital’s long march towards establishing its control over the main planetary sources of energy and
value; food production being the key to the regulation of economic activities, wage levels, and labour
power production in every part of the world. It is a long march that dates back to the colonial era,
when not only were land and other natural resources expropriated, but export-oriented cash cropping
and monocultures were implanted at the expense of the colonised people’s subsistence needs. Since
then, every new policy regarding agriculture and food production (at times involving acheap’ and at
other times aexpensive’ food) has been shaped by the principtedbatwho control food production

also control the political economy of the planet

The drives to privatise communal lands and to industrialise agriculture through its rooting in the
chemical industry and, later, biotechnology, from the Green Revolution to the invention of Genetically
Modified (GM) seeds, were both geared to this purpose. So were the politics of agricultural subsidies
and afood aid’ which the US (the Prime Mover in the commercialisation and corporatisation of global
food production) has promoted since the 1950s. A turning point was the Food for Peace Act of 1954
thatpoliticised food aid and beganteake formerly colonised countries dependent on grain from the
US. Much of this was achieved through the policy of &cheap’ food that, in time, undermined the
livelihood of subsistence farmers in Africa, Asia and Latin America by making it impossible for them
to compete with the heavily subsidised and industrialised agriculture of the US.
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It is important here to stress that the use of food as a means to create dependence has been at the heart
of the rise of agribusiness and the displacement of millions of small farmers also in the US. And itis a
policy that has continued to the present as proven by the US government’s staunch refusal to accept

the request of many NGOs that they buy food with the money it &donates’ on the local markets from

the farmers of the apoor countries’, rather than importing it from the US. This refusal has been so
scandalous and so openly detrimental to the countries supposedly daided’ that even a
guasi-governmental NGO like CARE International, which has a deep allegiance to Washington,

having worked for decades with the Pentagon in times of war, in 2007,

rejected $46 million of food aid from the United States government because the aid was
destroying the livelihoods of the very people, the farmers, it was meant tofassist.

caffentzis food crisis

Price Crisis = Class War

Placing today’s afood crisis’ against this historical background reminds us that capitalism produces
scarcity rather than wealth at least for the majority of the world population. But this explanation also
raises new questions. If capitalist development has for decades been structured by the need to control
food supplies and use food as a means of profit making and as a weapon in the class struggle, why is it
still necessary, in 2008, to resort to measures like dramatic food price hikes that are guaranteed to
trigger revolts in many parts of the world? Why do the World Bankers and other capitalist planners
want to run this risk? Why were the policies of structural adjustment not sufficient? And, is the food
crisis part of the crisis of neoliberalism?

These questions are not easy to answer, but some hypotheses are in order. For the dramatic and
murderous food price increases are intended to force a decisive shift in the constellation of class forces
throughout the world in favour of capital.

First,the food crisis should be read as a reply to the widespread refusal of land commodification
(which is especially strong in Africa) and the struggle that communities are making across Latin
America to reverse the privatisation of land and natural resources and recreate &new coniimens’.

has taken the form of open land re-appropriation movements, like the Zapatistas, the Landless
Workers’ Movement in Brazil, the Landless People’s Movement in South Africa, as well as many less
formally organised efforts throughout the wofldn many parts of Africa, rural migrants to the towns,
especially women, have been cultivating plots of public land, a move which enables them to gain some
independence, increase the family consumption and budget, and raise some money of their own
through the small scale sale or barter of the surplus product.

Both World Bank officials and the CEOs of the major food trading corporations undoubtedly plan that
the food price hikes will put an end to this resistance, as the rising food prices will produce a new
aland rush’, leading to further land expropriation, a further commercialisation of agriculture, and
renewed attacks on subsistence farming in favour of the farming of crops for export.

Second, through the hike in food and fuel prices, capital is trying to introduce a set of reforms in the
social reproduction process that have long been on its neoliberal agenda, but so far have been
successfully resisted by workers in Europe and the US. Despite the erosion of benefits due to
increasing inflation, neither Social Security in the US nor pensions in many countries of the EU have
been significantly reduced, despite repeated efforts to achieve this end. In this context, the food price
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hike is the equivalent of a cut in the real wage and a transfer of even more value to the agricultural
corporations. It disposes of those dincome rigidities’, to paraphrase a Keynesian concept, that so far
have prevented the far-reaching awelfare reform’ capital has aspired to for many years. As with
inflation historically, food price hikes attack working class communities at their weakest, as shoppers
and consumers, rather than as members of workers’ organisations.

Third, the food price hike also serves to defeat the resistance of many governments, from Europe to
Africa and Latin America, to the introduction of GM products. The rejection of GM food has
surprisingly come from every social rank in these regions, to the great dismay of US agribusiness.
Significantly, the argument that hiking food prices would facilitate the African governments’
acceptance of GM was already well articulated in the World Bank’s World Development Report of
2008, that was published in October 2007 (before the most recent price hikes). Indeed, the report
would appear quite prophetic of the developments to come, if we did not realise that to a great extent
these developments prevailed thanks to the efforts of the World Bank and its partners in the UN
system, the IMF and the FAO, aprediction’ often being a euphemism for a planning target in World
Bank discoursé.

The Future of Food Production

It is difficult to anticipate whether the food crisis will achieve these three objectives or will instead
stimulate a worldwide uprising of movements for the re-appropriation of land and de-commodification
of agriculture. For the best laid plans of both agribusiness executives and the World Bankers can go
astray.

One determining factor here will be the behaviour of governments in the global South (especially the
largest ones, China, India and Brazil), many of which have shown themselves ready to take a more
combative stance towards the pressure exercised by the ainternational community’ on them. The
failure of the World Trade Organization’s &Doha Round’ is a good sign in this direction. But
resistance is not confined to giant nations like China, India and Brazil. An exemplary precedent is the
case of Malawi, one of Africa’s smallest countries. Traditionally self-sufficient, and even an exporter
of food to South Africa, in the 1980s this country was led by the World Bank to end its subsidies to
farmers and later, in 2000, the IMF insisted that it put its food reserves on the market. But after years
of near famine conditions, it has recently reversed these policies, despite pressure to the contrary by
the IMF and World Bank. This has been a wise move, indeed, one that other countries will likely
emulate, since for the first time in years Malawi can boast again of a surplus food production.

States, however, are problematic allies in the struggle against starvation-creating price hikes, since
they are almost always also interested in developing their capitalist agricultural lsector their

own termsWhat will matter most in deciding the outcome of the food crisis will be the ability of
movements, across the divides imposed on us, to coordinate strategies of resistance against the
planners of hunger and starvation. The struggle against famine and land expropriation cannot be
fought only in Africa or the mountains of Chiapas. It must be carried on in the supermarkets and
streets of the US and Europe, as were the aclean clothes’ campaigns of the 1990s that transformed
shopping into a political act and united textile sweatshop workers in the Global South with workers in
the North. The demand for food for all, that will strengthen not poison the consumers and producers,
forms the basis of a material politics that can upset the purposes of those who have planned the food
price crisis.
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But let us make no mistake on this point: the stakes in this struggle are high. If the food price hike
strategy works and food production is fully commercialised, if the struggle for the re-communalisation
of land is defeated, with food and land going to those who have more cash in hand, millions will die,
the peasantry as a historic class will disappear, people across the planet will have access to land only
by labouring as peons at the service of agricultural corporations, and we will have missed our last
chance of having some control over the quality of the food we eat, which is already largely a
byproduct of the petro-chemical industry. Most important, if the food price hikes achieve their
purpose, the possibility of constructing a world where, paraphrasing JosA© BovA®©, aLife is not for
sale’, will be extinguished for decades.
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Mexican Wave
ByMihalis Mentinis

Since the 2006 Oaxaca revolt, State repression in Mexico has contributed to popular feeling that
peaceful protest has failed. Today, the country is on the threshold of a cycle of armed anti-capitalist
struggle, argues Mihalis Mentinis

The repression of the protests in Oaxaca and Atenco in 2006 left people with a strong feeling of
aunfinished business’ with the State. A placard in the streets of Oaxaca expressing this feeling showed
an enraged Emiliano Zapata holding a gun in each iNo&lVemos en 2010 CabronrésSee you in

2010, bastards'. It is said that there is something like a Ahundred year cycle’ in Mexico with the tenth
year of every century marking the beginning of a sustained revolutionary effervescence: in 1810, the
war of independence against Spanish colonial authority; in 1910, the Mexican Revolution against the
dictatorship of Porfirio DA-az; and 2010, an important year of change for the Mayan calendar, seems
to meet all the conditions for a new Mexican Revolution - this time against capitalism. Within this
atmosphere of anticipation (and preparation), the prospect of a civil war or a revolution dominates the
horizon of the future, and Subcomandante Marcos has also warned: awe are anticipating a great
uprising or a civil war.!

The Zapatista revolt in 1994 managed to irreversibly open Pandora’s Box for Mexico. Although many
were rather premature at that time in celebrating the revolt as the &New Mexican Revolution’, Marcos’
rectifying statement that it was a revolution (with a small &r’) which made Revolution possible was on
the right track. The revolt unleashed proletarian forces and had a catalytic effect for the formation of
new and reactivation of existing indigenous aathpesingpeasant) organisations, as well as
politico-military groups, which have now become forces to reckon with in Mexican politics. After the
State’s unmitigated repression of popular protests in Atenco and Oaxaca, the politico-military groups
in particular have grown much stronger than before, and their belligerence against the State and
capitalism is attracting more and more members and supporters from the growing number of people
who have lost hope that anything essential can ever be changed by peaceful means. Mexico is on the
threshold of a new cycle of struggle that resumes armed and combative actions as indispensable for
any fundamental social and political change.

Mexican Wave

Images: Ana Nimo, from\jFuera Ulises!: A Graphic Account From Oaxa@®907. The full comic
can be downloaded from
http://www.metamute.org/en/fuera_ulises_graphic_interpretation_of_the_events_in_oaxaca

In March of this year in the mountains of Guerrero, some dozeramiesingssome of them

representatives of groups and organisations, met in order to announce their integration into the ranks of
the alnsurgent People’s Revolutionary Army’ (ERPI). The ERPI announced the formation of new
columns composed exclusively of indigenous rebels and declared their intention to engage in
combative action in order to fight capitalism, defend Mexican oil and natural resources, and fight for

the indigenous rights which are circumvented and violated by the repressive government of Felipe
CalderA3n. The participants in the meeting declared their total lack of trust in any political parties and
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expressed their conviction that the solutions to their problems must pass through the armed struggle.
As a participant explained, athe pacific way has never worked, exactly the opposite, day after day
things become worse’. &We are not going to wait till 2010 in order to start the revolution in Guerrero,’
the ERPI declared, awe have already started it Kere.’

Last year, another politico-military group, the &Revolutionary Popular Army’ (EPR), claimed credit

for two series of bombings of various pipelines of the State-owned oil company (PEMEX) in various
states of central Mexico in July and September. In the second series of attacks in Veracruz and
Tlaxcala, the group announced that its amilitary units’ had undertaken the attacks in order to force the
government to hand over two of its militants who had disappeared that same year after being arrested
in Oaxaca. One bomb was discovered intact with a message attached: aAlive you took them, alive we
want them back’ - an apparent reference to the missing militants. The EPR, however, has a national
agenda too and the bombings were meant to deal a strong blow to the president Felipe CalderA3n (who
made security a centrepiece of his presidency), and the neoliberal plans of his government. Although
the EPR has only a couple of thousand insurgents and no capacity to overthrow the government
militarily, the aprolonged people’'s war’ that it has declared against athe anti-people government’ has
the capacity to strike the State at vital points. The attacks in Veracruz and Tlaxcala resulted in a 25
percent drop in the supply of natural gas available to consumers across Mexico, caused hundreds of
millions of dollars in production losses for PEMEX and seriously affected the private sector. Some
dozen major companies including Honda Motor Co., Kellogg Co., and Volkswagen had to suspend or
scale back operations due to gas shortage. In the case of the Volkswagen plant in Puebla, for example,
production had to be suspended for four days resulting in the loss of production of 7,200 vehicles. The
bombings were a warning to the government as well as to potential buyers of PEMEX that the
intended privatisation of the company would not be an easy process. Given the virtual impossibility of
guarding and protecting PEMEX’s vast fuel distribution network, the EPR has managed to make a
very clear point and introduce itself as a force to be taken seriously in Mexican politics.

Two years ago, in November 2006, a front of five politico-military groups with a presence in several
Mexican states took responsibility for bombs planted in the electoral tribunal, the headquarters of the
Revolutionary Institutional Party (PRI), and a bank branch. In their communiquA®©, the rebels
declared that these actions would continue against national and multinational companies and State
institutions responsible for the &neoliberal institutional violence’ undertaken against Mexican people.
They demanded, among other things, the resignation of the PRI-backed and fraudulently elected
governor of Oaxaca, Ulises Ruiz, the withdrawal of the &federal forces of occupation’ from the region,
and the immediate release of those arrested or disappeared in Atenco and*Oaxaca.

These are only a few small instances of a new cycle of armed confrontation in which attacks on
prisons, military headquarters and army convoys, sabotage operations against State institutions, but
also peaceful demonstrations, protests, occupations and sit-ins have become more and more frequent.
In a country where political disappearances, torture, rape and murder of activists is an everyday
phenomenon, and where corruption guarantees almost complete impunity for corrupt State officials
and paramilitaries, groups like those mentioned above are nurtured and supported by an increasing
number of impoverishecampesinosvith no trust in institutional politics.

An important characteristic of the new cycle of struggle is the radicalisation of sectors of the

proletariat, both in the cities and rural areas, that one way or another previously maintained some kind
of alliance with or faith in the institutional aLeft’. These sectors have now broken from the leftist Party
of Democratic Revolution (PRD), and reject it as another mechanism of the State. One of the most
recent reasons, albeit not the only one, is that in various Mexican states local bosses have restructured
their power relations by switching alliances and linking themselves with the PRD. As a result of this,

in places where the PRD has taken power it has tended to maintain the same anti-popular policies and
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repressive methods as the other parties. In April 2004, for example, in ZinacantAjn municipality of
Chiapas, the PRD authorities commanded an armed attack against a peaceful demonstration by
Zapatista supporters demanding access to drinking water. The attack left many wounded and hundreds
of refugees, and resulted in a total break between the Zapatistas and the PRD. In a similar case in the
state of Guerrero, the PRD government of Zeferino Torreblanca (a businessman) responded with
violence to a demonstration against the construction of a hydroelectric megaproject. The lukewarm

and often indifferent reaction of the national PRD leadership to all this has further increased the
tension, and has greatly disillusioned pedple.

mexican wave

The break with the PRD was intensified and given a national dimension during the Zapratista
campaAz+a(the a0ther Campaignifh 2006, during the run up to the national election, when Marcos
fiercely criticised the PRD and its candidate LA3pez Obrador for selling out to financial interests and
making alliances with capitalists, calling Obrador the aleft arm of the Right’. The betrayal of the
Popular Assembly of the People of Oaxaca (APPO) by the PRD the same year and its clear alliance
with and support for the political class, disillusioned many more. Many of the APPO patrticipants, for
example, although they insist on a struggle by peaceful means, have completely broken from the PRD
and reject electoral politics altogettehe confrontation with Obrador and PRD has forced many of

the supporters/allies that the PRD and the Zapatistas shared in common to take sides and decide what
kind of politics they opt for. The Other Campaign has indeed been an important motor of radicalisation
of sectors of the Mexican proletariat, and its polemic has brought latent conflicts and antagonisms to
the surface. The main contribution of the Other Campaign, however, has been the gradual
development of a common anti-capitalist ground that has brought rural indigenaasygresino
organisations, urban movements, independent labour unions and various socialist groups closer
together. The Zapatista framing of indigenous demands within an anti-neoliberal agenda, and their
recent use of the term &capitalism’ - previously absent in the discourse of the movement, has been an
important factor in this directioB.It is indicative, for example, that one of the easiest decisions

reached by the popular assembly in Oaxaca was precisely the one related to the need to give a clear
anti-capitalist orientation to their struggdle.

If the Other Campaign has been significant in inciting proletarian fight-back, Oaxaca is the name of
the event (in its Badiouean sense of the term as a rupture with &what is’) that marks the new cycle of
struggle. The Oaxaca commune, as it is now commonly referred to, opened up different possibilities
and produced the conditions for a new dynamic cycle of struggle, building on and at the same time
expanding the cycle of struggle initiated by the Zapatista revolt. In a period in which right wingers and
leftist academics were talking about the decline of the Zapatista project and the virtual impossibility of
non-taking-power politics, (even mockingly dubbing Marcos the asubcomediante’ - e.g. Av:iA¥.ek),
the commune of Oaxaca showed that radical direct democracy practised in small indigenous
communities could be taken up on a larger scale, on a city, level with the participation of diverse
ethnic and socio-economic sectors, and render the government completely redundant. For indeed the
commune of Oaxaca rendered completely redundant the local and national government for more than
six months® The APPO can be described as what Shaj-Shuja calls a 4Zone of Proletarian
Development’ (ZPD): a space in which various sections of the proletariatdengesinos

indigenous, teachers etc.) learn from each other and radicalise their consciousness in the process of
joint activity.® Its consequences and effects are still to be seen.

19



The importance of the Oaxaca commune lies in the fact that it has become the symbol of a successful
people’s government, and therefore a model for prefiguring the future, for imagining how a
revolutionary outbreak could be. Marcos too seems to see the future of struggle in Mexico as taking

the form of local uprisings and communes. When he was asked about who would lead the Revolution
or civil war he talked about, he responded: apeople themselves, everybody in the place where they
live, and all in a network of mutual support’, and he gave the example of Oaxaca where athere are no
leaders and no caudillos; it is people who have organised themselves.’ aLike this it is going to be in

the whole country,” he saitP The violent repression of the APPO then aimed, first and foremost, to
prevent the example from spreading, given that people in other areas of the country had already started
organising themselves in popular assemblies. The fact that APPO had defined its ultimate goal as an
autonomous form of people’s government for the entire state was also key to the ensuing repression. In
this atmosphere of anticipation and preparation for the future, the second round of the Other Campaign
undertaken by the Zapatistas in March 2007 had as its main objectives to strengthen further the
common anti-capitalist basis of the various rural and urban movements across Mexico, to bring
together proposals and demands from various local struggles into a anational programme of struggle’
and further strengthen solidarity and support networks in the conditions created by the newly
repressive administration.

mexican wave

What are these conditions? Since the beginning of the Fox administration in 2000, it had become clear
that Mexico was interested in strengthening ties with the US and moving away from other Latin
American countries. The public rupture with Fidel Castro in the Monterrey apoverty summit’ in 2001,
the Mexican candidate’s cooperation with the US against the candidates of several Latin American
countries for the position of the Secretary General of the OAS (&Organisation of American States’),
and the rupture with Hugo ChAjvez etc., all attested to Mexico’s US oriented future. This agenda has
now been taken up by CalderA3n who is interested in renewing a partnership and strengthening further
ties with the USt! Given this, it is unlikely that the government would ever risk upsetting the US by
bringing to the table even one of the most basic popular demands brought up during the tortilla riots in
2007: the revision of the NAFTA’s (&North American Free Trade Agreement’) section on agriculture

in relation to maize (the basic ingredient of the tortilla) and beans (products that enter Mexico from the
US with no restrictions and are normally genetically modified threateaimgpesineselling power

and corn/bean diversity respectively).

CalderA3n has instead opted for repression and the militarisation of the country in order to control
proletarian forces. With the pretext of combating drug trafficking, check points have been set up
everywhere and large army units have been dispatched to areas perceived as prone to insurrection and
upheaval (e.g. Chiapas, Oaxaca, Guerrero etc.). The militarisation of the country obeys the new
security dogma of Mexico; a dogma that implies the increasingly vital participation of the US in terms
of strategic guidance, training of the military and the police, supply of military technology and so on.
All this is accompanied by the installation in Mexico of mercenaries, private foreign security
companies and the expansion and further arming of paramilitary groups. For it is certain that the
increase in arms as a consequence of militarisation will result, sooner or later, in a number of these
arms ending up in the hands of paramilitary groups. This is the Mexican version of the aplan
Colombia’ intended to intimidate, repress popular protests, imprison, torture and murder activists,
perform anti-guerrilla operations and train paramilitary groups under the guise of the anti-cartel war.
However, so far everything seems to suggest that Mexico’s proletarians are far from being pacified
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and controlledt?

It is difficult to say what the future holds for Mexico. Although there is definitely no clear plan to

move forward, it is the first time that armed and non-armed organisations and groups have come so
close in their agendas. Back in 1996, when the Zapatistas enjoyed a rosy romance with the middle
classes, they had arrogantly rejected the EPR'’s solidarity and support: awe don’t want your support,
we don't need it, we don’t seek 8 Some years later, however, durlagMarchain 2001, the

Zapatistas revised their position towards armed revolutionary groups, among them the ERPI and EPR,
recognising their roots in Mexican social and political reality. Despite the fact that in 2005, just before
setting off for the Other Campaign, the EZLN (&Zapatista Army for National Liberation’) made clear
that it still maintains its commitment to the path of political struggle through peaceful initiatives, and
announced it would not establish any kind of secret relations with politico-military organisations, it is
obvious that there is a rapprochement between the EZLN and other armed groups in terms of solidarity
and mutual respeétt Marcos’ gestures of solidarity during the Other Campaign included a visit to a
prison near the capital of Oaxaca where many of the prisoners are kept for their alleged links with the
EPR, and the unconditional active support that the Zapatistas offered the APPO (APPO counted on
participants and tactical - but not military - support from several of the region’s armed groups). For
their parts, armed groups like the EPRI have spoken positively of the Zapatistas, implying an
understanding of the importance of the non-military political strategies of the latter:

we see positively the work of Subcomandante Marcos with the Zapatista Army for National
Liberation in Chiapas... [T]heir work is well structured and their actions give them résults’.

The EPR has also announced that they will not engage in any acts that could jeopardise the EZLN. In
the new cycle of struggle, differences among various armed and non-armed organisations have been
left aside to a great extent, and emphasis is instead being put on the anti-capitalist and anti-state
demands, hopes and desires they all share in common. In Mexico, proletarians have made a combative
come back and we can aver with certainty that aall this has just b¥gun’.

Info

Mihalis Mentinis <m.mentinis AT googlemail.com> is a member of the Discourse Unit at Manchester
Metropolitan University.
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Liverpool & Culture of Capital
ByLeo Singer and Clara Paillard

A Reporting on the conference Capital, Culture and Power in Liverpool, Leo Singer and Clara Paillard
crash the regeneration party and pose some difficult questions for its hosts

- Stuck in its glare we lose sight of structure

Roy Coleman speaking of Liverpool’s urban patriotism

For three days in July, Liverpool University and Liverpool John Moores University hosted a critical
conference about urban regeneration in Liverpool. Both its size and the high proportion of activists
present were unusual for an academic conference. Of 155 participants nearly half were non-academics:
community activists, community workers, artists and working class activists.

The conference was organised by the European Group for the Study of Deviance and Social Control,
an association of radical sociologists and criminologists. In the middle of LiverpoolA’s year as
European Capital of Culture, the organisers decided to devote much of the conference programme to
dissenting voices.

China Town Liverpool

Image: Anti-regeneration in Liverpool’s Chinatown. All photographs by Leo Singer and Clara Paillard

The city has recently been submerged under an avalanche of discourse dealing with our everyday
lives. The acreative industriesa (including the art house cinema, art galleries, and local media) have
been especially active in the field of ideological production. They have been commissioned to deliver
various cross-class messages to the city residents. FACT (Foundation for Art and Creative
Technology) and Radio BBC Merseyside were asking questions such as: Where are &wea going to?
Who are awea ? Are awea more free than awea think? Where are the boundaries of aoura bodies?
What is the identity of this city?, etc. Discourses celebrating the new, post-industrial and cosmopolitan
acommunitya subtly sweep away the outd&egs From The Black Stdike traditions and any

sources of identity coming from the working class world.

A number of readily available and servile acreativesa ensure that the ideological production of the
ruling class is sold to traditionally suspicious Scousers in a non-intrusive and acoola way. Various
dialogical, participatory, experiential platforms, venues and projects have been developed to achieve
this task.
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Mutant Patriotism

One example of how cynical inhabitants are turned into participants in the year-long cultural party is
the Super Lamb Banana phenomenon. The original work by the Japanese artist Taro Chiezo,
commissioned for the Art Transpennine Exhibition in 1998, was conceived as a protest against
genetically modified food. The Super Lamb Banana is, as the name suggests, a heroic composite of
lamb and banana, a reference to Liverpool’s history of exporting lamb and importing bananas. The
City of Culture grasped the potential of this piece of public art and turned it into a symbol of
Liverpudlian awackinessa , thus packaging all sorts of stereotypes about Scousers into a
much-celebrated commodityhe Liverpool Echds exemplary in whipping up this kind of hysteria.

One of the top articles recently reported on a group of local scouts who within 24 hours managed to
visit all 200-plus Lamb Banana statues scattered over the city! As the scout leader put it:

We've got photographs of every Superlambanana we visited and we're now trying to register the
attempt with the Guinness Book of Records and hope it will be made into an official record.

And by the way, th&chds article makes sure that every reader gets the message that this Super Lamb
Banana hunt was sponsored by the companies Honda, Barclays, BBA Aviation and the city’'s Comet
stores...

Experiencing the Lamb Banana hysteria, one immediately understands the concept of urban patriotism,
introduced by Roy Coleman during his keynote speech at the conference. He defined urban patriotism
as a strategy of rule for regeneration managers that appears apolitical, banal and funny, thus
mystifying class relations. Like all forms of patriotism this kind is narrow-minded, focused on simple
images, emotive, celebratory in nature and lacking in reasoning. It is organised around a kind of pride
and a alovea of consumption, &heritageda , iconic buildings or objects like the Lamb Bananas, etc. And
like the national variety, urban patriotism glosses over and deflects attention from the less glamorous
aspects of regeneration, including class division, continuing poverty and marginalisation of
communities. Coleman continues: alt involves universities, political decision-making, marketing, retail
sector, policinga . Despite the bombastic and self-confident language employed in this strategy, it is a
sign of both the incapacity to face up to reality and &a means of defence against those deemed to
undermine "the brand" or the strategya .

A Super Lamb Banana

Image: One of the many miniature replicas of Taro Chiezo’s Super Lamb Banana

Bubble economics

Private developers and speculators have been playing the regeneration game for years in Liverpool.
But it is important not to lose sight of the fact that the bulk of city regeneration has been financed from
public sources (EU Objectives 1 and 2, governmental subsidies, New Deal for Communities, etc.) The
major private investment is the A£1 billion Liverpool One Project, probably the largest single private
development in Europe funded by big retail money. This 42.5 acre shopping site in the heart of the city
- policed by private security and omnipresent CCTV cameras - was described as a aretail republica in a
Guardianarticle from May this year.

Stuart Wilks-Heeg'’s (University of Liverpool) myth-busting analysis showed that the growth of the
city in the last 10 years was not driven by the new economy but rather by the expansion of the public
sector (65 percent net job growth). Since 1997, 10,000 manufacturing jobs were lost and 14,000 new
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jobs in the service economy (call centres) were created. Real unemployment is still around 15-25
percent and the level of skills among workers remains very low. The vulnerability of capital's
composition in Liverpool lies in its reliance on public subsidy and cheap credit to sustain the local
housing market and construction. So, with 35 percent of city centre apartments vacant even before the
credit crunch and the new Liverpool One opening just at the moment that a sharp drop of consumer
spending is expected, where is the city heading?

Cue the Quangos

Liverpool has become the theatre for the worst comedy of the century, with luxury flats germinating

like weeds and shopping malls flourishing on any land that's grab-able. But behind the private sector's
iconic absurdities hide a myriad of semi-public agencies, populating the local political space at great
speed. One after another they usurp the stage of local democracy, pushing out elected representatives
and local citizens. This new theatrical troop are faithful to the Thatcherite script, albeit in a version
reanimated by New Labour and its prophets.

The first quango to appear in Liverpool was the Merseyside Development Corporation (MDC),
established after the Toxteth uprising in 1981. The MDC was put in charge of regenerating the Albert
Dock, the so-called ajewel in the crowna of Liverpool's arenaissanceéa . The Blair era produced new
characters to enrich the local &quangocracyéa with the North West Development Agency (NWDA) set
up to help create an environment in which businesses in the region could flourish. This was soon
followed by its offspring, Liverpool Vision, an urban regeneration company created to transform the
city into one of the UK’s leading business destinations by means of an ambitious and far-reaching
regeneration programme. Kensington Regeneration, a quango set up to invest in the working class area
of Kensington, was funded by the New Deal for Communities. This programme was launched in 1998
as a key part of the Government'’s strategy for aregeneration in the 39 most deprived areas across the
countrya . The package for Liverpool is A£E62 million. And last but not least the Housing Market
Renewal Initiative (HMRI) arrived to deliver the final blow to local inhabitants in other

neighbourhoods. Today the stage is crowded with these quangos, disguised as community initiatives
and local projects.

But what has been done for the people of Liverpool? Gentrifying the inner city with bulldozers?
Redesigning entire communities? Spending millions on &culturea to allow the high-flyers of the
hospitality industry to enter the city? Selling public land to property developers? The North West
Development Agency (NWDA) subsidises private profit by handing huge sums of money to
speculators. In Kensington, entire Victorian streets are being demolished to allow land assembly to
operate in favour of developetsPeople are being evicted without discrimination from both social and
private housing by the New Deal. In the city centre, Liverpool Vision has sold the waterfront to any
developers able to build over twelve storeys and has made helping the private sector fill its pockets a
priority, just in time for the present acrisisa .

Poster Regeneration not Demolition

Image: Poster featuring OAP Elizabeth Pascoe who successfully claimed that a compulsory purchase
order forcing her to leave her home in Adderley Street breached her human rights, thus delaying an
English Partnership project to demolish 500 homes in the area to make way for a widened road into
Liverpool city centre

Spoiling the Party
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Generally, urban regeneration is led by a forced and false consensus rather than public debate, to the
point where there is little discernible difference between marketing and public consultation processes.
A key issue at the conference was how policy-driven research is incorporating academics, promoting

the selective adoption of academic arguments and the misuse of public consultation.

A prime example remains the saga of the aFourth Gracea . A atall iconic building capable of attracting
more visitors to the city and based on Liverpool’s culture and historya was supposed to complement
the famous Three Graces - industrial skyscrapers erected to celebrate the city’s boom a hundred years
aga A public exhibition was held in 2002 to give the public a chance to have their say about the
design. Four projects were presented in a catwalk fashion with models and 3D fly-through
visualisations. Visitors were asked to avotea for their preferred scheme. When Liverpool Vision's
decision was announced, the whole city was stunned: they had chosen the least popular building to be
built on the waterfront. However, after two years of public spending to promote it, the project

collapsed in 2004.

In this concert of demagogy and commodification, activist voices can rarely be heard. Fortunately,
they could at the conferenddervemagazine, promoting grassroots culture and organising in
Merseyside, hosted a session where residents gave their accounts of the hidden face of the Capital of
Culture mega-party.

Hazel and Stella from the Granby Triangle testified to the alie of consultationa that led to the decision
to demolish hundreds of homes in their area:

All what they could ask was &What sort of houses do you want?a and we kept saying athe ones
we are in now4, they never listened.

Their homes are earmarked for a aregenerationa scheme that will demolish perfectly good Victorian
and Georgian houses to make way for new developments that are unlikely to last more than half a
century.

Nina Edge, who lives in the &Welsh Streetsa area in Toxteth, told the story of her community of South
Liverpool:

On one side of the road, 'Ehe houses are branded aVictorian 5-bed houses with view on Princes
Parka and are valued at A£350,000 and on the other side, they are aderelict dwellings unfit for
habitationa and owners are offered A£60,000 for them, how is that?

Elisabeth Pascoe, a campaigner from Edge Lane, is still fighting tooth and nail against the Compulsory
Purchase Order (CPO) imposed on her house and those of hundreds of other people in her community.
The use of CPOs (based on the 1993 Housing and Urban Development Act) means mobilising the
State’s brutal powers - originally designed to provide for the re-use of brownfield areas - against a

poor community. Pascoe warns that this sets an important precedent relevant to residents in housing
areas all over the country.

People in the affected communities have been put under stress and troubling rates of mortality have
been observed in these areas (33 people in Edge Lane and 9 in the Welsh Streets). Rather than helping
local people get a better place to live, the master planners have bulldozed and divided local
neighbourhoods. But local people are fighting back and by the end of the conference a support

network had been set up bringing together local residents and researchers for the first time.

26



While it is true that local people have been organising against the demolition of homes, and to protect
local heritage and parks, the opposition has been fragmented, often focusing on individual issues rather
than linking together. The strong presence of activists and working class people at the conference
would probably not have been possible without the effort and authority Betive During a period

marked by the relative absence of visible class struggles in this dormant, formerly radical city, the
magazine has served as a link between area-based groups, un-organised left-wing individuals, artists
and academics. It is a rallying point for people with experience of different political generations and
movements: the mass workers’ struggles in the 1970s, the unemployed youth and squatters’ movement
in the 1980s, and a more diverse spectrum of social struggles (including anti-regeneration campaigns)
from the 1990s on.

Construction Lo#iverpool One shopping district

Image: Construction of Liverpool One shopping and leisure district. One of these cranes, the property
of Norfolk based Falcon Crane Hire company, collapsed in January 2007, killing a Polish worker,
Zbigniew Swirzinski. Since he was self-employed and working without a contract his family hasn’t
received any compensation. Families Against Corporate Killers (FACK) are demanding a more just
investigation. Meanwhile, the same type of crane remains in use

The Role of the University Revisited

The conference was an important statement against the self-congratulatory City of Culture rhetoric. It
is a paradox that a radical conference was hosted by two universities which are key partners in
Liverpool Vision as well as owners and developers of important properties in the city centre. The
universities serve as an informal think tank for the City of Culture project. Only a few metres from the
conference rooms, a team of sociologists commissioned by the City Council and Liverpool Culture
Company were working on their research on regeneration. This project, almpacts 084 , has had little
impact on the regeneration debate other than to support its marketing strategy.

We pointed out this split among academics to sociologist David Whyte, one of the conference
organisers, who outlined a complex picture of the role of universities today. He argued that they are
neither autonomous spaces of open free discussion nor uniform knowledge factories producing
analysis for the State or private sector companies. They are rather terrains of constant struggle where
the attachment to academic freedom can still provide cover for radical research. For Whyte, academics
often exaggerate the oppressiveness of university commodification in order to justify their passivity

and pursuit of government grants. Neoliberalism does exert disciplining pressure but university
workers still can organise against that:

The fact that critical work emerges from university ground is not a function of the institution
itself. It is always a result of struggles that create the space for this work.

Some of the organisers conceived the conference as an opportunity to build up links with working
class and social movements. It is questionable to what extent this was achieved. In November 2008
Liverpool's new BT Convention Centre will be the venue for a conference on the city’s regeneration
entitled &0n the Waterfronta . Sponsored by the city, the quangos and (surprisingly?) Liverpool
University, anyone who wants to get into this event will have to pay A£250. Of course no potential
troublemaker has been invited to this aintellectuala celebration of policy makers, developers,
consultants and other urban patriots. Compared to this event, the Conference on Capital, Culture and
Power stands out as a far more democratic enterprise. No entry fees, free food and drinks at a party in
the university atrium, and friendly debates regardless of awho is whoa .
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Liverpool Do you like your neighbours?

Image: Stockholm artists collective A-APE’ s interventions on walls in the city centre. Project
commissioned by the Liverpool Culture Company as part of European Capital of Culture 2008 and
managed by Liverpool Biennial

On the other hand, the conference &on Capitala did not really deepen our understanding of how
workers, to whom the academics want to relate, produce capital in their everyday lives. Some of the
organisers - Gramscian Marxist sociologists - research conditions of work on construction sites in
Liverpool city centre and support campaigning families of workers killed at work. But their serious
activity can't replace our research into other related questions. What is the class composition of the
new industries or aupgradeda areas? What strategies do call centre, restaurant, or shop workers use to
cope with the demands of their bosses or clients? Are there any experiences of or possibilities for
struggle here? One can dismiss these questions claiming that &the conference wasn’t about that.& But
this is exactly the problem.

New Labour’s urban policy project is about delivery of public resources to private projects. To sustain
this sophisticated managerial operation the State needs to generate a highly complex web of
governance mechanisms. It is exactly here that the plethora of quangos and &community
empowermenta programmes with their own circular languages are located. It seems that most critical
academic research follows this moving target, shifting attention away from something more
fundamental - the transformation of work in a &boominga city and how this feeds the drive of capital.

If the academics who participated in the conference want to demonstrate a commitment to the working
class, they should spend less time confronting New Labour’s urban policies, various local hegemonies
and quangos and instead turn toward the everyday processes of the constitution of work. Because,
while some of us may become victims of urban regeneration or crime in our neighbourhoods, all of us
have to sell our labour power in one form or another.

Leo Singer is a community worker and a drop in the new East European migrant 'wave’ to the
UK. Together with Clara Paillard, as part of a larger research group, he is researching the class
composition of the hospitality sector in Liverpool’s city centre

Clara Paillard <c.paillard AT liv.ac.uk> is a French political activist and member of the
Campaign for a New Workers’ Party. She is completing her PhD on urban regeneration and
democracy at University of Liverpool. Clara coordinates an Alternative Programme to the

Capital of Culture '08. More info at: www.myspace.com/cityofcultureOB

Info
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http://www.myspace.com/cityofculture08

Capital, Culture, Power: Criminalisation and Resistance was hosted by the University of Liverpool and
Liverpool John Moores University on behalf of the British-Irish Section of the European Group for the
Study of Deviance and Social Control, 2-4 July, 2008

Footnote

1 Land assembly is a term used in planning to explain the activity of planners and/or professionals
who seek to bring together small parcels of land (private and/or public) to create a larger parcel. This
is an exercise often used to provide more space for large-scale urban projects (public or private).
Sometimes the public sector can seek land assembly to build public facilities but at the moment it
merely provides land to housing developers to create large private housing developments for
maximum profit.

From Subprime to Slump?
ByJon Amsden

The collapse of Lehman Brothers has got the mainstream media hitting the panic button and talking of
systemic crisis. But the crisis isn't just spreading to the real economy, it began there, argues Jon
Amsden

In May of this year, Brian Marks made a valiant attempt to tie together inflation, the current crisis in
financial markets, and struggles of the world working class. Marks wrote:

The food and energy crises are key ways capital is trying to displace the costs of devaluation onto
the working class. (Foreclosures, the manipulation of interest rates, and the outright bailout of
banks with public money are other important measures). The transfer of workers’ wealth through
energy and food costs to the energy sector is then conveyed in a concentrated form to save (by
buying up) the banks in crisis. That is where primitive accumulation meets fictitious capital.

Brian Marks[1]

Marks argued that inflation is a special form of alooting’ whereby the capitalist class attempts to
appropriate athe wealth of the workers’, for the purpose of apropping up fictitious capital’. In a
discussion on the Meltdown mailing list Ben Seymour queried Marks’ logic on this point, noting that
since inflation essentially devalues the workers’ portion, at least in monetary terms, such would not be
a particularly effective form of alooting’. For Seymour, the very thing that is supposed by Marks to
constitute an accelerated alooting’ of the working class, dan escalation of the ongoing compulsion of
work’ which presumably increases the rate of surplus value extraction, is at the same time
undermining or cancelling out the value extracted. Thus, crisis can increase the economic pressure on
the working class, but the actual rate of exploitation is offset by the devaluation of the currency which
measures the product and price of their labour power. We will visit the aincreased economic pressure’
that inflation places on the working class a bit later on. In one respect, however, inflation can, in fact,
be favorable to that part of the working class who may be net debtors. For example, Joe Sixpack has
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an outstanding credit card balance of $9,000 US. As the real value of this figure is diminished by
inflation, Joe will have to contribute less value to pay it back than he received (on credit) in the first
place.

Both Marks and Seymour were writing in the attempt to make the current crisis understandable within
the familiar paradigms of Marxist theory. There are potential problems here because, as | believe,
Marxists do not exactly speak with one voice as to the ultimate causes of capitalist crisis. In his
Penguin edition of Marx'€apital Vols. I-11l, for example, Ernest Mandel tells us that: aMarx did not

have a theory of crisis.” Currently, Marxists tend to argue vigorously over Marx’s suggestion that the
final cause of the cycle of boom and bust that has typified capitalist economies since the beginning is a
tendency for the rate of profit to fall. This is another topic to which we shall return after setting the
stage with the tragedy (and the folklore) of the current crisis. The first bit of stage setting has to do

with the reality of the rate of change in prices (inflation or deflation).

When one attempts to make sense of the supposed causes of the current crisis, one finds that the rate of
change in prices noted by Marks (Brian not Karl) makes up an important element in analysis of the
ongoing collapse of financial markets and the underlying slowdown of the real economy. The focus on
inflation is found in equal measure whether we read the financial press, scan the internet blog inferno,
or simply talk among ourselves about what is going on in financial markets right now. The big

guestion about the present chaos, both in financial markets and in the real economy, is whether or not
it is the credit crisis which caused the slowdown in economic activity or conversely if it is the

economic slowdown that has given rise to the credit crunch, to bank and corporate failures, to the
disappearance of consumer confidence, to ever-increasing levels of unemployment and all the rest of
it. The view that dominates the bourgeois media at the moment is that it is the collapse of the housing
bubble and the attendant failure of financial institutions has caused the arecession’. In my view, the
economic gurus of high finance, the government, and the media have got the whole thing back to front.

Since the main economic remedy initiated and celebrated both in academic and Wall Street circles is to
pour more money on the problem, the role of inflation in the current mess becomes a central one. What
most of us want to know now is whether or not the inflation that has marked the early moments of this
crisis will be maintained throughout the coming collapse of capital markets. Why do we care? Let's
pause a moment and look at what happens when inflation is rising. First, your life changes in a
dramatic way. Americans who dearly love their oversized gas guzzling automobiles are learning to

stay home more. Perhaps more important is that those who have any savings or hold any cash at all are
watching it evaporate day by day. It wasn't that easy to earn it and now it is gracefully disappearing as
the general price level keeps rising. Those lower down on the earning scale whether in the US, the UK,
or elsewhere are learning to change their diets and to give up beer (even on weekends). What this all
adds up to is a growing sense of insecurity and anger and (eventually) the search for a social
scapegoat. German Nazism, for example, traced part of its heritage to the runaway inflation that
plagued the Weimar Republic. On a less dramatic level, the way that inflation will affect your life is

that you will discover a growing eagerness to spend the money you have on what you need or want
before prices rise. It is possible that chronic inflation is one of the most serious economic phenomena
that exists. But it is unclear whether inflation will continue to be the dominant form of the ongoing
economic crisis.

Consequently, what people want to know at this point is whether or not the present positive rate of
change in prices (inflation) will continue to accompany all of the ills of &recession’ that we have come
to know and fear. These include: losing our jobs, losing our savings (Indy Mac, Northern Rock),
watching the value of houses and apartments plummet, the breakdown of international trade (the
astalled’ Doha Round) and, in general, the social and economic turmoil that lies ahead. The answer
proposed here is that, no, inflation as we know it will not continue to dominate the reality of and
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discussions about the ongoing economic crisis. On the contrary, the current inflation (sometimes called
astagflation’) will become deflation (the rate of change in prices goes negative) and, as past history
shows, the deflationary crisis could be infinitely worse than what we are going through at the moment.

As a way of getting into the current discussion of these matters, let's take a look at the financial and
international press on a particularly confusing and anxiety provoking weekend, 16 August, 2008. The
eminently respectableinancial TimegFT) tells us in its front page headline that there is a aSurge for
the Dollar as Global Fears Rise’:

Against sterling, the US currency notched up its 11th consecutive day of gains - its longest
uninterrupted rise in more than thirty-five years - as markets became increasingly convinced that
the US was best placed to weather the global downturn.

The dollar’s rise, according to the FT, was atriggered’ by a sudden collapse of commaodity prices.
What the FT is trying to say, in simple language, is that when the commodity price bubble suddenly
deflated, the dollar becanigso factomore valuable. What the FT then asserts, in a more or less
imperious assumption, is that the sudden asurge’ in the value of the dollar reflects a worldwide (and to
my mind extremely unlikely) growth of confidence in the US economy.

aConfidence?’ The US domestic and trade deficits are in the hundreds of billions for any foreseeable
future, major banking and financial institutions are being handed billion dollar crutches by the Federal
Reserve, the real economy is grinding to a halt, all the Buicks are now made in China, and the FT
proclaims aconfidence?’ Please, somebody get me a glass of water, | have to sit down for a moment or
two! Either that or hand me a copy of the weekieernational Herald Tribuneso that | can regain a

sense of balance!

The AWeekend Business’ section of liernational Herald TribundIHT) for 16 August features

one of the great economic naysayers on the aother side of the pond’ who, under no less than four
reiterated photographs of himself looking aworried’, is headlined as follows: &The Seer Who Saw the
Storm Coming: Professor Warned of Financial Crises One Year Before They Struck.’ The IHT, in the
person of junior professor, Stephen Mihm, then has lunch with the famous/infamous Nouriel Roubini
of New York University’s Stern School of Business who is, well, avery worried'.

Roubini is the sole proprietor of a website entitled ARGE Monitor’
[http://www.rgemonitor.com/blog/roubini/], which regularly provides pessimistic arguments on the US
economy to the following constituencies: bear market enthusiasts, students of the international
economy and those members of the US Left (including me) who would only be too happy to see the
whole overpaid, hyper-inflated, double-talk infected, economically exploitative, and (more or less)
criminally inclined financial sector of the US (and global) economy fall flat on its face, never to rise
again. Mihm says, in reverential tones, that, from the screens of the RGE Monitor, Roubini called the
ongoing financial crisis of 2008 exactly one year before. Unfortunately, nobody listened.

Just between us, the man who was christened &Dr. Doom’ by the more lightheavi¥adrk Times

was not thenly prophet of doom. There were several others who explained their position a bit more
clearly than Dr. Doom, but to make sense of it, a brief reminder is necessary. The financial
community, as most people know, is divided between abulls’ (optimists) and abears’ (pessimists).
However, what most people don’t know is that the bulls and the bears speak for different financial
constituencies that divide up rather neatly along the lines of how much money the folks concerned
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have to invest. The bulls commonly speak for (and to) investors in equities (i.e. shares) including small
investors, those with their life savings marooned in pension plans, and (of course) widows and
orphans. The bears, on the other hand, commonly speak to the investors who have serious money to
place and who tend to prefer bonds of all kinds but especially government bonds. What divides the
abulls’ and the abears’ (sometimes called athe bond gods’) is guess what... fear of inflation. Fixed
income securities become less valuable in an inflationary scenario. The abond gods’ tend to equate
inflationary pressures with a vibrant market for equities, so there is often more than a little
schadenfreuden display when equities take a hit and bonds are doing better. The professional bears
tend to have more complex and powerful arguments about economic decline than does the NYU
professor mentioned earlier.

Roubini has been concentrating on one single theme of the coming disaster, namely, the huge current
account deficits typically run by the United States. The current account deficit measures what America
does not pay foin exports in terms of what it cheerfully continues to consume in imports. For the last
few years, the US current accounts deficit ran at about 1 billion dollars per day, but recently this has
risen to much higher figures. By concentrating on this grim economic variable, Mihm asserts, Prof.
Roubini could foresee:

... a bleak series of events: homeowners defaulting on mortgages, trillions of dollars of mortgage
backed securities unraveling worldwide, and the global financial systems shuddering to a halt.

Quite how Roubini can get from a negative trade deficit to this varied and complex list of Aworries’ is
not explained. It is, in fact, unlikely that anyone could deduce or predict all of the above troubles from
the simple fact that the US is wildly overdrawn on its credit card. Never mind!

Roubini, because he is aworried’, and because he wants to save the market capitalist economy from
itself, has applauded the various actions of the Federal Reserve intended to stave off economic ruin.
This is where the question of inflation, or astagflation’ (prices keep going up as the economy winds
down) comes in. Why did Roubini applaud loudly when the US central bank (athe Fed’) cut interest
rates to save the US economy? The constant assumption here is that cheaper money will stimulate the
capitalist production machine to go back to work. Roubini also endorsed the Fed’s intervention to
prevent the total collapse of Bear Stearns, investment banker, by (essentially) nationalising it with the
help of J.P. Morgan. Now J.P. Morgan, the biggest, oldest, and richest investment bank in the US, is
writing off billions of dollars - but not to worry! Both actions applauded by our aworried’ professor

put more &money’ into the system at a time when the economy was slowing down. More money
alongside fewer goods being produced usually spells inflation.

This is, of course, precisely what happened and will probably continue to happen for a whildid/Vhat
not happen, however, was that injections of cheap money restarted the economy. The reason is that,
despite everything you have read, the sudden shortage of bank credit wasaas#oé economic
slowdown but, rather, itsffect It was the fact that people were losing their jobs and couldn’t pay their
mortgage payments due to the economic slowdown that caused the housing crisis and not the other
way round. Thus, the mortgage crisis happened (all over the world) because many mortgage holders
could no longer make their mortgage payments. Why not? Because the working class were either
losing their jobs, going on short time, or taking lower paid jobs just to get by. The question we now
need to look at is why do economies slow down (or die altogether) and what happens to the rate of
change in prices (inflation or deflation) when they do?
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The classic Marxist position is that both an expansion and a contraction in capitalist economies are
needed for the accumulation of capital. In the expansion phase, a new technology is adopted and the
first comers make a lot of money, wages are bid up, and the prices of goods fall. In the US, a classic
expansion of this nature took place, for example, after the Second World War. War production had
decreed the introduction of new technology, workers had organised unions to demand higher wages
and (briefly) to ascend to a middle class lifestyle. The jobs they held, by the way, had medical
coverage, pensions plans, and secure employment until pensions kicked in. That world is now gone
forever.

Going back a few years, again for the American case, the Great Depression (1929-1939) was a classic
contraction. Banks failed by the thousands, industries closed, something like 25 percent of the
workforce was without jobs, and (this is the interesting part) prices of everything fell through the floor.
This was the classic deflationary crisis, i.e the sort of crisis that had characterised capitalist
development from the beginning. In Marxist theory, the importance of deflationary crises is that
fictitious capital (largely overbid stock prices) is destroyed, larger and more efficient capitalists gobble
up the little ones thus laying the ground for the introduction of new technology, and (most important)
the working class is disciplined for the next round of production.

Both the expansion and the contraction phase are necessary for more and more capital to be
accumulated, so Marxists call this process the acycle of capital accumulation’. In the classic Marxian
doctrine, the downturns are caused in two ways. The small ones are caused by marked instability
between the industries that produce consumer goods and those that produce capit@lagitadis (

Vol.ll). The big ones are caused by a long run tendency of the rate of profit of capitalist enterprise to
fall.

The rate of profit falls as technological innovations spread throughout industry. The first comers have
already become rich, but when the whole sector adopts a new technology (say, steam power to replace
water power), profits are eventually competed away. This is at the macro level. At the level of the

firm, Marx argued Capital Vol 1), the change in the labour to capital ratio in favour of capital

diminishes the amount of living labour time that the capitalist accumulates. Then, since living labour is
the source of all economic value, the rate of profit tends to fall.

The picture presented by Marx may seem counter-intuitive, but if you look at the world today you will
see the results of this process that are, once again, manifesting themselves. Now capital has fled the
highly industrialised regions of Europe and North America to be applied in China, Vietham, and other
relatively backward economies. Why? Because, of course, this is where the capitalist gets to
accumulate most prodigiously the source of all surplus value which is human labour time.

How, then, did the present US and world crisis begin this time around, and will it continue in an
inflationary or deflationary context? Let’s close with this. As the rate of profit declines in the older
sectors of capitalist enterprise, the so-called afinancialisation’ of the economy begins. The older
metropolitan regions no longer export goods to the rest of the world. They now export capital. Lenin
first noticed this process as the European countries began to export capital to other regions towards the
end of the 19th century. Great Britain, for example, built power plants and street railway systems all
over the world in this period. A similar process is taking place today, but the result now seems to be
that the productive sectors of the mature economies are running down just as the financial sectors are
becoming wealthier than ever. The result is &funny money games’ in financial markets, including the
creation of useless economic derivatives, the alending’ of capital to developing nations and the
hectoring of less developed nations by the IMF to make them pay their adebts’.
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This is pretty funny. The US is the largest debtor nation on the planet as we speak, but its financial
geniuses (until lately) have been alending’ through the World Bank and the International Monetary
Fund. How do they do this? Well, it can only happen in a world in which the international reserve
currency (currently the US dollar) is created by simply saying that it exists. This bit of magic has
allowed the US to alive beyond its means’ for some time now. It has also put the Chinese and the
Indians in the grotesque position of financing the US wars for petroleum along with an out-of-control
lifestyle obtained on credit. As a system, what could be called adollar imperialism’ is entering the
disaster stage, both with respect to the costs and risks of war and with respect to the collapse of the
real economy in the UK, the EU, and the good old USA.

Given these realities, will the present inflationary moment continue until we reach the point of total
collapse? | happen to think not, though others whose views | respect point to the dangers of runaway
inflation which are far more socially disruptive (think Weimar and the growth of Nazism). In my view,
what will happen next is that, when the US economy completely collapses in both the financial and
real sectors, the total collapse of the banks will follow with widespread corporate failure and the
increase of unemployment to unbelievable levels. Under these circumstances demand will fail (as in
the last great deflationary crisis of 1929-39) and prices will fall through the floor.

There is another scenario, however, namely that of runaway inflation. Explaining this would require an
extensive discussion of the role of the dollar as the international reserve currency. Briefly, the collapse
of the dollar internationally could lead to runaway inflation in the whole global economy, with awful
social and political consequences. One would have to take a more careful look at one of the central
concerns of Professor Roubini, namely, his obsession with the American tendency to run a current
account deficit worth $2 billion a day(!), but this is a topic better left for another time.

Jon Amsden <thewriterscoach AT gmail.com> PhD. LSE grad. Old $eiftante-huitard

Footnotes

[1] Brian Marks, aLiving in a Whirlwind, or the Food/Energy/Work Crisis’,
|http://www.journalofaestheticsandprotest.org/contents| html

For some criticism and discussion of this text, see Ben Seymour and Jon Amsden:
http://www.metamute.org/en/living_in_a_whirlwind_or_the_food_energy_work_crisis_and_some_criticisms

Any Other But Our Selves

ByJ.J. Charlesworth

Contemporary curators are loving the alien, the sacred and the cultic. But far from challenging
contemporary social mores, this Other-worship is just an orthodox postmodern denigration of human
agency, argues J.J. Charlesworth
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It might have been coincidental that this year two big international group shows should look to Mars
for their curatorial pretext. In London, the Barbican’s spring show The Martian Museum of Terrestrial
Art opened only a day after the latest incarnation of the Carnegie International - at Pittsburgh’s
Carnegie Museum of Art - which was subtitled Life on Mars. The two shows proposed superficially
different uses of the metaphor of extraterrestrial life to reflect on contemporary artistic practice, yet
underlying these apparent differences, one could detect common themes that are now strongly
influential in Western culture - that of a pessimistic apprehension of impending disaster; a profound
sense of uncertainty and disorientation regarding human society’s claim to progressive agency; and a
kind of post-historical estrangement from the experience of modernity. What drives these, however, is
a now common theoretical and political celebration of what might be called the Absolute Other. Along
with the more recently opened mega-show After Nature at New York’s New Museum, these shows all
share a peculiar critical operation - the use of a strategy of displacement of the human subject from
which to alook back’ or alook from afar’ on human life. Or, as contemporary theoretical jargon would
have it, the effect of transposition that results from the attempt to occupy the position of athe Other’. In
their attachment to the Other, these shows reveal a common distrust of, and estrangement from, that
much maligned humanist concept, the Subject. It's an assimilation of earlier post-structuralist critiques
which manifests itself as a form of extreme scepticism regarding the legitimacy of human subjectivity
- psychological, cultural and social - and as a consequence, it is the legitimacy of humariragéocy

that is effectively called into question.

But while these big offerings tend to share a very liberal sense of melancholia, other more apparently
radical positions work over similar ground. In London, Pil and Galia Kollectiv's show The Institute of
Psychoplasmics, at Pumphouse Gallery, proposed a more theoretically explicit use of the
Subject-Other division, in which the notion of the &cult’ is mobilised as absolute Other, as a critique of
a Subject synonymous with Capitalism. Nevertheless, whether appealing to mainstream culture’s
misanthropic liberal anxieties, or claiming a site of monadic exclusion from the Subject, these recent
curatorial positions propose the Subject and human subjectivity as something to be escaped, denied
and criticised fronoutside Yet this throws up a paradox; who is this absolute Other who claims

alterity, if not another, still-present Subject?

phantom limb colour

Image: Matthew Monaha®hantom Limb2008

In Martian Museum, the critique of the Subject was conducted on the terms already long-established
by the post-colonial critique of the Other; here, Martians were substituted for the position of the
ethnocentric Western Subject; gazing on the works of Western contemporary art as if these were the
artefacts that Western anthropology has long designated as the products of the aprimitive’ Other. As
curator Francesco Manacorda confidently declares in his introduction to the Martian Museum’s
catalogue:

The Martian perspective allows for a reassessment of the art object from an alien standpoint: thus
mimicking the way that Western anthropologists historically interpreted non-Western cultures
through foreign eyes. Looking at art as though from outer space offers the potential to make the
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familiar strange and to turn the dominant Euro-American art tradition into the abther’.

However, the explicit political motive that underpins why one should want to perform such an act of
aothering’ is is spelt out by the Barbican’s directors in their preface:

In parodying the way that Western anthropologists, ethnographers, and art historians have
historically viewed non-Western culture through alien eyes, [Martian Museum] questions the
hubris of any culture’s pretence to fully understand another, through the acquisition of objects
and their didactic display in a musedm.

The notion of Otherness is here presented as an insuperable barrier to the understanding of other
cultures, as well as typifying the ahubristic’ hegemony of the Western gaze, which is why it is easy for
the writers to turn the gaze into something &alien’. It may be more than a metaphor running away with
itself, but to suggest that an aethnocentric’ Western gaze might see the aOther’ as aalien’ betrays
something of how absolute the notion of the Other has now become in common discussions of cultural
difference: if there were indeed aliens, only their &otherness’ to our humanity could be so absolute.

What is unsettling in this casual use of the aalien’ &0ther’ as a (self-) critical strategy against the
aWestern’ subject is that cultural otherness between human cultures can - in reality - never be so
immobile or absolute. The cultural dynamics of hybridity, heterogeneity and globalisation now
challenge, more than ever, the Western hegemony that could generate the post-colonial critique of the
Other in the first place. And the funny thing about Martian Museum is that the fictional Martian
curators seem only to have looked for art in Europe and America. The contemporary reality of art’s
now rapidly-globalising modernity is nowhere to be found on their sensor instruments - Martian
Museum is distinct in almost entirely excluding art from the modernising, industrial Far East.

Martian Museumis of course not so original. The critical excavation of the fantasy of the

alien-as-Other, hooked up to a contemporary critique of ethnic difference, had already been made by
the InIVA exhibition Alien Nation at the ICA in late 2006, a show which presented the work of artists
who aadopted the figure of the extraterrestrial and the alien(ated) land3dage. reified and static
difference favoured by liberal multiculturalism could be coded in contemporary art via the figure of

the extraterrestrial in Alien Nation, then in Martian Museum it extends further to a decentering
repudiation of, and anxiety about, the identity and subject-position of athe West'. To be a Western
subject these days means, it would seem, continuously disaffirming one’s Westerness, only to reassert
it in negative form, while perpetuating the division of cultural Self and Other.

This &Othering’, presented as a sort of therapeutic critical device, seeks to problematise the secure
subject position of our supposedly Western ethnocentrism. Couched in the language of contemporary
post-colonialist and multiculturalist discourses of difference and the Other, these are conventional and
orthodox rehearsals of the accepted politics of cultural difference. But the insistence of seeing the Self
from the perspective of the Other echoes beyond questions of cultural difference, into one of a broader
estrangement with regard to contemporary human experience, and a broader aalienation from’ - for
want of a better term - the Subject. Pointedly, in his essay to the catalogue accompanying Life on
Mars, curator Douglas Fogle refers to Paul Thek’'s 1974 paibltiiged (Earth Drawing ) an image
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of the Earth seen from space, and asks questions of peculiarly existential intensity: 4Are we alone in
the universe? Do aliens exist? Or are we, ourselves, the strangers in our own worlds?’ Musing on the
experience of watching reports of the plight of the survivors of Hurricane Katrina, signalling for help
from their rooftops aas if attempting to communicate with an alien culture without the aid of a
universal language translator’, Fogle goes on to declare that, alf the events of the last few years have
taught us anything, it is that many of us are indeed strangers in our own WoFlus.hotion of
self-estrangement in place, Fogle continues with reference to that other cultural projection of
subjective Otherness, the Zombie, rallying Samuel Beckett and Cormack McCarthy to a Ameditation
on the hopefulness of humanity in the face of total despair and utter devastation’. aLike the characters
in Beckett's play,’ Fogle dismally declares, awe find ourselves waiting as well, for ours is a culture of
zombies in which we are slowly and at times deliberately eating ourselves toeath.’

Paul Thek, Untitled

Image: Paul Thek)ntitled (EarthDrawingl) 1974

That a curator of a major international show could express such a wild thesis on the state of
contemporary society says something about how acceptable such ultra-subjective, pessimistic
observations are to current cultural and political anxieties towards a world in which events appear out

of our control. Fogle’s use of language is itself revealing of a sense of passive, helpless - essentially
agentless - acceptance, in which events happen to us, while we are also simultaneously the perpetrators
- yet the hyperbole is fixed on an altogether prosaic, real-world experience:

The question als there life on Mars?’ is a rhetorical one posed in the face of an increasingly
accelerating world, in which global events, at once political, social, natural, and economic, seem
to challenge and threaten to overtake our most basic forms of everyday exfstence.

Impending disaster, it seems, is only a curatorial flourish away. With Life on tarhematic of

disaster is bound up to a profound anxiety about the disorientation of the contemporary subject faced
with uncontrollable change. Suspended metaphorically between Mars and Earth - the subject of Life
on Marsbecomes a ametaphorical quest to explore what it means to be human in this radically
unmoored world'.

Why the world should be any more radically unmoored than at other times in history is never made
clear. But if in Life on Marshe dislocation of the contemporary subject is couched in a spatial
metaphor, After Nature generates a similar existential crisis in terms of history, yet again pointing to
contemporary political and social reality in terms which are distinctly apocalyptic. Curator
Massimiliano Gioni’s introductory essay is titled with a quote from Blaise Pascal: aThe collapse of the
stellar systems will occur - like creation - in grandiose splendor’; a suitably vast and inhuman terminus
to any sense of temporal progressioAfter Nature takes its title from W.G. Sebald’s eponymous

poem triptych, and much of its rhetorical inspiration from Werner Herzog’s 1992 dsons of
Darknessand the result is an insistently post-historical, (or post-apocalyptic) vision of human life:
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Many of the artworks and artefacts in this show ... might recall the relics of a lost civilization.
Enclosed in vitrines, captured on film, or sketched with charcoal, they could be the mysterious
findings of some ethnographer, or the experiments of a scientist desperately trying to save the last
remnants of this planet, while documenting its imminent collapse. [...] It is a land of wilderness

and ruins that exists in an imaginary time zone suspended between a remote past and a
not-so-distant futuré.

We're back onto the territory of the ethnographer, of the archaeologist and the conservationist who is,
implicitly, beyond, or outside, of our own historical moment - the 4Other’ to our own present-bound
experience. But whether cast as aliens from another planet or men from somewhere in the future, these
displacements invariably seek to position our contemporary culture as something itself already alien -
something that we should in some way treat with self-conscious distance or with distrust. With

Martian Museum, it is the distrust of the ahubristic’ Western subject, even when it paradoxically has to
shore up that Eurocentric gaze by the deliberate exclusion of the contemporary non-Western artist. In
Life on Mars the destructively displaced and spatialised multiplicity of cultural identities and

positions, and the out-of-control character of contemporary experience are counterposed with works of
melancholic and pacific reflection on the intangible and inhuman immensity of the cosmaos. With After
Nature time and history are both post- and pre- modern. This pre-/postmodernism is an explicit
anti-modernity, which, when not obsessed with the before/after exclusion of humanity under the sign
of ecology, admits human subjectivity only via the mystical, the sacred and the religious: aMany

artists in this exhibition seek a prophetic intensity,” Gioni writes, a... fascinated by mystic apparitions,
arcane rites, and spiritual illuminations.’ Intoxicated with his theme, he declares that:

what these artists share is [...] a desire to charge art with a magical power, invest it with contents
and forms that are meant to contrast its secularization, and aim at bringing it back into a sphere
that is, if not religious, at least sacred or obscure, like a mystery cult.

Here, Martian Museum catches up with After Nature, as they both endeavour to &depict a humanity
caught in cryptic rituals or in adoration of mysterious divinities’.

Image:aTotemsasectionofTheMartianMuseumofTerrestrialArt

Image: aTotemsa section of The Martian Museum of Terrestrial Art

Cults and cryptic rituals also abound in The Institute of Psychoplasmics, although Pil and Galia
Kollectiv mobilise the notion of the cult to more critical ends. Working outfrom David Cronenberg’s
1979 filmThe Brood the Kollectiv's project approaches the figure of the cult as a strategy to question
the problem of political otherness and differentiation within the social body of capitalism:

If there is no outside to an ever absorbent Capitalist regime, art has no grounds from which to
critique it. Religion increasingly seems to offer a way out of the impossible dialectic of outside
and inside that Capitalism proposes. Art takes on a similar role, allowing for a limited externality
to emerge within a social body whose unlimited expanse is equated with the expansionist project
of global Capitalism'°
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alf there is no outside’ is, however, a pretty big alf'. But it is in this that the figure of the Other - even
for would-be radicals such as the Kollektivs - takes on its full contemporary significance. To argue

that religion and art might be a way out of a totalising Capitalism would seem a peculiar argument to
earlier generations of revolutionaries, for whom capitalism was necessarily historically contingent, and
anyway already riven by an internal dialectic in which the Other might have been the agency of class,
and the Subject the proletariat. But let's not dwell on bygone Grand Narratives. That one can suggest
that there is no outside to Capitalism is a partial symptom of the disappearance of the narratives of the
revolutionary Subject. The fall-back to art, and art which mimics the cultish religious refusal of
liberalism’s totalising community, is a sad shadow of the dynamic of earlier political divisions - the
dialectical energy of the revolutionary historical Subject reduced to a frozen, mute abstentionism.

It's also telling that The Institute of Psychoplasndombines an (almost) ironic affection for the

forms of cultish community with a more extreme allegiance to an effectively post-human subject. The
reference td’he Broods not idle - Cronenberg'’s film about an extreme psychotherapy group, in

which the patients’ emotional states become physically expressed, chimes with the various fantasies of
a libidinally liberated post-human body - from Diann Bauer's miniaturised figures to Seth Coston’s
paintings of suited men who erupt with multiple phallus tentacles - in which the Cartesian mind-body
division is comprehensively dissolved. &The Head is Nothing Without the Body’ declares a work by
Amanda Beech, and human heads are indeed hard to find in The Institute of Psychoplasmics - a
fashionable Acephalism that shows how far the post-structuralist critiques of the Subject have become
engrained in both liberal and radical thinking. One might be tempted to reply that there is of course
ano-body without a head’. The Institute of PsychoA-plasmics resorts to the Cult as a fantastical
absolute Other to the political Subject of a Capitalism that can no longer be transcended, but it also
harbours a more profound - and conventional - desire to be absented from the Human itself.

Amanda Beech, Head is Nothing without the Body

Image: Amanda Beecfihe Head is Nothing without the Bodyiptych(10f3), 2007

What unites these shows is that they are each symptomatic of a complex disquiet about the nature of
human experience and human subjectivity in an epoch in which the claims of the humanist,
universalising Subject appear exhausted and discredited, and in which those human-centred,
progressive narratives of human society and subjectivity have all been dismissed. What lies beneath
Martian Museum'’s superficial critiqgue of the &Western’ subject is really the rejection of the notion of a
potentially universalising Subject that transcends the adifference’ of any given cultural subject. In Life
on Mars and After Nature, the apprehension that contemporary society has abandoned any claim to
progressive historical agency, and any progressive narrative of human history, manifests itself in each
show’s peculiar characterisation of the experience of history, in which active human agency has been
removed. In Life on Mars this appears in the figuring of reality in terms of an anxious and essentially
incomprehensible, never-ending present, to which we are helplessly subject. With After Nature, it is
contained in the vision of a pre-/post-historical world in which humanity has become extinct, or at
most has retreated to pre-modern, pre-secular and pre-rational forms of subjectivity. And with The
Institute of Psychoplasmics, the apprehension of a naturalised, totalising and ahistoric Capitalism leads
to a semi-ironic retreat to the cultish and the inhuman, as strategies to escape the problem of an
apparently undifferentiated and unchangeable political stasis.
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Such curatorial anxieties are neither that unusual nor coincidental. After all, the dissolution of the
humanist Subject has been the mainstay of post-structuralist philosophy and theory for a generation.
Daniel Birnbaum is no fool when, in his contribution to the Life on Matalogue, he variously

draws on Deleuze, Foucault and KojA ve to point to &new modes of subjective life’. He ends up in the
post-historic and the post-human, of course:

What is Man and what is Animal today? What are the distinctive features of life after History, and
who are we, breathing this posthistorical air, taking advantage of the lightness, and writing the
postscript to historical Mari?

To tell aus’ who awe’ are, Birnbaum coopts KojA ve, in his lecture on Hegaksiomenology of
Spirit:

The historical process of work and negation, as analysed by Hegel and then, in a different
fashion, by Karl Marx, is what turned the animals of the species Homo sapiens into humans, but
this process has come to a close. We have reached the end of History yet, it seems, we are still
around. KojA"ve goes orThe disappearance of Man at the end of History is not a cosmic
catastrophe!?

The now-orthodox heresies of post-structuralism’s assault on the humanist Subject might be fine for
the theory class, but they now combine with the conservative theme of the &end of History’, and the
cultural and political consequences are novel and unpredictable. If post-structuralism has been
declaring, for the past three decades, that Man is &over’, then it is not surprising that other bugbear of
anti-humanism, the dialectic of History, should be declared &over’ too. Yet, it seems, awe’ are astill’
around.

Let's not blame curators for reproducing intellectual trends out of their control. That such big shows
express similar perspectives merely reveals that they chime with the zeitgeist, in which the theoretical
dismantling of the Subject now starts to intersect with a more general mood of cultural exhaustion and
political terminus. The continued motif of the &0ther’, and the scrutiny of humanity from its position

is necessarily a fantasy, but it signals how estranged from the concept of a centred Subject -
psychological, social, historical - we now find ourselves. As James Heartfield argueShie eath

of the Subject, Explained

Like the concept of the posthuman, the elevation of the Other corresponds to a degradation of the
Subject. The desire to relinquish the Self, leave the species, stop persevering in one’s being are all
essentially the same death-wikh.
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Or as the humanist writer Josie Appleton has recently observed:

Everywhere there is a discomfort with seeing things from a human point of view, or pursuing
human interests. Indeed, it seems that we would rather see things from any point of view but our
own, and defend any interests other than our own. This appears not as a craven attitude to the
gods, but a craven attitude towards nature... &Anthropocentrism’ has become a dirty word, spat
out along with A&humanocentrism’, homocentrism and &humanism’. Indeed, to see the world from
a human point is aspeciesism’... Instead, theorists hunt around for other loci of value:
azoocentrism’, decocentrism’, even acosmocentridm’.

One doesn’t have to go far to make the connection between the philosophical adegradation of the
Subject’ and the pursuit of &other loci of value’ which deny a human point of view, nor are they
hidden in these curatorial outings. The point of view of the alien, of the inhuman, of the pre- and
post-historical, the mythical, and the ecological become the subjects for a world view in which
humanity seegselfas other. And among these there is no better, nor more influential, manifestation of
this self-estrangement of human subjectivity than the position of environmentalism. One might argue
that environmentalism finds itself the true heir of post-humanism and the end of History, given that
under its sign, humanity becomes Other to environmentalism’s Subject - Gaia, the ecosphere.

Thomas Schutte, The Magnificent Seven
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The philosophical paradox here is that such reversals of the Other actually return us to the universal
human Subject, but in negative form. This Other humanity is seen as a single entity or identity, yet
these melancholic dystopias in which humanity is observed as a specimen or a relic are necessarily the
projection of human subjects, and we do not astop perservering in our being’ even though we attempt
to theorise ourselves out of existence. But this philosophical paradox goes hand in hand with political
terminus: These are not cultural, ethnic, social or political Others, Others that might be susceptible to
encounter, dialogue, negotiation, and through that process - the active agency of human politics and
history - the overcoming of that Otherness. This is instead an absolute Other, the human seen (by
itself) as passive object, rather that active Subject. And it is here that the post-human meets the
post-political. If it appears on one hand as if the world is out of our control, that we are the victim of
forces we have no influence over, then it also appears that awe’ are unstoppably destroying it on the
other - nowhere in this is there a sense of active, purposeful human agency. If this is a consequence of
the death of &Grand Narratives’ then the engine of those narratives, the human Subject, is clearly on
the verge of extinction, and from then on, we have little else to do than to muse about our own
post-humanity and wait for the Apocalypse. The cultural melancholia expressed in shows from

Martian Museum to After Nature points us to the novel political problem of making sense of what we
mean by, and expect of, human subjectivity and human agency; of whether we want to develop new
terms on which to remake the human Subject, or instead disappear into the vague hinterlands of the
Other.
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Info

Martian Museum of Terrestrial Art: Barbican Art Gallery, London, 6 March - 18 May 2008

The 55t Carnegie International: Life on Mars, The Carnegie Museum of Art, Pittsburgh, 5
March 2008 - 11 January 2009

The Institute of Psychoplasmics, Pump House Gallery, London, 9 April - 26 May 2008

After Nature, The New Museum, New York, 17 July - 21 September 2008
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Orientalism Inverted: The Rise of 'Hindu Nation’
ByNeil Gray

Is Indianness just a German ideology? In the first of a two-part analysis of neoliberalism in the
subcontinent, Neil Gray traces the history of Hindu cultural nationalism, from a colonialist mystique
of pure spirituality to today’s fascist pogroms and economic polarisation

The abject poverty and extreme economic polarisation created by neoliberal regimes requires national
ideology to legitimate and obfuscate its violence. Cultural nationalism gives coherence to the activities
of the nation state and capital, and best serves the conflicting requirements of accumulation and
legitimation for neoliberal elites. Thus Radhika Desai contends:

... the deployment of the language of particularity, of cultural difference and nationalism, in
counterfeit answer to the accelerating universalism of capitalism, which it supports and promotes,
is the ingenious reality of the right today.

In India, the chief cultural nationalist movement is Hindutva, a communalist Hindu nationalist

ideology seeking to conflate the very idea of alndianness’ with &Hinduness’. The core practitioners of
Hindutva are organised under the umbrella of the Sangh Parivar organisation, which is avowedly
inspired and influenced by the Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS) a asocial and cultural
organisation’ with a known fascist pedigree and a Hindu majoritarian political agenda. The importance
of this movement, a deeply conservative multi-headed Hydra, can be measured by the presence within
its ranks of the former ruling party of India, now the main party of opposition, the Bharitiya Janata
Party (BJP). The Vishwa Hindu Parishad (VHP) and the boot boys of the Bajrang Dal, &... the

violently energetic youth wing of the VHP'complete the Sangh Parivar aTrident’, which fronts a

host of other organisations with Hindu nationalist sympathies.

Orientalism inverted

Images:Raj Comics for the Hard Headdry Amitabh Kumar (from Sarai Media Lab’s Research
Project on Raj Comics and Graphic Novel Culture in Delhi)
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The roots of Hindu cultural nationalism lie, at least in part, imaarsionof romanticist orientalist
epistemologies of the 19th century. This inversion effectively shifted social and political issues from
the material to the spiritual plane - serving the needs of both the colonial masters and the privileged
elites of Brahminical Hinduism. Sangh Parivar and Hindutva forces exploit this highly constructed
mystical carapace as a counterfeit response to contemporary expropriations under neoliberalism. In
this they are facilitated by Western orientalist perceptions of India as an aessentially’ religious
civilisation. Augmented by neoconservative theorists like the execrable Samuel Huntington,
contemporary Hindu nationalism acts as a neoliberal alibi, masking the extreme authoritarianism and
primitive accumulation strategies of international and local capitalist elites in a supposedly 4Shining
India’.

From Orientalism to Hindu Nationalism

That is the thing about secrets, and that is why we are so eager to know them. They give us, once
revealed, a false impression of wider knowledge.

- Sukheta Mehtaylaximum City
Orientalism, as defined by the chief theorist of the term, Edward Said, can be critically discussed as

... the corporate institution for dealing with the Orient - dealing with it by making statements
about it, authorising views of it, describing it, by teaching it, settling it, ruling over it.

In short, orientalism can be seen as an enormously systematic and diffuse discipline for dominating,
managing angroducingthe Orient. Thomas Blom Hansen, following Said’s epistemology, has
observed that notions of Hinduism as a unified religion, the concept of &Hindu’ as a well bounded
cultural category, and Hindu culture as a distinct cultural zone, are largely products of

... interventions by orientalist scholars, missionaries, and colonial administrators in the Indian
subcontinent since the seventeenth century.

In line with dominant Western epistemologies of the time, early scholars and missionaries attempted to
abstract an intelligible core of central tenets and ascriptures’ from their encounter with the vast corpus
of religious images, myths and practices in the subcontinent. The resultant aidentification and
construction’ of classical Hinduism, now conceived asifiedreligious civilisation, was borne from

the supposition of a common Aryan or Brahminical higher caste culture, said to be knit together by a
common language - Sanskrit. This common culture was allegedly bound by a body of ancient texts,
and sanctified by a sacred geography inscribed by centres of pilgrimage all over the subcontinent. This
conception of orthodox or aclassical’ Hinduism, however, was in reality codified and constructed from
a myriad of diverse and heterogeneous relations of ritual and social religious hierarchies by orientalists
such as Max Muller. Indeed, Muller’s translation of Rig Vedawas seen by the British colonial

elites - who commissioned the work - as

the oldest and thus the most authentic self-born and founding text in the larger body of Hindu
philosophy®

This translation, included in his 50-volume compenditile Sacred Books of the Eastcame hugely

influential in disseminating the aldea of India’ as predominantly areligious’, amystical’, aspiritual’, in
both Europe and India.
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Hansen argues that the orientalist construction of classical Hinduism resulted in a pre-political aempty
signifier’ of national unity: a constructed, essentialised supposition of a natioealife and spirit

from which claims could be made on the perennial nature of the Indian people. In the elite hands of
orientalists, communitarians and cultural nationalists, this paradigm soon became aa truth beyond
representation and falsification’, and

a metaphysical construct of what should be there in order to make the other intelligible within a
system of systematic differencés.

It was now possible to identify the East from the West in a single conceptual grammar of civilisational
order and hierarchy. Presupposing the apolitical, spiritual character of the Indian masses gave
narcissistic license for the colonial and Brahmin elites to leadral revolution of the people, while
separating the imagination of society, state and economy from the profanity of ordinary politics by
ordinary people. The orientalist codification of upper caste Brahminical practices into the central
tenets of Hinduism, or in the historian Romila Thapar's term, &Syndicated Hinduism’, was thus central
to consolidating the British Empire’s hegemonic rule in India, yet it would also instigate the genesis of
Hindu nationalism.

Orientalism inverted

Inverting Orientalism

The colonial government’s need for a pragmatic incorporation of elite segments of the Indian middle
class led to an indirect, though partial, agency for client groups suchzssrimari(agricultural)

landlords, literate elites, and leaders of sects, petty kingdoms, and religious communities. These
groups, the indigenous apillars of colonial rule’, were granted some license in cultural matters, if not
matters of governance. While property, security and taxation were a preserve zealously protected by
the Raj, issues supposedly pertaining toQ@nient - religion, community and family - were often

governed by sanctioned local bodies. Upper caste groups were consequently encouraged by the British
to &know themselves’ through the gaze of the other under a high caste religious designation which may
not have been so arigorously described’ previofisAccording to Hansen, many of these

constituencies interiorised the oriental construction of East and West as essentially different, but rather
than retain the negative connotations of difference inevitably produced by the colonial regime, they
invertedthe terms

and reversed the valuation so that the differentiation became a source of cultural and moral
superiority?

The empty signifier produced by the British helped Brahmins and other upper caste groups to codify
existing social and ritual hierarchies, while consolidating their dominant social position as arbiters of
truth and social sanction. The Cultural Nationalism of late 19th century India thus grew from a set of
processes whereby influential Indians

began to inhabit, and make sense of, received romanticist notions of authenticity and deep
cultural differences between East and Wést.
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Thus Swami Dayananda of the late 19th century socio-religious Arya Samaj organisation could
concoct an influential mythic aVedic Golden Age’: an empty signifier par excellence, and a myth of
which so little was known athat all fictions could be accepted as Valileanwhile, R.S. Golwalker,
the fascist head of the RSS organisation for over 30 years, drew upon the &founding myth’ of the
Golden age, to make the erroneous claim that India was first and foremost a Hindu Nation:

here was already a full-fledged ancient nation of the Hindus, and the various communities which
were living in the country were either heregagststhe Jews and Parsis, oriagaders the
Muslims and Christian&?

Orientalism inverted

Made in Germany

It is in the Orient that we must search for the highest Romanticism.
- Friedrich Schlegel, 1808°

By 1830 Germany had achieved aintellectual authority’ in terms of specialised European scholarship
of the Orient, and it was the Germans who were to refine and elaborate the discrete and specialised
technigues of reading and analysing texts, myths, ideas and languages aliterally gathered from the
Orient’ by the imperial institutions of Britain and FrandeAmong parts of the European public, the
works of the German orientalists produced distinctly idealist, romanticist readings of India. The
romanticist conception of the subcontinent set India for a role as aspiritual heroine’ in the 19th century
European anti-modern critique of utilitarian rationalism and crude universalism, and India was widely
constructed in the Western imagination as

a locus of pure essences, of immobility, of high spirituality, and an embodiment of an organic,
unfragmented communit}?

This conception of India, defined moral opposition to the crude material rationalism of the West,
became

an important repository for radical dreams of pristine existence and the whole and the healed
self.16

For Said, citing V.G. Kiernan, this was aEurope’s collective day-dream of the Orient’, lurking in such

places as &... the "Oriental" tale, the mythology of the mysterious East, notions of Asian inscrutability
' 17

In a typically orientalist formulation of the time, Friedrich Schlegel, the German idealist philosopher
and linguist, could happily exclaim that aspiritual holism’ was the defining feature of Indian culture.
The romanticist attraction to spiritual holism, shared by many 19th century German thinkers, mirrored
the apolitical stance of India’s avirtuous men from the upper castes’. Spiritual holism collapsed the
spiritual and material world into oneness, while at the same time eradicating the separation of the
objective world and individual consciousness through incorporation into aan all-pervasive spirit’.
Syndicated Hinduism, in this paradigm, was confused with India per se, and the complicated
heterodox traditions and cultures of India were simply conflated with the communitarian ideal of a
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unified whole: alndia was Hindu’ and aclassical Hinduism’ was constructed as the &... epitome of
holistic spiritualism’18

According to Amartya Sen, the tendency towards &heroic generalisations’ was always evident in the
romanticist view of India. On the one hand, Johann Gottfried von Herder could loftily proclaim that

Hindus are the gentlest branch of humanity [...] moderation and calm, a soft feeling and a silent
depth of soul characterise their work and their pleasure, their morals and mythology, tHéir arts.

On the other hand, Schlegel attacked the European man with venom: &... man himself has almost
become a machine [and] cannot sink any deeper’. Schlegel's hyperbole even extended to a guarantee
that Persian, Greek, Roman and German languages and cultures &... may all be traced back to the
Indian’.2% For Schlegel, the answer to the alienation and degradation of man under the machine age
was not to be found in the conscious organisation of labour against capital, but in the great spiritual
traditions of the Indian subcontinent. Hegel too got in on the act, making the wildly orientalist claim
that India had a... existed for millennia in the imagination of the Européhi. understood India as
essentially apure spirit’, though of an imaginative order (soft and feminine) rather than the ahigher’
order of the rational (masculine) spirit of the West. For Hegel, echoing the Raj’s political
instrumentality, this preponderance of the imaginative over the rational explained the enfeebled,
fragmented socio-political culture of the Indian states.

Orientalism inverted

A Hindu Volk

The grandiose assertions of the German romanticists struck a receptive chord with parts of the Indian
intelligentsia. Herder’s romanticist nationalist philosophy of a ndieyond politicsesiding in the
permanent alife force’ of the people and enunciating popular truth in the face of domination appeared
aeminently meaningful’ to large parts of the Indian colonial middle class. No mere aGerman
Ideology’, the idea of nation as popular, cultural and latent, spread rapidly throughout India with
cultural nationalism quickly developing as the inverted offspring of German orientalism. For Herder,
the national soul was &... the mother of all cultures upon earth’, representing an inexpressible spirit in
the world, which resided in its &purest form’ within the common national Yolerder's

romanticist discourse of cultural difference and authenticity provided a conceptual grammar for a
domesticated cultural nationalism, and became a powerful impulse for an incipient national ideology
based on received orientalist categories in India.

J.G. Fichte further contributed to an essentialised and organicist conception of nation by arguing that
cultures were constituted through the nature-given essence of nationality and could only survive and
develop through deep emotional attachment to a state a... that gave body to thé&h&yovittue of

this profound emotional attachment, a nation could become practically invincible according to Fichte -
even in the face of inferiority in terms of material, military and productive power. Cultural nationalism
would ultimately depend on awill’ and the aidea’ of nation. The will to sacrifice and loyalty could
aelevate’ patriotic men above the petty concerns of politics and historical contingency to provide the
very life force of the nation - an idea all too amenable to Indians pinioned by the brute force of
colonial domination. The cultural nationalism of Herder and Fichte, and their romanticist emphasis on
discourses of a... fullness, spirituality, depth, sensitivity and authenticity’, helped ensure that later
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attempts to construct and consolidate a aHindu community’ by leading Hindu nationalists would
remain captive to the orientalist imaginati&h.

The basis of Vivekananda’'s &complete man’ was an eternal Herderian national spirit. Like the ideal
national citizen of Fichte, he would be educated in athe great truths of the Vedanta’ - culturally
awakened and a fervent carrier of the national f§ilBal Gangadhar Tilak likewise glorified the

deeds of the Vedic age, and in his writings rejected the right of foreigners to criticise or judge Hindu
civilisation. Echoing orientalist scholars he claimed the Vedic civilisation was the oldest, the most
refined, and the mother of all civilisations in the world. For Tilak, its resilience was proof of its
viability. Golwalker, meanwhile, mobilised a series of empty signifiers, in classical orientalist mode,
to portray Hindu civilisation as the afirst thought givers to the world’, Indian spirituality as essentially
ainexpressible’, and Hindu-ness as atoo fine to be defffeDespite the vagueness of Golwalker's
definition of &Hindu-ness’, he argued that those who failed to satisfy its criteria, should afall out of the
pale of real "National" life28

Communalism - from Above

One must never forget that communalism in India is a latter-day phenomenon which has grown
up before our eyes.

- Jawaharlal Nehru, 1938

The institutions of orientalism emerged alongside the vast expansion of colonial domination around
the globe. Above all, communalism developed as &a weapon of economically and politically
reactionary social classes and political forces’. Communalism was an intentional construction on the
part of the British colonial elite, and was consciously developed and supported by vested interests for
its &... capacity to distort and divert popular struggtedBritish divide and rule policy exacerbated

and inflamed communal tensions, exploiting existing social differences to divert efforts to create a
nationally unified opposition to British colonial rule. Communalism was only one part of this divisive
strategy, which set

region against region, province against province, caste against caste, language against language,
reformers against the orthodox, the moderate against the militant, leftist against the rightist [...]
and class against cla3s.

The Morley-Minto reforms of 1909, codified and consolidated communalism in India. The reforms
established separate, though limited, electorates for Muslim voters. Muslim voters were put into
separate constituencies for which only Muslims could stand as candidates, and for which only
Muslims could vote. Since voters belonged exclusively to one religion, candidates had no need of
appealing to voters of other religious designations. They were thus encouraged to elicit the support of
Muslim voters on communal lines. The Montague-Chelmsford reforms of 1919 deepened religious
sectarianism by establishing separate Hindu and Muslim mass constituencies. Voters in this system,
according to Bipan Chandra, were a... gradually trained to think and vote communally [...] and to
express their socio-economic grievances in communal te¥1iEhe colonial propensity for

classification intensified these divisions, and the operations of the census from the 1870s onwards
further cemented mutually exclusive definitions of ethnic and religious types for the purposes of
enumeration and contréf
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Cementing these divisive procedures, the Raj treated Hindu, Muslim and Sikh communities as
separate, with little in common. Official favour was extended to communalists over nationalists; the
communal press was endowed with extraordinary freedom in comparison to the nationalist press; and
communal leaders were readily accepted as spokespersons for their acommunities’. Nationalist
spokespersons, by comparison, were treated as representing only a small minority. These strategies
combined to engender client groups - position-seeking middle classes - who were dependent on the
colonial elite, at the same time as they created religious and ethnic voting blocks which were
previously non-existent* Mushiral Hasan argues, for instance, that the ideological contours of a
separate Pakistan were birthed from the ablurred images’ of British ethnic and religious categorisation,
as middle class sections of the Muslim community embraced an institutionalised and homogenised
conception of religious identity, and began to see themselves: &... in the colonial image of being
unified, cohesive and segregated from the Hindas¥lohammed Al Jinnah’s transition from a

Congress nationalist AAmbassador of Hindu-Muslim Unity’ in 1906, to his position as the aleader of
Muslim communalism’ by the late '20s, and his final arrival as the founder and leader of a separate
Pakistan, perfectly illustrates this logic of political communal®m.

Orientalism inverted

From Mother Cow to Ram

The empirical knowledge practices of the colonial state were partly internalised by cultural reform
movements who strove to organise and systematise a new and abstract cultural community of Hindus
a... within a generalised, supra-local, nationalist discourse and imagirHtiBanhdria B. Frietag

argues that communalist groups emerged in the nexus of relations between the apublic’ domains that
the imperial nation state claimed for itself and the competing forms of aprivate’ identity formation that
communalist groups staged in the public sphere. As the colonial state increasingly negotiated with
Indians on the basis of their religious group identity, it was clear that the rewards went to those a...
who invoked only certain kinds of identitie®. Drawing sustenance from constructed aidentity slots’
and a... authorised by the colonial state’, communal groups began to experiment and contest their
status more systematically in the public sph&r&rietag argues that the cow protection movement of
1880 - 1920 shows how early public expressions of shared religious precepts &... evolved into larger
ideological statements about imagined communitiés’.

The very ambiguity of meaning in heterogenous, localised worship of &Mother Cow’ allowed activists
to link local identities and values to a broader ideological movement. The figure of the sacred cow
could &... unite popular and high culture; it could serve reformist and traditional ends; it could reach
the heart of townsmen and peasants alfikeltilising the adense metaphor’ of the Mother Cow, the
movement performed the double function of obscuring intra-caste tensions between Hindu groups
contesting ownership of rural land, while underscoring sectarian schisms by setting up various groups
outside the shared cultural system - Muslim and Christian beef eaters for instance - as demonised and
targeted others. For Frietag, the communalised discursive space that emerged from these constructions
of group identity can be traced, from the cow protection movement through to contemporary
manifestations, by certain shared characteristics - the evocation of an imagined community; communal
group identity before the state; adramatic moments’, including riots; specialised religious vocabulary;
public assertion utilising modern mass means of communication; street mobilisation; violence; and the
creation of an identifiable &other’, most notably Muslims. As we shall see, all these characteristics,
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aligned to the mobilisation of the symbol of Ram, were very much in evidence during the infamous
events at Ayodhya.

Ram - aProphet’ of Hindutva

The colonial assertion of a unified religious basis to Indian civilisation was revived in its inverted
perspective during the 1980s through the Sangh Parivar’s attempts to turn the worship of Ram, the
hero of the oral epithe Ramayananto the paramount God in the Hindu pantheon. Romila Thapar’'s
essay aA Historical Perspective on the Story of Ram’ observes that in Valmiki's aoriginal’ version,
and in all the early Bardic tellings, Ram is depicted, not as a god in a religious text, but as a ahuman
hero’ in an oral tale with many local variations. Disregarding this &all too human’ history, RSS
ideologists now argue th@he Ramayanis 4a document of supernatural veradfyand have sought

to deploy Ram as &a metaphor for the catholicity of traditional Hindu forms of devotion and*piety’.
Ram has now been constructed as a central figure in the VHP’s strategy ato derive, reconstruct and
superimpose’ an integrated symbolic centre on the large and diverse field of Hindu social practices.
The town of Ayodhya in the north of India became the crucible for these strategies, supplying
amateriality and concreteness to the spatial imagination of a Hindu Rashtra [Hindu Ktion]’

A temple marking the site of the birthplace of Ram allegedly stood in Ayodhya until its supposed
demolition in 1528 by Babur (the founder of the Mughal dynasty). The Babri Masjid mosque, it was
argued, was built on the exact site of this purported desecration. For the Hindu Nationalist movement,
the site has long held enormous symbolic promise. Plans to mobilise and destroy the mosque have
consistently agitated and channeled

the anti-Muslim sentiment of Hindus towards the mosque as a symbol of their &humiliating
domination’ while simultaneously exploiting their feelings of devotion for Kam.

The VHP’s decision to reanimate the issue in 1984 was taken despite the fact that there is

no archaeological evidence to support the idea that a temple ever existed on the site, or that this is
the birthplace of Ram, or that the present-day Ayodhya is the site of the capital city of the same
name where Rama was born in the Ramaylaimentirely a question of belighy italics].*®

Nevertheless, the Ayodhya issue and the adept manipulation of the symbol of Ram helped transform
the BJP from a peripheral party of the right into the Congress Party’s primary national opposition.

Ram Versus Barbur - Holy War

In 1990, L.K. Advani, then leader of the BJP, embarked on a national &Rath Yatra’ (chariot

procession) designed to awaken in the Hindu population the desire to areconstruct’ a Hindu temple in
honour of Ram on the site of the Babri Masjid. Advani’'s aim was &... to infuse a sense of shame and
humiliation among the people for Hindu society’s alleged failure to protect its shrines from desecration
by Muslim conquerors*’ Ram was openly depicted as an agitational device to embody a virile

response to this perceived shame. The Yatra, 4&Advani’'s road show’, covered 300 km a day, addressing
an average of six meetings daily through eight states in the Hindi heartland. In total, Advani travelled

10 thousand km in a vehicle &... designed to represent an epic chariot and decorated with the electoral
symbol of the BJP (a lotus) and the Hindu ON'Geographical mobility, military display, and

provocation all featured heavily. VHP and Bajrang Dal activists lined the way with bows, arrows and
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trishuls. Advani openly described the mobilisation as ... a controversy between Ram ant®’Babur’
while the RSS publicly declared the Rath Yatra 4A Holy War'.

The Chariot procession motif evoked a religious devotionalism to what was essemtditical

agenda. For the first time a mainstream parliamentary leader unapologetically utilised propaganda a...
of an overtly Hindu nationalist character’ for political erfdsAdvani and the BJP projected Ram as a
metaphor for a... the essential Hinduness of Indian culture’ and the Ram-janmabhoomi agitation was
staged as a modern manifestation of ... an ancient, irresistible stream, a corporate Hind&%ulture’,
Conversely, the Babri Masjid was depicted as aradical negativity’ in Hindutva discourses: the
embodiment of the ... traumatic historical kernel of Hindu disunity and effeminacy that had to be
removed to produce a Hindu VoIR8 To this end - against the grain of historic depictions - Ram was
reimagined and restaged as a warrior, a bare-chested &Rambo’ with bow and arrows, resplendent in
heroic and manly postures. The result of the mobilisation was predictable. The Yatra generated severe
communal tensions along its route, a... leaving hundreds of minor and major incidents of anti-Muslim
pogroms in its trail’>*

In Ayodhya town, on the morning of 6 December 1992, 150 to 200,000 RSS volunteers abreached’ a
line of security at the Babri Masjid and began stoning the Mosque and the police guarding it. They
used ropes to clamber onto the domes and set about wrecking them with picks and iron rods. The
authorities (state and national) abdicated all responsibility to protect the mosque. The media present
were attacked and had their equipment smashed. Within two hours in the afternoon all three domes
were demolished. Meanwhile, Muslims were attacked in Ayodhya town, and their homes set ablaze. In
the week that followed, communal riots officially claimed 1,200 predominantly Muslim lives

nationwide. In Bhopal alone, where the riots blazed uninterrupted for a week, 16,895 people were
forced to find shelter in 31 refugee camps, while at least seven states were torn by communal riots and
badly hit with fatalities®®

In the face of evidence from the Archeological Survey of India (ASI), which disputed claims that
Ayodhya was the birthplace of Ram, the Sangh Parivar claimed that Hindu matters of faith were
outside the rational discourse and &foreign methods’ of scientific investigation. Advani, for instance,
asserted: aNo judge can give a verdict on the birthplace of Lord Rama, which is a matter of faith for
Hindus’.>6 Meanwhile, Advani was lionised on the BJP website for his role in mobilising Ram during
the fiercely communalised events: &... Shri Advani emphasised the cultural unity of the country by
highlighting Shri Rama as a symbol of cultural renaissance and as a national symbol'.

A Orientalism inverted

The Ram Sethu Project

The Ram Sethu issue of late 2007 showed that Ram could still be mobilised as a potent force by the
Sangh Parivar. The BJP, and groups associated with the VHP, argued that the Sethusamudrum Ship
Channel Project (SSCP) - a project to dredge a 167-kilometre passage for container ships between
India and Sri Lanka - should not proceed. They argued that any structural change to a group of islands
known as &Ram Sethu’ would hurt the religious sentiments of Hindus. In Hindu mythology, Ram is

said to have built the Ram Sethu abridge’ as a chain of islands in order to reach Lanka and rescue his
abducted wife Sita. The BJP and the Sangh Parivar argue that belief should be respected in relation to
the Ram Sethu project and other large development projects. Further, they argue that aThe Ramayana’
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constitutes ahistorical evidence’ of Ram'’s existence and his construction of the bridge. The
Archeological Survey of India’s (ASI) affidavit, however, found that the islands were anatural forms’

and that mythological texts could not prove the existence of the characters: a... or the occurrence of the
events depicted thereifi8

A storm of Hindutva protests over the ASI’s alleged affront to Hindu sensibilities caused the
Congress-led UPA to withdraw the ASI affidavit, and to redraw the line of the shipping channel for
fear of a aHindu backlash’. Parful Bidwai argues that the VHP and the RSS now hold &an effective
veto’ over the UPA, evidenced most clearly at the political level by the BJP, atheir parliamentary face,
alter ego, and ventriloquis®® For the BJP, the ASI’s denial of Ram’s existence as historical fact
constitutes a blasphemous insult to Hindus. L.K. Advani claimed that the apseudo-secular’ forces of
government asought to negate all that Hindus consider sacred ... and wihendeny idea of

India’. 89 The VHP, for their part, warned the UPA government that &Hindu rage would be unleashed
globally against it if it proceeded with the Sethusamudrum prdfécFhe mobilisation of Ram

around the Ram Sethu issue was clearly a politically instrumental strategy designed for electoral gain:
the Ram Sethu project was first sanctioned by the BJP back in 1998, when the BJP were in power
under the leadership of Vajpayee. The turnaround in opinion was designed to agitate &Hindu
consciousness’ nationwide for the communally loaded Guijarat elections in the west 6 Ifitii.
withdrawal of the affidavit shows how far the Sangh have come in introducing an irrational religious
content, backed with the threat of communalised violence, into national debate, and vividly
underscores the surrender of Congress to communal forces. What that has meant in practice was
ferociously underlined in the Gujarat massacre of 2002.

aSnakes Hissing’ - a Hindu Jihad

We made the whole plan ... to start A Hindu Jehad ... we were successful in Gujarat...
- Dhimant Bhatt, BJP®

The horrific pogrom of over 2 thousand Muslims by Sangh Parivar activists in Gujarat in December
2002 showed that what could not be recuperated through ideological persuasion could just as well be
controlled through the judicious use of athe hard edges of palide [truncheons] and the adull
compulsions of economic relation®.A Human Rights Watch report indicted the Sangh Parivar and
the ruling state party, the BJP, for their complicity and culpability in the massacre:

The groups most directly responsible for violence against Muslims in Gujarat include the Vishwa
Hindu Parishad [VHP], the Bajrang Dal, the ruling BJP, and the umbrella organisation, the
Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh (the R%S).

The report went on to describe Sangh Parivar cadres, as a... militant groups that operate with impunity,
and under the patronage of the st&feDesai argues that Hindutva performed a Amajor service’ to the
Guijarati propertied classes by increasing violent competition with the Muslim bourgeoisie of the state.
Sectarian ruptures in the new areligious borders’ have now reconfigured Gujarat’'s urban geography
through riots, a... with blatant connections to real estate transactions’. Muslims, who no longer felt safe
after the riots, left behind property and position &... to be grabbed by those who feel secure in current
conditions’8’ Despite new evidence of government complicity in the riots - reported in the celebrated
Tehelkamagazine asting’ - the Gujarat electorate rewarded the BJP by reinstalling the government,
and the notorious Narendra Modi as Chief Minister, for their third term in Decembef2007.

Meanwhile, Professor Shastri of the VHP was philosophical about the murderous activity of his aboys’
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in the riots:

We needed to do something. It is said that snakes that are not poisonous should keep the enemy
away by hissing once in a whifé.

The willingness of the Gujarat electorate - one of the wealthiest states in India - to continually re-elect
Modi and his BJP government, indicates that the policies and strategies adopted by Hindutva have a
wide appeal for the electorally important middle classes. The stabilisation of the Hindutva vote among
India’s richest, most educated and socially elevated sections has now become fully clear. Hindutva has
now proven it features all that this powerful class could wish for:

Neoliberal economic policies, Hindu cultural assertion, [and] the full range of stances towards
Muslims and others with the capacity to disturb their comfortable position by demanding their
rights.”®

Orientalism inverted

Neoliberal Neo-Ghandianism

Their innermost secret, namely, that athere is no secret’, only profanity, must, hence, be carefully
guarded. It is, after all, precisely this ritualised guarding, this objectification of belief, that
generates the illusion that there is a secret in the first place.

- Thomas Blum Hansen, 1999

The brutality of the Sangh Parivar is not in itself capable of creating a hegemonic right in India. For
Radhika Desai, neo-Ghandianism is the specific contemporaryofocaitural nationalism for the
conservative bourgeois Indian intellectual, and is thus central to the restructuring and reproduction of a
rightist hegemony in the Asian subcontinent. Neo-Ghandian discourses emerged within the
aintellectual reconstitution’ of the global new right in the 1980s and 1990s, which typically conceived
of culture as disembodied a... rather than incarnated in society’s material - productive and reproductive
- processes’? For Desai, neo-Ghandianism, exemplified by Ashis Nandy’s writings, borrows from

the same irrationalised sources as the Sangh Parivar groups to implicitly, if not always consciously,
support Hindutva's quest for hegemony. Desai argues that Ghandi’'s abrand equity’ provides
neo-Ghandians with a claim to tradition and authenticity which allows its followers to do political

trade on Ghandi's abreathtakingly’ uncritical international prestige. Moreover, they exploit orientalist
ideas about India to deploy mystery and ineffability &as a product differentiating (secret) patent’ in
order to assert themselves internationally: &... without having to prove themselves in genuine
intellectual engagement®

Nandy’s intellectual coordinates reflect the discourses of neo-conservatism and gain legitimation
through bourgeois strains of postmodernism, which carelessly collapse all forms of instrumental and
dominating reason into reason itself. Critical traditionalism implicitly conceals caste and class
difference, displaces the category of inequality, and reinforces the present hierarchical system a...
through a silent abandonment of the analysis of capitalism as a global economic §y<Teitical
traditionalism therefore functions as a vital alibi for neoliberalism in India. Nandy has argued that he
wants to &... justify and defend the innocence [of the &non-modern’ or atraditional’ colonised cultures]
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which confronted modern colonialism®. Further, he takes it upon himself to aspeak out’ for the
ahumble citizen’ pitting his body a... against the might of the high technology of his oppré&diyn’.
doing so, Nandy reifies Ghandi’s conservative discourse of the masses as an empty signifier of
political innocence and religious purity - a prime orientalist fantasy of the middle classes.

Regardless of Ghandi’'s undoubted ability to mobilise the masses against the British, his aless than
emancipatory’ role in rural India was pivotal in securing the support of the agrarian propertied classes
for the 1920s Congress nationalist campaiffnghe Congress left (never hegemonic within the party)
was dependent on alliances with rural landlords and rich farmers to deliver the vote banks of the rural
poor. They were left ahostage to Ghandianism’ when these landed elites were paid back in kind for
their economic and political support. The post-independence constituent assembly secured the
economic interests of the rural rich, &... by removing land reform and agricultural taxation from the
control of central government® This decision acted to economically aconstrain the imagination’ of

the party’s progressive left, and bound the Congress, &... to alliances and commitments that came to
dominate India’s politics until at least the 19663 The advance of Hindutva from the '70s onwards

was due, in part, to the collapse of this always suspect apatriarchal-patrimonial’ alliance between
Congress and the rural elites. Furthermore, Ghandi’s legitimation of property through his conception
of trusteeship, which in Ghandi's words had a... the sanction of philosophy and religion behind it’
further catered to the rural dominant classes, as it was finally dependent on religious appeals to
morality and the principle of voluntary abnegation of we8ftGhandi’s services to the landed elites

can thus be seen as part of his 4... flexible idealdtiya record of service to properyy italics]’. 81

Nevertheless, Ghandi’'s abrand equity’ helps Hindutva deploy the fantasy of the atraditional’ Indian
peasant village: one without exploited or exploiters; and one where the various class and caste
segments are united under the achief myth’ of the nation as a romanticised and harmonious organic
whole. Yet, Nandy’s telluric peasant worker, bound harmoniously to the native soil, is more than ever
a figment of the orientalist imagination. Hardt and Negri, amongst others, have challenged the
romanticisation of the atraditional’ rural worker. For them, we are already in the atwilight world of the
peasant®2 Under the globally pervasive ideology of neoliberalism, smallholding subsistence
agriculture, the anatural’ terrain of the rural peasant worker, has been almost completely eradicated in
the race to achieve economies of scale for export-orientated single crop agriculture. This goal has led
to increasing industrialisation, and the consolidation of ownership within agriculture at the expense of
peasant smallholders. Thus the picture in Indian agriculture as a whole is adominated by a single
distinctive phenomena’ [sic]; that of the transition in Indian agriculture to increasingly advanced forms
of capitalist relations of production,

with all that it usually means in terms of concentration of productive assets, increasing poverty,
and the cultural transformation of production and consumgfion.

Authoritarian Hindu nationalism, supplemented by pervasive neo-Ghandianism, helps to legitimise the
accumulation strategies of neoliberal elites. Resuscitating inverted forms of orientalist ideology as a
acounterfeit answer’ to the real class and caste content of punitive social and economic regimes, these
appear somehow independent from material reality. However, the repetition of 19th century idealism
has met with resistance. The next part of this article deals with what Utsa Patnaik termed the
adangerous classes’, those counter forces who ground their theory in the material conditions of
production in an attempt to challenge from below what Marx called the &hegemony of spirit in

history’. These recalcitrant forces form the most potent internal threat to the regressive discourses and
ideologies of Hindutva.
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Info:

The second part of this article, &Orientalism Inverted: Resistance in Hindu Nation’, can be found at:
http://lwww.metamute.org/en/content/orientalism_inverted_resistance_in_hindu_nation
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One World, One Lie: Tibet, the Olympics and Democracy
ByPaula Cerni

The fate of Tibet and its unelected superstar figurehead has captured the attention of Western liberals,
not to mention the US government. But the real fascination of Tibet is not its exoticism but its
similarity to the rest of an undemocratic global system, argues Paula Cerni.

Early this July, the Dalai Lama’s envoys returned empty-handed from Beijing. In their first official
talks with the Chinese government since protests and riots rocked Tibet in March, the two parties
could only agree to meet again in October - once the spotlight of the Olympic Games has dimmed
away. The Dalai Lama was disappointed, and so were many Western supporters of Tibetan freedom.

Perhaps, as Slavoj Av:iA3.ek suggests in a recent article, those supporters are guilty of imprisoning
Tibet in their New Age fantasiésaOur fascination with Tibet makes it into a mythic place upon

which we project our dreams’, he says. But Tibet's symbolism has less to do with hedonist spirituality
than with the harsh realities of life under global capitalism.

one world, one lie

Images:Raj Comics for the Hard Headdry Amitabh Kumar (from Sarai Media Lab’s Research
Project on Raj Comics and Graphic Novel Culture in Delhi)
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Tibet fascinates us not because it is exotic, but because it is becoming more like us, and we are
becoming more like it. In just a few years, modernisation has forced upon it contradictions we all
recognise. Money and people have poured in, new communication and transport links have opened up,
and rates of growth have been high even by Chinese standards. But these changes have also sharpened
social inequalities, provoked ethnic conflict, and strengthened the power of elites.

Walk around the streets of Lhasa and you will see shiny new office buildings, shopping malls
brimming with goods, and people texting on their mobile phones. You will also see glimpses of the
poverty that plagues many Tibetans. But you won't see any independent political organisations, any
legal protests or demonstrations against the regime, or any free press. As with the rest of the planet,
only more so, capitalism demands political submission while dangling its trinkets in your face.

The most unsettling thing about China, A%iA%.ek rightly says, is that her brand of capitalist
authoritarianism might be the fate awaiting us all. Could it be, he asks, that &democracy, as we
understand it, is no longer a condition and motor of economic development, but an obstacle?’

On the contrary, economic development, as we now have it, is a major obstacle to democracy.

It is true, as ALsiA¥.ek argues, that before the PRC invaded in 1949 Tibet was no better, and in many
ways was far worse, than it is today. This point has also been made by Michael Parenti in an essay
exploding the myth of friendly feudalisfBut feudalism, in Asia as in Europe, never pretended to be
so friendly; it was always blatantly about the few ruling over the many.

Only modern societies have combined economic exploitation and political oppression with the

promise of popular power. A&We the people’ are the first three words of the American Constitution,

while its Chinese counterpart declares the people amasters of the country’. It was a promise extracted
as modernity’s real economic and social advances thrust the great mass of the exploited and oppressed
onto the stage of public life. It was made under duress, and always meant to be broken.

one world, one lie

In Tibet, democracy has been smashed to pieces by the same strong currents of economic change that
are sweeping through the rest of the planet - by the surge of new wealth spreading from the developing
world, especially from Asia, and by the tide of conflict and division coming in its wake.

Tibet's abundant mineral resources can only be thoroughly exploited by Chinese capital if separatism

is suppressed. Already, Beijing is investing massively in Tibetan infrastructure in order to ensure easy
and efficient access to them. The Qingzang railway, for example, the first to link Tibet with the

Chinese heartland, started to operate in 2006. Simultaneously, the Chinese government is building up a
layer of social support by encouraging large numbers of Han Chinese - the ethnic group that makes up
over 90 percent of China’s population - to migrate to Tibet, often on a temporary basis, and favouring
them with the best jobs and opportunitfes.

Ethnic Tibetans, then, find themselves persecuted and marginalised just as their region’s economy is
taking off and its subsoil riches are about to be extracted. For them, as for the immigrants who usually
hail from poorer parts of China, it is a desperate scramble to survive and succeed, if necessary by
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trampling over their competitors. During the recent unrest, Tibetan anger at Chinese oppression was
mixed with violent physical attacks on immigrants and lootings of Chinese-owned businesses.

There can hardly be a fair settlement unless ethnic discrimination is removed and the population as a
whole have religious, cultural, and political freedom - including the freedom to decide whether or not
Tibet should remain part of China. Standing in the way are not only the authorities, but also influential
outsiders - the exile organisations represented by the Dalai Lama, and foreign governments.

It is faith in these outside players, as opposed to hope in the capacity of the people to bring about a just
and democratic solution, that imprisons many sincere activists, especially in the West, into false
fantasies, and, worse still, turns them into unwitting pawns in some very unseemly power games.

one world, one lie

| heard the Dalai Lama speak to 50 thousand people at Seattle’s Qwest Field Stadium back in April.
The sun shone down on a well organised event - while a plane circled above us, pulling a red-lettered
banner: &Dalai Lama, pls stop supporting riots!’

Tenzin Gyatso, the 14th Dalai Lama of Tibet, knew better than to mention the riots. He was not there
to discuss international politics with the American public. He asked us to be more compassionate, and
reserved his diplomatic moves for a later news conference.

al am just one human being’, he said, his face beaming at us from the giant electronic display screen.
But it is not just any human being who claims to be the divine leader of his nation.

The Dalai Lama has never been elected by the people of Tibet to speak on their behalf. His profile is
part customary theocracy, part global superstardom, and part leadership of a self-proclaimed
government in exile. Of course, it is really the Chinese authorities who prevent everyone in China, not
only Tibetans, from electing leaders. Yet the Dalai Lama has brazenly exploited China’s undemocratic
ways to assert his own right to negotiate with Beijing over the future of Tibet. His constant advocacy
of peaceful dialogue, which helped him win the Nobel Peace Prize in 1989, promotes a political
process that completely excludes the local population.

Dialogue in this case is the opposite of democracy. Democracy, by placing power in the hands of
citizens, would dispense with both the exiled Tibetan monarchy and the autocratic Chinese state.
Hence, much as they undermine and frustrate each other, both parties benefit from pinning all hopes
on their exclusive talks.

The Dalai Lama is an astute operator who knows which way the wind is blowing. He appreciates the
benefits of Chinese-style capitalism and understands that China will never allow Tibetan
independence. He is therefore only proposing a &middle way’ of autonomy, though at present even this
is too much for Beijing. As he said in broken English during his Seattle news conference,

A Tibetan should be a citizen of the People’s Republic of China. | mean, a happy citizen of the
People’s Republic of China. | always feel remaining separate, weak, poor. Instead of that, join
thousands of millions of people. Prosperity, dignity. Much bétter.
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China, he also told reporters, deserves to be a superpower, but in order to become one she needs moral
authority. Since moral authority, as everyone knows, is the Dalai Lama’s own area of expertise, this

was an offer of help to clean up China’s image abroad in return for concessions. Right now, Beijing

does not appear to need these services, but perhaps one day it will.

If the Dalai Lama has little real interest in popular democracy, foreign governments have even less, as
their policies at home and abroad demonstrate. Still, it feels good to point the finger at regimes more
crudely undemocratic than their own, and China’s appalling record makes an easy target.

Foreign meddling in Tibetan affairs, however, goes much further than this. The Dalai Lama would
never bring it up in front of 50 thousand Americans at a football stadium, but during the Cold War his
administration received covert funding from the CIA, much of it allocated to guerrilla operations.

one world, one lie

China was then an ideological and political enemy, but still an economic backwater. Today she is the
powerhouse of world capitalism. Her competitors are, in equal measure, desperate to do business with
her and alarmed at her growing strength. In these circumstances, discretely playing the Tibet card can
win them aleverage’. And so we find that many Tibetan organisations and solidarity groups are being
aided by powerful foreign sponsors, such as America’s National Endowment for Democracy, or the
Indian authorities who continue to host the Dalai Lama’s shadow government, and tens of thousands
of Tibetan exiles, on Indian soil.

Still, in Indo-Chinese relations Tibet is a double-edged sword, plunged into the long standing border
dispute between the two nations. While India keeps her Tibetan exiles as a bargaining chip, China
takes advantage of the cross-border spread of Tibetan Buddhism to claim sovereignty over Arunachal
Pradesh, and particularly its Tawang district, which houses an important motfastery.

China is also learning to turn the tables on her other competitors. When pro-Tibetan protesters
disrupted the Olympic torch relay in several Western cities - including Paris, London, and San
Francisco - Beijing accused them of anti-Chinese racism, and provoked a nationalistic backlash among
China’s middle classes that included retaliatory protests and calls for boycotts of Western goods. The
success of this tactic allowed Beijing to clamp down hard on Tibetans and declare a apeople’s war’
against separatists, terrorists, and foreign enemies.

China had found her leverage, quickly turning a major challenge to her rule into a political victory. In
its aftermath, foreign governments are getting more cautious about their criticisms of China; the Dalai
Lama’s envoys are getting frostier welcomes in Beijing; and Tibetans are getting crushed.

Standing for the powerlessness that is everyone’s reality, Tibet makes the official motto of the Beijing
Olympics - &one world, one dream’ - finally come true.
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