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“Karl Marx aspired to a world in which our animal needs would be satisfied 
and our human needs could be addressed. It is a realistic possibility now, as 
William Robinson outlines – or the alternative that is taking shape before our 
eyes: a ‘global police state’ controlled by narrowly concentrated capital with 
‘surplus humanity’ left to survive somehow on its own. The choice is in our 
hands. There could hardly be a more compelling one.”
Noam Chomsky, Institute Professor Emeritus at the Massachusetts Institute 

of Technology (MIT) and author of Who Rules the World?

“Robinson gives powerful theoretical coherence to everyone’s fear that fascism 
is being reborn, but adds the important twist that repression itself has grown 
into an essential engine of accumulation.”

Mike Davis, author of Planet of Slums and co-author of  
Set the Night on Fire: Los Angeles in the Sixties

“For the last twenty years, William Robinson has been one of the most 
important analysts of global capitalism and the dynamics of globalization. In 
this new work, Robinson turns his attention to the emergence of a 21st century 
‘global police state’ that has developed as a corollary to growing inequality, 
climate collapse, and intensifying migration movements of the dispossessed. 
As Robinson warns, with great deprivation comes great repression, policing 
and potentially war. Robinson writes pointedly and with urgency for a broad 
audience with an interest in mobilizing for a just world.”

Keeanga-Yamahtta Taylor, Professor of African American Studies  
at Princeton University and author of From #BlackLives Matter  

to Black Liberation
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Introduction
“George Orwell Got It Wrong”

In her novel Everything is Known, Liza Elliott describes a future dystopia 
where five global mega-corporations, dubbed Affiliations, rule the planet. 
“Infested with the inescapable surveillance industry, the five global Affili-
ations manipulated Big Data to commodify and commercialize all human 
activity for profit.” The Affiliations had subordinated states to their dom-
ination: “George Orwell got it wrong. Big Brother did not come from a 
totalitarian state, but from a totalitarian non-state.” Big Data was “a relent-
less cybernetic grandmaster who with sneaky eyes and listening ears spied 
on everything: your clothes, your friends, recording every word you spoke 
or wrote. It kept account of all this and more to amass the info power 
it needed to control the market, the heartbeat of the money economy.” 
The world’s population had become divided into three segregated social 
clusters: the members of the Core, the Peripherals, and the Outliers who 
comprised a majority of humanity:

Outliers were the discarded people. If they could not function in the 
Affiliation run world, they were cast off. Their lives, such as they 
happened, were their own fault. There would never be sympathy. They 
scrounged out a life with the dregs, the overruns, and the un-sellable 
excesses from the opulent Core and stark Periphery. Some worked 
unpredictable marginal field-labor jobs while others scrounged in the 
leftovers, the scraps, and the trash.1

The world Elliott describes could well be, with not much of a stretch, a 
portrait of the one we live in. The unprecedented concentration of capital 
at the global level has cemented the financial power of a transnational 
corporate elite that uses its economic power to wield political influence 
and control states. In 2018, just 17 global financial conglomerates collec-
tively managed $41.1 trillion, more than half the GDP of the entire planet. 
That same year, the richest 1 percent of humanity, led by 36 million mil-
lionaires and 2,400 billionaires, controlled more than half of the world’s 
wealth while the bottom 80 percent had to make do with just 4.5 percent 
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of this wealth. It is this mass of downcast humanity that make up Elliott’s 
Peripherals and Outliers, what in the pages to follow are referred to as 
“surplus humanity.”

Yet the technical infrastructure of the twenty-first century is producing 
the resources in which a political and economic system very different from 
the global capitalism in which we live could be achieved. Through popular 
political control of the new technologies, as Srnicek and Williams remind 
us, we could collectively transform our world for the better:

Machines are accomplishing tasks that were unimaginable a decade ago. 
The internet and social media are giving a voice to billions who pre-
viously went unheard, bringing global participative democracy closer 
than ever to existence. Open-source designs, copyleft creativity, and 3D 
printing all portend a world where the scarcity of many products might 
be overcome. New forms of computer simulation could rejuvenate 
economic planning and give us the ability to direct economies rationally 
in unprecedented ways. The newest wave of automation is creating the 
possibility for huge swathes of boring and demeaning work to be per-
manently eliminated. Clean energy technologies make possible virtually 
limitless and environmentally sustainable forms of power production. 
And new medical technologies not only enable a longer, healthier life, 
but also make possible new experiments with gender and sexual identity. 
Many of the classic demands of the left—for less work, for an end to 
scarcity, for economic democracy, for the production of socially useful 
goods, and for the liberation of humanity—are materially more achiev-
able than at any other point in history.2

If we are to free ourselves through these new technologies of the Fourth 
Industrial Revolution, however, we would first need to overthrow the 
oppressive and archaic social relations of global capitalism. At a time when 
both fascism and socialism again appear to be on the agenda around the 
world, it behooves us study the system of global capitalism, less as an intel-
lectual exercise in itself than in order to struggle against its depredations 
with a view towards replacing it with one that can avert catastrophe and 
meet the material and spiritual needs of humanity. Rather than serving to 
liberate humanity, the new technologies are being applied at this time by 
the agents of this system to bring about a global police state.

While I am hardly the first to talk about a police state, I mean in this 
book considerably more than what we typically associate with a police 
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state—police and military repression, authoritarian government, the sup-
pression of civil liberties and human rights. Certainly we see this, and more, 
around the world. In this study, however, I want to develop the concept of 
global police state to identify more broadly the emerging character of the 
global economy and society as a repressive totality whose logic is as much 
economic and cultural as it is political. By global police state I refer to three 
interrelated developments.

First is the ever more omnipresent systems of mass social control, repres-
sion, and warfare promoted by the ruling groups to contain the real and 
the potential rebellion of the global working class and surplus humanity. 
Savage global inequalities are politically explosive and to the extent that 
the system is simply unable to incorporate surplus humanity it turns to 
ever more violent forms of containment. The methods of control include 
sealing out the surplus population through border and other contain-
ment walls, deportation regimes, mass incarceration and spatial apartheid, 
alongside omnipresent new systems of state and private surveillance and 
criminalization of the poor and working classes. They also include the 
deadly new modalities of policing and repression made possible by appli-
cations of digitalization and Fourth Industrial Revolution technologies. 
The global police state brings all of global society into what in Pentagon 
jargon is called “battlespace,” concentrated in the world’s megacities that 
are now home to more than half of humanity.

Second is how the global economy is itself based more and more on the 
development and deployment of these systems of warfare, social control, 
and repression simply as a means of making profit and continuing to 
accumulate capital in the face of stagnation—what I term militarized accu-
mulation, or accumulation by repression. If it is evident that unprecedented 
global inequalities can only be sustained by ubiquitous systems of social 
control and repression, it has become equally evident that quite apart from 
political considerations, the ruling groups have acquired a vested interest 
in war, conflict, and repression as a means of accumulation. As war and 
state-sponsored violence become increasingly privatized, the interests of 
a broad array of capitalist groups shift the political, social, and ideolog-
ical climate towards generating and sustaining social conflict—such as 
in the Middle East—and in expanding systems of warfare, repression, 
surveillance, and social control. We are now living in a veritable global 
war economy.

And third is the increasing move towards political systems that can be 
characterized as twenty-first-century fascism, or even in a broader sense, 
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as totalitarian. The increasing influence around the world of neo-fascist, 
authoritarian, and rightwing populist parties and movements, symbolized 
above all by Trumpism in the United States, has sparked a flurry of debate 
on whether fascism is again on the rise. There has been a sharp polariza-
tion around the world between insurgent left and popular forces, on the 
one hand, and an insurgent far Right, on the other, at whose fringe are 
openly fascist tendencies. A project of twenty-first-century fascism is on 
the ascent in the civil societies of many countries around the world. The 
project has made significant advances in recent years in its competition to 
win state power, and in some cases, it has gained a foothold in the capi-
talist state. At the same time, a neo-fascist culture appears to be emerging 
through militarism, misogyny, extreme masculinization, and racism. Such 
a culture generates a climate conducive to mass violence, often directed 
against the racially oppressed, ethnically persecuted, women, and poor, vul-
nerable communities. But a fascist outcome is not inevitable. Whether or 
not a fascist project manages to congeal is entirely contingent on how the 
struggle among social and political forces unfolds in the coming years.

This global police state is emerging at a time when world capitalism 
descends into a crisis that is unprecedented, given its magnitude, its global 
reach, the extent of ecological degradation and social deterioration, and 
the sheer scale of the means of violence that is now deployed around the 
world. In the first instance, global police state is a story of control and 
repression of the poor and working classes. There are growing movements 
against the many expressions of global police state—mass incarceration, 
police violence, U.S.-led wars around the world, the persecution of immi-
grants and refugees, the repression of environmental justice activists. Yet 
often these movements are based on moral appeal to social justice, which 
by itself begets, at best, mild reform. If these movements are to attack the 
global police state in its jugular vein, they must identify global capitalism 
as the driver of the systems of social control and repression that they are 
combating. This book attempts to do just that. It sets out to identify the 
contemporary dynamics of capitalist transformation and the novel forms 
that are emerging. This concept of global police state allows us to specify 
how the economic dimensions of global capitalist transformation intersect 
in new ways with political, ideological, and military dimensions of this 
transformation.

Methodologically speaking, the causal sequence in this story starts with 
a critique of global capitalism and its crisis, and especially a new round of 
transformations in world capitalism in recent decades. Chapter 1, “Global 
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Capitalism and Its Crisis,” summarizes my theory of globalization as a 
new epoch in the ongoing and open-ended evolution of the world cap-
italist system. I then show how a global police state is coming about as 
a response to a crisis that is driven by the contradictions internal to the 
system. The focus is on the underlying structural level of the crisis, what 
is known as overaccumulation, a concept I introduce in Chapter 1 and 
expand on in Chapter 2. The chapter ends by examining the financializa-
tion and digitalization of global capitalism, arguing that these processes, 
far from resolving the crisis, are bound to aggravate it.

From this starting point, we trace the social, political, and cultural-
ideological conditions that fertilize a global police state, as laid out in the 
next three chapters. These chapters combine theory and analysis with an 
abundance of empirical, often shocking, data on the global police state. 
We will see in Chapter 2, “Savage Inequalities: The Imperative of Social 
Control,” that the concentration of economic power in the hands of the 
transnational capitalist class generates a concentration of its political 
power that can only be considered a dictatorship of transnational capital. It 
is the revolt of the oppressed and exploited populations around the world 
that compels this transnational capitalist class to impose increasingly 
coercive and repressive forms of rule. The global police state is centrally 
aimed at coercive exclusion of surplus humanity. The chapter identifies the 
underlying process of capitalist accumulation that has led to the exclusion 
of several billion people and made work in the capitalist economy more and 
more tenuous. It also explores how cognitive labor is becoming precarious 
in a process of digitalization that may displace millions more and result 
in laborless production. The emerging megacities of the world are the 
battlegrounds where the excluded and the oppressed face off against the 
global police state.

Chapter 3, “Militarized Accumulation and Accumulation by Repres-
sion,” shows how transnational capital is more and more dependent on 
a global war economy that in turn relies on perpetual state-organized 
war making, social control, and repression. The circuits of militarized 
accumulation coercively open up opportunities for capital accumulation 
worldwide. The generation of conflicts and the repression of social move-
ments and vulnerable populations around the world become a strategy 
that conjoins profit making with political objectives and may even trump 
those objectives as the driver of militarization and repression. The events 
of September 11, 2001 marked the start of an era of a permanent global 
war in which warfare, intelligence, repression, and surveillance are more 
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and more the privatized domain of transnational capital. Criminalization 
of surplus humanity activates state-sanctioned repression that opens up 
new profit-making opportunities for the transnational capitalist class. The 
chapter concludes with a look at social cleansing and militarized accumu-
lation around the world.

In Chapter 4, “The Battle for the Future,” I discuss the threat of 
twenty-first-century fascism and the global reform project to save capital-
ism from itself. From there, I contemplate the prospects for a renewal of 
emancipatory projects around the world and the challenge of revitalizing 
a Left that could help bring about an ecological socialist future. Once we 
have exposed the brutal world of global capitalist inequality and exploita-
tion, the most urgent matter becomes how can we can move forward 
toward greater social justice. But it is not one that I take up at any length 
in the conclusion. This is in part because I myself do not have the answers; 
those must come through collective struggle itself. And it is in part because 
my contribution in this work is to uncover the beast of global police state 
through analysis and theoretical insight combined with eye-opening 
empirical exposition.

To that end, I offer a “big picture” of the emerging global police state in 
a short book that is eminently readable. The pages to follow may startle 
many readers and make them angry. I trust the work will serve as a warning 
of the dystopic future that is upon us. More importantly, by exposing the 
nature and dynamics of this out-of-control system, I hope it will contrib-
ute to the struggles to bring about an alternative future based on human 
freedom and liberation. We do face a crisis of humanity. The destruction 
under global capitalism of the social fabric worldwide and the extreme 
alienation of labor, our very species being, raises fundamental questions 
about what it means to be human and how to recover our humanity. It is in 
the nature of our species to work together to assure our collective existence. 
But the capitalist system that throws up a global police state turns such 
cooperation into a process of destruction for masses of humanity as we are 
made to compete with one another to survive. Crises of values, identity, 
meaning, and community ensue. If we are to recover our humanity we 
must—contra capital—re-embed ourselves in relations of reciprocity and 
mutual well-being.

Finally, a caveat is necessary. I have strived to make the study readable 
to a politically engaged public and social justice activists yet satisfying to 
scholars from diverse fields. Keeping it short and assuring that it is acces-
sible means that inevitably there are generalizations that do not apply 
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everywhere and that some nuance must be forsaken. It will be left for those 
readers intellectually or politically motivated by this study to further pursue 
the matters it raises. Those who want to delve deeper into the academic 
literature and theoretical debates that have helped inform my study can 
follow up on the extensive references that I have placed in the endnotes.

Los Angeles
October 2019
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1
Global Capitalism and its Crisis

“The difficulty lies not so much in developing new ideas as in escaping 
from the old ones.”

John Maynard Keynes

All social orders exist in a perpetual state of development, transformation, 
and eventual demise. Capitalism is no exception. It is the most dynamic 
system that humanity has ever seen, and also the most destructive. Cer-
tainly, the inner workings of the capitalist system have remained constant 
over the centuries. These include the relentless drives to endlessly accu-
mulate capital (to maximize profit) and to expand outwardly. These drives 
led over the centuries to ongoing waves of colonialism and imperialism as 
the system expanded out of its original heartland in Western Europe and 
came to engulf the entire planet. What has continuously changed over the 
centuries are the social formations and technologies through which capi-
talism operates and the institutions and sets of class relations that organize 
the system. But now world capitalism is in the midst of a severe crisis. Will 
the system survive? Will humanity survive the ravages of this crisis? Cap-
italism has proved remarkably resilient even as it has faced one crisis after 
another in its centuries-long existence, defying predictions of its imminent 
demise and emerging renewed after each major crisis. Indeed, in response 
to global crisis, the system is at this time undergoing a new round of trans-
formations, involving the construction of a global police state. At a time 
when both fascism and socialism have reappeared on the global agenda, it 
is urgent that we study these transformations.

World capitalism has gone through several historical stages, or epochs, 
in its ongoing and open-ended evolution. Constructing what social scien-
tists refer to as a “periodization” allows us to make sense out of the process 
of historic development and transformation of a system; it means not 
that earlier stages disappear but that they become superseded by trans-
formation from within. The first stage in world capitalism, symbolized by 
the bloody conquest of the Americas starting in 1492, is known as the 
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epoch of mercantilism and primitive accumulation, what Marx referred to 
as the “rosy dawn of the era of capitalist production.” It was marked by 
the creation of a world market, the colonial system, the emergence of a 
trans-Atlantic economy, and the intensification of trade between West 
and East. The second, competitive or classical capitalism, was marked by 
the Industrial Revolution, the rise of the bourgeoisie, and the forging of 
the modern nation-state, keynoted by the American Revolution of 1776 
and the French Revolution of 1789. The mercantile epoch ran from the 
symbolic dates of 1492 to 1789, while the age of classical capitalism gave 
way in the late nineteenth century to the third stage, that of national cor-
porate (“monopoly”) capitalism. This stage brought a new wave of imperialist 
conquest, the consolidation of the world market, and the rise of powerful 
national financial and industrial corporations.

Globalization marks a shift towards a qualitatively new epoch in world 
capitalism, that of global capitalism. Let us here review my theory of global 
capitalism as I have laid it out elsewhere.1 The turning point in the epochal 
shift came during the world crisis of the 1970s, about which I will have 
more to say below. Capitalism was able to transcend that crisis by “going 
global,” leveraging globalization processes into a vast new restructuring 
and integration of the world economy. This new transnational phase is 
marked by a number of qualitative shifts in the system and by novel artic-
ulations of social power worldwide. The hallmark of the new epoch is the 
rise of truly transnational capital and a new globally integrated production 
and financial system into which all nations and much of humanity have 
been integrated. To be sure, capitalism has always been a world system—it 
was never simply national or regional. It expanded from the onset, ulti-
mately engulfing the entire world, and depending throughout its existence 
on a web of worldwide trade relations. National development has always 
been conditioned by the larger worldwide system of trade and finance and 
on the international division of labor that colonialism brought about.

But this began to change in the latter decades of the twentieth century. 
Surveying the world economy at century’s end, the British historian Eric 
Hobsbawm observed:

The world economy in the Golden Age [1945–73] remained interna-
tional rather than transnational. Countries traded with each other to an 
ever greater extent … [T]hough the industrial economies increasingly 
bought and sold each others’ production, the bulk of their economic 
activity remained home-centered. Nevertheless, an increasingly trans-
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national economy began to emerge, especially from the 1960s on, that is 
to say, a system of economic activity for which state territories and state 
frontiers are not the basic framework, but merely complicating factors 
… and which sets limits to what even the economies of the very large 
and powerful states can do. Some time in the early 1970s such a trans-
national economy became an effective global force.2

This new transnational phase entails a shift from a world economy to a 
global economy. In the world economy, countries and regions were linked 
to each other via trade and financial flows in an integrated international 
market. In the new global economy, nations are linked to each more 
organically through the transnationalization of the production process, of 
finance, and of the circuits of capital accumulation. By circuit of accumu-
lation I mean the process by which the production of a good or a service is 
first planned and financed (by capitalists), followed by attaining and then 
mixing together the component parts (labor, land, raw materials, buildings 
and machinery, etc.) in production sequences, and then by the marketing 
of the final product. At the end of this process, the capitalist recovers his 
initial capital outlay as well as profit and has thus “accumulated” capital. 
This is what Karl Marx referred to as the “circuit of capital.” In earlier 
epochs much of the circuit was “self-contained” within a single country.

Technological developments, above all the introduction of computer 
and information technologies (CIT), alongside the revolution in trans-
portation and novel organizational and managerial strategies, allowed 
capital to achieve global mobility. Capitalists set about in the late twen-
tieth century to reorganize production worldwide in order to maximize 
profit-making opportunities and to gain further advance over the global 
working and popular classes. Having achieved this newfound global reach, 
capitalists could now freely search for the cheapest labor, lowest taxes, and 
laxest regulatory environments as they forged a new global economy. They 
put in place a globally integrated yet spatially fragmented production and 
financial system organized through vast networks of subcontracting and 
outsourcing that span the planet. As national production systems frag-
mented, they became integrated externally into the new globalized circuits 
of accumulation.

Previously, to take an oft-cited example, auto companies in the United 
States produced cars from start to finish, with the exception of the pro-
curement abroad of some raw materials, and then exported them to other 
countries. The circuit of accumulation was national, save for the final 
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export and foreign payment. Now, instead, the process of producing a car 
has been decentralized and fragmented into dozens of different phases 
that are scattered across many countries around the world. Often individ-
ual parts are manufactured in several different countries, assembly may be 
stretched out over others, and management may be coordinated from a 
central computer terminal unconnected to actual production sites or to the 
corporation’s country of domicile.3

The global economy that emerged out of this restructuring is epito-
mized by the rise of the global assembly line and the spread of modern-day 
sweatshops in free-trade zones around the world, as well as a digitalized 
global financial system through which money moves seamlessly and 
instantaneously across the globe, and by a global capitalist culture of corpo-
rate brands, consumerism, and a narcissistic individualism. More recently, 
services have also experienced transnationalization involving the decen-
tralized provision across borders of services, including digital services and 
ecommerce, along with the further privatization of health care, telecom-
munications, and other service industries. With this globally integrated 
economy comes a more organic integration of social life worldwide. Even 
the most remote communities are now linked into the new circuits of global 
economy and society through vast decentralized networks of production 
and distribution, as well as by global communications and other integrative 
technologies and cultural flows increasingly fostering these networks.

The Transnational Capitalist Class and  
Transnational State Apparatuses

But global capitalism is not faceless. A transnational capitalist class 
(henceforth, TCC) emerged as the manifest agent of global capitalism, 
about which much has been written in recent years.4 The leading sectors 
of national capitalist classes have experienced integration with one another 
across borders in a process of transnational class formation. Its interests lie 
in promoting global rather than national markets and circuits of accumu-
lation, in competition with local and national capitalist groups whose fate 
is more closely bound up with their particular nation-states. This TCC is 
the hegemonic fraction of capital on a world scale. It is made up of the owners 
and managers of the giant transnational corporations, or TNCs, and the 
financial institutions that drive the global economy.

These transnational corporate conglomerates have ceased to be corpo-
rations of a particular country and have increasingly come to represent 
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transnational capital. The TNCs have internalized markets within their 
networks across national and regional frontiers, making themselves inde-
pendent of their states of origin and their territories. The TCC may have 
originally emerged out of the “Atlantic ruling class,” or among North 
American and European capitalists. But by the second decade of the 
twenty-first century, it had become a truly global ruling class, with con-
tingents from most countries and every continent, even if still skewed 
disproportionately towards the traditional Western core of world capital-
ism and now China.5 As we shall see, the TCC and the global corporate 
conglomerates they control have become progressively invested in a global 
police state.

How does the TCC organize itself to pursue its interests around the 
world? How do the class and social relations of global capitalism become 
institutionalized? What is the system’s political authority structure? Despite 
the rhetoric of market fundamentalism, the capitalist system cannot be 
sustained through market relations alone. Capitalism requires the state in 
order to function. There emerged two broad approaches to understanding 
the capitalist state in the 1960s and 1970s, the heyday of theorizing on 
exactly how the capitalist class is able to assure that the state represents 
its interests and reproduces capitalism. One approach held that the state 
was “instrumentalized” directly by the dominant groups in order to shape 
policies in their interests, for instance, by placing their agents in govern-
ment positions, by lobbying, or by financing election campaigns. The other 
held that dominant groups did not necessarily instrumentalize the state 
directly but rather the very structure of capitalist society forced the state to 
implement policies that advanced the interests of these dominant groups.

In this latter view, the state is structurally dependent on capital; for 
instance, it requires capital to invest in the economy in order to generate 
employment and revenue and must therefore implement policies that 
assure a favorable investment climate for capitalists. It is clear that both 
these processes are at play in global capitalism. The TCC directly instru-
mentalizes states around the world and at the same time every country 
and the whole global economy is structurally dependent on transnational 
capital. States have to generate the conditions for transnational capital 
accumulation, and this means not only assuring a favorable climate for 
making profit but also repressing any threat to the rule of capital. It is 
important to see this relationship of the state to transnational capital. 
Many resistance and social justice movements target governments as the 
visible heads of the global police state yet fail to see transnational capital 
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behind the state, entrenched in civil society, which, as we shall see, is the 
most potent site of the global police state.

But it is clear that in this age of globalization national governments 
do not exercise the transnational political authority that global capitalism 
requires. The TCC has attempted to convert the structural power of the 
global economy into supranational political authority and to exercise its 
class power around the world through transnational state (TNS) appara-
tuses. TNS apparatuses should not be confused with a global government, 
which does not and may never exist. Methodologically speaking, the TNS 
is not a thing; it is an analytical abstraction that helps us make sense of 
contemporary developments. This TNS is constituted as a loose network 
made up of trans- and supranational organizations together with national 
states that have been captured by transnationally oriented policy makers 
and state managers. TNS apparatuses function to organize the conditions 
around the world for transnational accumulation—that is, to open up 
resources and labor around the world to transnational corporate plunder. 
They form an institutional network around the world through which the 
TCC and its political agents attempt to create and reproduce the con-
ditions for global capital accumulation. But this does not mean that the 
nation-state disappears. To the contrary, as I will discuss later, one of the 
most explosive contradictions of global capitalism is the contradictory 
mandate that national governments have. They must promote the con-
ditions for global capital accumulation in their territories and at the same 
time they must secure their legitimation through “the nation.”

It is difficult to understate the extent to which capital has become 
transnationally integrated, concentrated, and centralized in the TCC. 
One oft-cited 2011 report by the Swiss Federal Institute of Technology 
undertook an analysis of the share ownerships of 43,000 transnational 
corporations. It identified among these a core of 1,318 TNCs with inter-
locking ownerships. Each of these core TNCs, in turn, had ties to two 
or more other companies and on average they were connected to 20. 
Although they represented only 20 percent of global operating revenues, 
these 1,318 TNCs appeared to collectively own through their shares the 
majority of the world’s largest blue chip and manufacturing firms, repre-
senting a further 60 percent of global revenues—for a total of 80 percent of 
the world’s revenue.6 But when the research team dug further they found 
that these 1,318 TNCs tracked back to a “super entity” of 147 even more 
tightly knit companies, representing just 1 percent of the global corporate 
stock, that controlled 40 percent of the total wealth of the network. Not 
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surprisingly, the top 50 of these corporations were global financial insti-
tutions. If the TCC is the hegemonic fraction of capital on a world scale, 
it is clear that transnational f inance capital is hegemonic within the TCC. 
The worldwide mesh of transnational finance capital has its tentacles in 
every nook and cranny of the global economy and shapes the lives of every 
person on the planet. As we shall see, it is deeply enmeshed with the global 
police state.

In his masterful 2018 study Giants: The Global Power Elite, sociolo-
gist Peter Phillips provides a stunning portrait of the extent to which the 
TCC has centralized and concentrated global economic control world-
wide. In the tradition of power elite studies, he exposes an inner core of 
389 individuals drawn from the upper echelons of the TCC who stand at 
the very apex of the global power structure and who have brought about 
the transnational inter-penetration of what were in an earlier era national 
power networks. We see a cementing now at the global level of political 
and economic power in this transnational elite through an unprecedented 
concentration of financial capital and through the political influence that 
this economic control wields over states and TNS institutions. In short, 
in 2018 just 17 global financial conglomerates collectively managed $41.1 
trillion dollars “in a self-invested network of interlocking capital that spans 
the globe.”7 Moreover, these 17 were cross-invested in each other to such 
an extent that it appeared as simply a mass of interlocking global financial 
capital. The figure of $41.1 trillion is actually misleadingly low because, as 
the study shows, it does not include the value of capital stock that these 
conglomerates hold in all branches of the global corporate structure. This 
amalgamated mass of transnational finance capital is deeply invested in 
media, industry, commerce, and the global military-industrial-security 
complex.8

This enormous concentration of economic power translates into the 
centralization of worldwide policy-making influence in the TCC. Phillips 
notes that the top echelons of the TCC and the global power elite take an 
active part in global policy-planning institutions of the TNS. They serve as 
advisors to the International Monetary Fund, the World Bank, the World 
Trade Organization, the International Bank of Settlements, the Group of 
7 and the Group of 20 rich country clubs; they take up key positions in 
national governments, especially in ministries of finance and the treasury, 
central banks, trade, and foreign affairs, and also often ministries of 
defense, among other government cabinet-level officials and advisory roles 
to heads of state. The global power elite also works out policies to manage 
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and protect global capital and enforce debt collection worldwide in many 
private policy-making forums. These include the World Economic Forum, 
the Trilateral Commission, the Group of 30, the Atlantic Council, and 
the Bilderberg group. At the same time, members of the TCC and their 
political agents impose these policies through the placement of their indi-
viduals within individual states and TNS institutions. This relationship 
of economic (class) power to state power is one in which the TCC issues 
commands to government officials. As one member of the global elite put 
it, these officials are “pilots flying our airplane.” In Phillips’s words, the 
global power elite “doesn’t produce recommendations but rather instruc-
tions which they expect to be followed.”9

While competition abounds among the giant global corporate con-
glomerates, the top echelons of the TCC form a class-conscious and 
well-organized politicized leadership for the TCC as a whole. The lesser 
known Group of 30 (G-30), founded in 1978, brings together top bankers, 
financiers, policymakers and academics of the transnational elite. The 
members of the Group, who themselves hold official positions in states 
and TNS institutions, issues periodic reports to governments and TNS 
institutions around the world. The G-30 and other such private associ-
ations of the politicized inner circle of the TCC and the intellectuals in 
their service are places where

… TCC power elites can speak openly on global capital and security 
issues, moving toward a consensus of understanding on needed policies 
and their implementation. These meetings offer TCC power elite indi-
viduals opportunities to personally interact with each other face-to-face 
in private, off-the-record settings that allow for personal intimacies, 
trust, and friendships to emerge. These interactions are the foundation 
of TCC class-consciousness and social awareness of common interests. 
The central activity of the TCC power elite is the management and 
protection of global capital. With this understanding, a wide variety 
of policy issues emerge for implementation by transnational entities, 
security institutions (military/police and intelligence agencies), and 
ideological organizations (media and public relations firms).10

In sum, the astonishing centralization and concentration of worldwide 
economic management, control, and decision-making power in a handful 
of ever more powerful TNCs suggests that the global economy is acquir-
ing the character of a planned oligopoly, with centralized planning taking 
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place within the inner network of TNC nodes, TNS apparatuses, and the 
global elite forums that Phillips and others have documented. In particular, 
the TCC has gained enormous structural power over states and politi-
cal processes in its pursuit of global corporate interests. If a shockingly 
small group exercises control over the fate of humanity, the broad pro-
cesses associated with global capitalism involve as well more expansive 
and novel relations of inequality, domination, and exploitation in global 
society, including the increasing importance of transnational social and 
class inequalities relative to North–South inequalities, or to inequalities 
that are geographically or territorially conceived. North–South inequalities 
measured in the traditional way as inequalities in per-capita GDP among 
countries are actually growing and remain a crucial part of the story, but 
their causal explanation lies with the underlying transnational class rela-
tions of global capitalism. These class relations of inequality, domination, 
and exploitation are played out through a global police state.

The Crisis of Humanity

Globalization did reactivate accumulation on a world scale in the late 
twentieth and early twenty-first centuries following a period of crisis and 
stagnation of the 1970s. The expansion of transnational capital from the 
1980s into the first decade of the new century involved hyper-accumulation 
through new technologies, especially CIT, through neo-liberal policies 
(more on these below), and through new modalities of mobilizing and 
exploiting the global labor force—including a massive new round of prim-
itive accumulation that uprooted and displaced hundreds of millions of 
people. “Primitive accumulation” refers to the process whereby masses 
of people are separated, often violently, from the means of production, 
especially land and other forms of community property, as these means 
of production come under control of capitalists and leave people with no 
way to survive other than to sell their mental and physical labor to capi-
talists and to the institutions of the capitalist system. The very first wave 
of primitive accumulation took place in the English countryside in earlier 
centuries, in a process known as enclosures. Through colonialism and impe-
rialism, hundreds of millions around the world were violently dispossessed 
in past centuries in ongoing waves of primitive accumulation that brought 
more and more of humanity under the domination of capital. As I will 
discuss later, globalization involved a massive new round of primitive accu-
mulation around the world, throwing hundreds of millions more into the 
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ranks of surplus humanity subject to the control of an expanding global 
police state.

But the globalization boom of the late twentieth and early twenty-first 
centuries was short-lived. The global financial meltdown of 2008 marked 
the onset of a new structural crisis of global capitalism, one that opens the 
possibility for systemic change. Karl Marx was the first to identify crisis as 
immanent to capitalism and there is a vast literature on capitalist crisis.11 
Here I identify three types of crisis. Cyclical crises, or recessions, occur 
about every ten years in the capitalist system and typically last some 18 
months. These comprise the so-called “business cycle.” There were reces-
sions in the early 1980s, the early 1990s, and the early 2000s. “Structural 
crises,” so called because the only way out of crisis is to restructure the 
system, occur approximately every 40–50 years. A new wave of colonialism 
and imperialism resolved (that is, displaced) the first recorded struc-
tural crisis of the 1870s and 1880s. The next structural crisis, the Great 
Depression of the 1930s, was resolved through a new type of redistributive 
capitalism, referred to as the “class compromise” of Fordism-Keynesianism, 
social democracy, New Deal capitalism, and so on (more on this below). 
As we have seen, capital responded to the next structural crisis, that of the 
1970s, by going global.

Each of these major episodes of structural crisis have presented this 
potential for systemic change. Historically, each has involved the break-
down of state legitimacy, escalating class and social struggles, and military 
conflicts. In the past, structural crises have led to a restructuring that 
includes new institutional arrangements, class relations, and accumulation 
activities that eventually resulted in a restabilization of the system and 
renewed capitalist expansion. Yet a new period of far-reaching restruc-
turing through digitalization appears to be under way at this time. Before 
we return to this new wave of restructuring, let us focus on the nature of 
the current crisis, which shares aspects of earlier system-wide structural 
crises of the 1880s, the 1930s, and the 1970s. Yet there are several interre-
lated dimensions to the current crisis that I believe sets it apart from these 
earlier ones and suggest that a simple restructuring of the system will not 
lead to its restabilization—that is, our very survival requires now a revolu-
tion against global capitalism.

Above all is the existential crisis posed by the ecological limits to the 
reproduction of the system. We have already passed tipping points in 
climate change, the nitrogen cycle, and diversity loss. For the first time 
ever, human conduct is intersecting with and fundamentally altering the 
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earth system in such a way that threatens to bring about a sixth mass 
extinction.12 While capitalism cannot be held solely responsible for the 
ecological crisis, it is difficult to image that the environmental catastro-
phe can be resolved within the capitalist system given capital’s implacable 
impulse to accumulate and its accelerated commodification of nature. The 
ecological dimensions of global crisis have been brought to the forefront 
of the global agenda by the worldwide environmental justice movement. 
Communities around the world have come under the escalating repres-
sion of a global police state as they face off against transnational corporate 
plunder of their environment and demand environmental justice and 
action by governments to avert the climate catastrophe. And climate 
change refugees, who are likely to run into the hundreds of millions in the 
years ahead, are vilified by racist and neo-fascist forces and repressed by a 
global police state.

This accelerated commodification of nature points to another underly-
ing dimension of the current crisis. We are reaching limits to the extensive 
expansion of capitalism, in the sense that there are no longer any new ter-
ritories of significance to integrate into world capitalism and new spaces 
to commodify are drying up. The capitalist system is by its nature expan-
sionary. In each earlier structural crisis, the system went through a new 
round of extensive expansion—that is, incorporating new territories and 
populations into it—from waves of colonial conquest in earlier centuries, 
to the integration in the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries 
of the former socialist bloc countries, China, India and other areas that 
had been marginally outside the system. There are no longer any new 
territories to integrate into world capitalism. At the same time, the pri-
vatization of education, health, utilities, basic services, and public lands 
are turning those spaces in global society that were outside of capital’s 
direct control into “spaces of capital,” so that intensive expansion—that is, 
the commodification of what were non-commodified resources and activ-
ities—is reaching depths never before seen. Commodification refers to the 
process of turning people, the things that people produce, and nature into 
things that are privately owned, have a monetary value, and that can be 
bought and sold. Capitalism by its nature must constantly expand inten-
sively by commodifying more and more of the world. What is there left to 
commodify? Where can the system now expand? New spaces have to be 
violently cracked open and the peoples in these spaces must be repressed 
by a global police state. But what does exhaustion of spaces for extensive 
and intensive expansion imply for the reproduction of the system?
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The sheer magnitude of the means of violence and social control is 
unprecedented, as well as the magnitude and concentrated—and increas-
ingly privatized—control over these means of violence along with the means 
of global communication and the production and circulation of symbols, 
images, and knowledge. As I will discuss in more detail in Chapters 2 
and 3, computerized wars, drone warfare, robot soldiers, bunker-buster 
bombs, satellite surveillance, cyberwar, spatial control technology, and so 
forth, have changed the face of warfare, and more generally, of systems of 
social control and repression. We have arrived at the panoptical surveil-
lance society, a point brought home by revelations of the defector from the 
U.S. National Security Agency (NSA), Edward Snowden, that the NSA 
monitored virtually every communication on the planet. It is no exagger-
ation to say that we are now in the age of thought control by those who 
control global flows of communication, information, and symbolic pro-
duction. But most frightening is the production and deployment of a new 
generation of nuclear weapons and the threat of “limited” nuclear war.13 
If global crisis leads to a new world war, the destruction would simply be 
unprecedented. Combined with ecological meltdown, it is difficult to see 
how humanity could survive such a conflagration.

Global capitalism lends itself to escalating inter-national tensions with 
the potential to spill over into major interstate conflict. But we should not 
explain these tensions through the outdated nation-state/interstate mode 
of analysis that attributes such tensions to national rivalry and competi-
tion among national capitalist classes for international economic control. 
Rather, these tensions derive, above all, from an acute political contra-
diction in global capitalism that I already alluded to above: economic 
globalization takes places within a nation-state-based system of political 
authority. Nation-states face a contradiction between the need to promote 
transnational capital accumulation in their territories and their need to 
achieve political legitimacy. In the age of capitalist globalization, gov-
ernments must attract to the national territory transnational corporate 
and financial investment, which requires providing capital with all the 
incentives associated with neo-liberalism—downward pressure on wages, 
deregulation, low or no taxes, privatization, fiscal austerity, and on so—
that aggravate inequality, impoverishment, and insecurity for working and 
popular classes. As a result, states around the world have been experienc-
ing spiraling crises of legitimacy. To put it in more technical terms, there 
is a contradiction between the accumulation function and the legitimacy 
function of nation-states.
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This situation generates bewildering, unstable, and seemingly contradic-
tory politics. It helps explain the rise of far-right and neo-fascist forces that 
espouse rhetoric of nationalism and protectionism even as they promote 
neo-liberalism, such as the Trump government in the United States, and 
has confused some into believing that “deglobalization” is under way as we 
move backward to an earlier era of national protectionism. In fact, the “old 
protectionism” of the twentieth century aimed to protect national products 
and the national capitalist groups that produced them with tariffs and 
subsidies. The new protectionism—if we could call it that, as the term is 
extremely misleading and leads to much confusion—aims to create the 
conditions to attract transnational capital to national territories. Despite 
its protectionist rhetoric, for instance, the Trump White House called 
not for locking out foreign investors but for transnational investors from 
around the world to invest in the United States, enticed by a regressive 
tax reform, unprecedented deregulation, and some limited tariff walls that 
would benefit groups from anywhere in the world that establish operations 
behind them. “America is open for business,” Trump declared at the 2018 
meeting of the global elite gathered for the annual conclave of the World 
Economic Forum (WEF) in Davos, Switzerland: “Now is the perfect 
time to bring your business, your jobs and your investments to the United 
States.”14 And the biggest single beneficiary of steel tariffs that Trump 
imposed in 2018 on imported steel was ArcelorMittal, the Indian-based 
company that owns majority shares in U.S. Steel.15 Moreover, as we will see 
later, TCC contingents from countries around the world that appear to be 
in geo-political competition are not just heavily invested in global police 
state but they are cross- and mutually invested in it.

More to the point here, economic globalization as it has unfolded 
within the interstate system generates mounting international and 
geo-political tensions to the extent that the crisis exacerbates the problem 
of legitimacy and destabilizes national political systems and elite control. 
Inter-national tensions must be seen as derivative of the contradiction 
between the expansion of transnational capital within the framework of 
the nation-state/inter-state system, in which global capitalism pits nation-
ally constrained workers against one another and sets up the conditions 
for the TCC to manipulate the crises of state legitimacy and the inter-
national tensions generated by this contradiction. The political tensions 
generated by this contradiction can and do take on the appearance of 
geo-political competition.16 Will the centrifugal pressures produced by 
this contradiction undercut the centripetal pressures brought about by 
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economic globalization? Will these centrifugal pressures break out into 
open, large-scale inter-state warfare?17 Will geo-political tensions “overde-
termine” the corporate interests of the TCC?

We need here to extend the analysis of transnational politics and the 
TNS in order to understand this dimension of global crisis, especially so 
considering that it is central to the story of global police state. Transna-
tional elites have been clamoring for more effective TNS institutions, in 
part, in order to resolve this disjuncture between economic globalization 
and the nation-state system of political authority. However, the fragmen-
tary and highly emergent nature of TNS apparatuses makes the effort 
problematic given both the dispersal of formal political authority across 
many nation-states and the loose nature of TNS apparatuses with no 
center or formal constitution. The more “enlightened” elite representatives 
of the TCC are now searching for ways to develop a more powerful TNS, 
one that could impose regulation on the global market and certain controls 
on unbridled global accumulation. They are seeking transnational mech-
anisms of “governance” that would allow the global ruling class to rein in 
the anarchy of the system in the interests of saving global capitalism from 
itself and from radical challenges from below—from both an insurgent 
Left and extreme Right.

More than in any other forum, the politicized strata of the transna-
tional elite comes together in the activities of the WEF, a “network of 
networks” for the TCC and the transnational elite that holds its famed 
annual meeting in Davos. Indeed, it is not for nothing that “Davos Man” 
has been used to describe the new global ruling class. WEF founder and 
Executive Chairman Klaus Schwab called in 2008 for renovated forms of 
“global leadership” by the TCC:

Whether it is poverty in Africa or the Haze over Southeast Asia, an 
increasing number of problems require bilateral, regional or global 
solutions and, in many cases, the mobilization of more resources than 
any single government can marshal … The limits of political power are 
increasingly evident. The lack of global leadership is glaring, not least 
because the existing global governance institutions are hampered by 
archaic conventions and procedures devised, in some instances, at the 
end of World War II. Sovereign power still rests with national govern-
ments, but authentic and effective global leadership has yet to emerge. 
Meanwhile, public governance at the local, national, regional, and inter-
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national levels has weakened. Even the best leaders cannot operate 
successfully in a failed system.18

But if the transnational elite wants a stronger TNS in order to cement 
the TCC’s rule and stabilize the system, it has not been able to resolve 
the contradictory mandate it has accorded to the TNS. On the one hand, 
the TNS sets out to promote the conditions for capitalist globalization; 
on the other, it tries to resolve the myriad problems globalization creates: 
economic crisis, poverty, environmental degradation, chronic political 
instability, and military conflict. The TNS has had great difficulty address-
ing these issues because of the dispersal of formal political authority across 
many nation-states. To reiterate, TNS apparatuses are fragmentary; there 
is no center or formal constitution, and there is certainly no transnational 
enforcement capacity. These TNS apparatuses have not been able to 
substitute for a leading nation-state—what the international relations 
literature refers to as a “hegemon”—with enough power and authority 
to organize and stabilize the system, much less to impose regulations on 
transnational capital.

The politicized strata of the TCC and transnationally oriented elites 
and organic intellectuals, including those who staff TNS institutions, 
attempt to define the long-term interests of the system and to develop 
policies, projects, and ideologies to secure these interests. Since the specific 
interests of the various components of the global power bloc are divergent, 
it is the TNSs’ role to unify and organize the various classes and fractions 
to uphold their long-term political interests against the threat of the 
exploited and oppressed classes around the world. But the inability of the 
TNS to impose coherence and regulation on transnational accumulation 
and to stabilize the system is also due to the vulnerability of the TCC as 
a class group in terms of its own internal disunity and fractionation, and 
its blind pursuit of immediate accumulation—that is, of its immediate and 
particular profit-seeking interests over the long-term or general interests 
of the class.

There is of course a profound social dimension of global crisis. In these 
times of unprecedented worldwide inequalities, capitalist crisis breaks 
apart the social fabric and devastates communities everywhere. Billions of 
people around the world face struggles to survive from one day to the next, 
with no guarantee that they will succeed in this struggle (indeed, many are 
not and many more won’t). In academic terms we could call this a crisis of 
social reproduction, but this phrase does nothing to capture the depths of 
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misery that poverty, disease, un- and underemployment, food insecurity, 
social exclusion, racist, xenophobic, and other forms of social violence into 
which billions are thrust on a daily basis, or to the persecution that they 
face as migrants, refugees, surplus labor, and so on. The next two chapters 
will take up these matters. However, let us point out that the social cri-
sis is decidedly not a crisis for capital, and may even help it to reproduce 
its rule, until or unless it leads to mass rebellion that threatens the ruling 
groups’ control.

Overaccumulation: Capitalism’s Achilles Heel

The turn towards a global police state is structurally rooted in perhaps 
the fundamental contradiction of capitalism: overaccumulation. The tra-
jectory of global capital accumulation in recent years has been shaped by 
overaccumulation, which is interwoven with other dimensions of global 
crisis discussed above. What is meant by overaccumulation? Internal to 
the dynamic of capital accumulation is a tendency for the rate of profit to 
fall because as capitalists compete with one another, strive to control labor, 
and to reduce labor costs, they raise productivity through organizational 
and technological innovations in the production process. This means that 
ever less labor is required to produce ever more wealth. Yet labor is the 
source of all surplus value—that is, of profits. Overaccumulation refers to 
how enormous amounts of capital are accumulated, yet this capital cannot 
be reinvested profitably and becomes stagnant, or in Marx’s words, “the 
capitalist would have won nothing by his own exertions but the obligation 
to supply more in the same labor time, in a word, more difficult conditions 
for the augmentation of the value of his capital.”19

In the next chapter I will expand on this analysis of overaccumulation. 
Let us note here that overaccumulation is expressed—or appears at the 
level of the market—as a problem of “overproduction” or “underconsump-
tion.” Marx analyzed in Capital how social polarization and inequality 
are inherent to the capitalist system since capitalists own the means of 
producing wealth and therefore appropriate as profits as much wealth as 
possible that society collectively produces. But such inequalities end up 
undermining the stability of the system since the mass of working people 
cannot purchase the wealth that pours out of the capitalist economy to 
the extent that capitalists and the well-off retain more and more of total 
income relative to that which goes to labor. The gap grows between what 
is (or could be) produced and what the market can absorb. If capitalists 
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cannot actually sell (or “unload”) the products of their plantations, facto-
ries, and offices, then they cannot make (“realize”) profit. This is what in 
critical political economy constitutes the underlying internal contradiction 
of capitalism, or the overaccumulation problem. Capitalists accumulate 
huge amounts of surplus but—to reiterate—do not find outlets to continue 
to profitably invest that surplus. Hence, if left unchecked, the expanding 
social polarization that is endemic to capitalism results in crisis: in stagna-
tion, recessions, depressions, social upheavals, and war.

Globalization has greatly exacerbated overaccumulation. To make 
sense of this, we must take the story back to the early twentieth century. 
The particular form of capitalism, or social order, that took shape in 
the decades following the 1930s Great Depression, what we will call 
Fordism-Keynesianism, involved high growth rates, a rise in living standards 
for substantial sectors of the working class, and a decrease in inequalities 
in the developed core of world capitalism. Why “Fordism-Keynesianism”? 
It was the U.S. industrialist Henry Ford who first recognized that the 
new system of mass, standardized production (“Fordism”) could not be 
sustained without introducing mass, standardized consumption. This 
meant establishing a stable employment arrangement—or capital-labor 
relation—for a significant portion of the working classes and wages high 
enough for the working class to actually consume the goods and services 
that their labor produced, in exchange for workers’ obedience to capital. In 
turn, the British economist John Keynes analyzed that the Great Depres-
sion owed to insufficient demand as a result of the concentration of wealth. 
The state needed, in Keynes’s view, to intervene in the economy in order 
to regulate the market (especially financial markets) and to boost demand 
through state spending on public projects such as infrastructure and social 
services as well as through the establishment of minimum wages, unem-
ployment insurance, pensions, and so forth.20

These Fordist-Keynesian arrangements came about not by the good will 
of capitalists but because of the mass struggles of working and popular 
classes from the late 1800s into the 1930s, including worker, populist, and 
socialist movements, the Bolshevik revolution, and the anti-colonial and 
national liberation struggles in the Third World. The period of post-World 
War II prosperity in the core countries owed a great deal to this com-
bination of Fordist production and regulated capital-labor relations and 
Keynesian monetary, budgetary, and regulatory policies (along with the 
pillage of the colonial world, which allowed wealth to flow back to core 
countries, where it was redistributed). State intervention in the capital-
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ist market and a component of redistribution came to define economic 
policy in the mid-twentieth century in the then-First World, as well as in 
the then-Third World in the wake of decolonization. This redistributive 
nation-state capitalism evolved, therefore, from capital’s accommodation 
to mass upheavals from below in the wake of the crisis of the two World 
Wars and the Great Depression. State regulation of the market, redistribu-
tive policies, and working-class power acted as what we call “countervailing 
tendencies” to the tendency towards overaccumulation—that is, they 
helped offset overaccumulation.

But when the next great crisis hit, that of the 1970s, emergent trans-
national capital went global as a strategy of the TCC to reconstitute its 
social power by breaking free of nation-state constraints to accumulation, 
to do away with the Fordist-Keynesian arrangement, and to beat back the 
tide of revolution in the Third World. The post-WWII “class compro-
mise” had served capital well for several decades. Corporate profits rose 
sharply from 1945 to 1968, and then declined until the early 1980s, when 
it again rose very rapidly, this time as a result of globalization.21 The cor-
porate class and its agents identified the mass struggles and demands of 
popular and working classes and state regulation as fetters to its freedom 
to make profits and accumulate wealth as the rate of profit declined in 
the 1970s. As the TCC congealed, it forged what became known as the 
“Washington Consensus,” or the agreement around sweeping worldwide 
economic restructuring through neo-liberalism to put in place a new trans-
national corporate order and to go on the offensive in its class warfare 
against working and popular classes. Warren Buffet, one of the richest men 
in the world who made his multi-billion-dollar fortune in the age of late 
twentieth-century globalization, was quite frank about this. “There’s been 
class warfare going on for the last 20 years,” he declared in 2011, “and my 
class has won.”22

Restructuring through capitalist globalization involved tearing down 
any and every obstacle to the free flow of global capital, assuring unim-
peded access to the planet’s resources, and continuously opening up new 
spaces for expansion. The process has involved the deregulation of markets 
and lifting regulations on the operation of transnational capital, including 
the passage of open investment regimes and free trade agreements—that 
is, conditions that allowed free rein to transnational capital around the 
world. It also involved the sweeping privatization of public assets, social 
austerity, and the reduction and even elimination of social protection 
systems such as welfare, and other measures that dismantled nation-states’ 
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controls over transnational capital and promoted global economic inte-
gration. The global economy experienced a boom in the late twentieth 
century as the former socialist countries entered the global market and as 
capital, liberated from nation-state constraints, unleashed a vast new round 
of accumulation worldwide. The TCC unloaded surpluses and resumed 
profit making in the emerging globally integrated production and finan-
cial system through the acquisition of privatized assets, the extension of 
mining and agro-industrial investment on the heels of the displacement of 
hundreds of millions from the countryside, and a new wave of industrial 
expansion assisted by the revolution in CIT. Public policy became recon-
figured through austerity, bailouts, corporate subsidies, government debt, 
and the global bond market as governments transferred wealth directly and 
indirectly from working people to the TCC.

The globalization boom of the late twentieth and early twenty-first 
centuries was also fueled by the rise of new high-consumption market 
segments around the world, themselves a product of escalating social 
polarization and inequality. The apologists of global capitalism tout the 
rise of several hundred million new middle-class consumers in China, 
India, and elsewhere in the former Third World. Yet the underside to 
these newly affluent layers brought into the global market is the escalation 
in those countries of inequality and immiseration for the majorities left 
out of the global cornucopia.23 In the United States, the top 5 percent of 
households in terms of income were responsible for about 27 percent of 
total consumer spending in 1992, whereas it rose to 38 percent by 2012.24 
Already by 2005, a team of stock market analysts at Citigroup warned 
that the United States was becoming a “plutocracy” in which growth was 
driven by small high-income clusters. They advised wealthy investors to 
avoid purchasing stock in industries producing for mass consumption and 
to instead invest in companies producing luxury goods and services for the 
rich.25 Consumer spending beyond the elite, as we will see below, has been 
buoyed by mounting and unsustainable debt.

Globalization thus enhanced the structural power of transnational 
capital over states and popular classes worldwide. Popular and working 
classes became less effective in defending wages in the face of capital’s 
newfound global mobility. And states saw the erosion of their ability to 
capture and redistribute surpluses given the privatization of public assets, 
ever more regressive tax systems and prospects for corporate tax evasion, 
mounting debt to transnational finance capital, inter-state competition 
to attract transnational capital, and the ability of the TCC to transfer 
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money instantaneously around the world through new digital financial 
circuits. Behind this alleged “loss of state sovereignty,” capitalist global-
ization changed the correlation of class forces worldwide in favor of the 
TCC. Transnational capital has been able to exercise a newfound struc-
tural power over states and territorially bound working and popular classes. 
“Corporations around the world simultaneously benefitted from the 
broad-based decline in labor’s bargaining power, increased globalization, 
lower anti-trust enforcement, technology allowing for greater scale and 
lower marginal cost, and lower corporate taxes, interest rates, and tariffs,” 
candidly noted one global investment management firm. “These factors 
have produced the most pro-corporate environment in history globally.”26

But by liberating capital from redistribution at the nation-state level 
as a countervailing tendency to that of social polarization, globalization 
unleashed a dizzying spiral of social polarization and unprecedented global 
inequalities that, far from diminishing, have escalated at an astonishing 
rate since the 2008 Great Recession. In 2015, according to the interna-
tional development agency Oxfam, just 1 percent of humanity owned over 
half of the world’s wealth and the top 20 percent own 94.5 of that wealth, 
while the remaining 80 percent had to make do with just 4.5 percent.27 By 
escalating this polarization and inequality, globalization fueled the chronic 
problem of overaccumulation. The extreme concentration of the planet’s 
wealth in the hands of the few and the accelerated impoverishment and 
dispossession of the majority meant that the TCC had increasing diffi-
culty in finding productive outlets to unload enormous amounts of surplus 
it has accumulated. By the late 1990s, stagnation once again set in and 
the system faced renewed crisis as privatizations dried up, the conquered 
and reconquered regions were brought into the system, global markets 
became saturated, and new technologies reached the limits of fixed capital 
expansion.

A series of lesser jolts to the global economy, from the Mexico peso 
crisis of 1995, to the Asian financial meltdown of 1997–99 and its spread 
to several other regions, and then the dot-com busts and global reces-
sion of 2000–01, were preludes to the 2008 collapse of the global financial 
system. The Great Recession of 2008 marked the onset of a new struc-
tural crisis of overaccumulation. Given such extreme polarization of 
income and wealth, the global market cannot absorb the output of the 
global economy. Corporations recorded record profits during the second 
decade of the new century at the same time that corporate investment 
declined.28 In 2017, the largest U.S.-based companies were sitting on an 
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outstanding $1.01 trillion in uninvested cash,29 while worldwide corpo-
rate cash reserves topped $12 trillion, more than the foreign exchange 
reserves of the world’s central governments.30 Transnational corporations 
could not find opportunities to profitably reinvest their profits.31 As unin-
vested capital accumulates, enormous pressures build up to find outlets 
for unloading the surplus. Capitalist groups pressure states to create new 
opportunities for profit making. By the twenty-first century, the TCC 
turned to several mechanisms in order to sustain global accumulation 
in the face of overaccumulation, among them, financial speculation; the 
plunder of public finances; debt-driven growth, and state-organized mili-
tarized accumulation.

The Predatory and Parasitic World of Transnational Finance Capital

Deregulation of the financial industry and the creation of a globally inte-
grated financial system in recent decades allowed the TCC to unload 
trillions of dollars into speculation. The sequence of speculative waves 
in the global casino since the 1980s included real estate investments in 
the emerging global property market that inflated property values in one 
locality after another, wild stock market speculation leading to periodic 
booms and busts, most notable the bursting of the dot-com bubble in 
2001, the phenomenal escalation of hedge-fund flows, currency specula-
tion, and every imaginable derivative (see below). U.S. treasury bailouts 
of the Wall Street-based banks following the 2008 collapse which was 
triggered by speculation in the housing market went to bail out individual 
and institutional investors from around the world, while the U.S. debt was 
itself financed by these same investors from all over the world. According 
to a 2011 report by the U.S. government’s General Accounting Office, the 
U.S. Federal Reserve undertook a whopping $16 trillion in secret bailouts 
between 2007 and 2010 to banks and corporations from around the 
world.32 But then the banks and institutional investors simply recycled tril-
lions of dollars it received in bailout money into new speculative activities 
in global commodities markets, in cryptocurrencies, and in land around the 
world, fueling a new global “land grab” (see next chapter). As opportunity 
dries up for speculative investment in one sector, the TCC simply turns to 
another sector to unload its surplus.

This bewildering world of transnational finance capital compels us think 
in new ways about global capitalism, its crisis, and the prospects for resisting 
it. One key innovation in this “revolution in finance” was the development 
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of asset-backed securitization, often abbreviated as ABS. Made possible by 
digitalization and the growing global integration of markets and finance, 
ABS essentially involves turning debt into a commodity that can be 
bought and sold by investors and then speculated on. Any current or future 
stream of earnings (dividends, interest, mortgages, credit card payments, 
state and private bond maturities, commodity deliveries, and so forth) is 
transformed by ABS into an easily tradable capital asset. It emerged in 
the early 1970s but did not take off until the late 1990s, when it expanded 
from its origins in the United States to the whole global economy in the 
context of rapid globalization. Through securitization, individual debts 
are packaged together into a so-called “debt instrument.” In other words, 
thousands or even millions of mortgages, student loans, and credit card 
and other debts—including government debt—are “bundled” together by 
a financial institution into “packages,” converting illiquid individual debts 
into mobile marketable securities to be bought and sold by individual and 
institutional investors from around the world. In the past, for instance, if a 
family took out a mortgage with a bank, that bank held the mortgage for 
years or decades as the family gradually paid it back, with interest of course. 
The idea that the bank could sell the mortgage to other financial institu-
tions was unheard of. With ABS, however, the initial mortgage lender may 
and almost always does “sell” the mortgage to a financial institution, some-
times within hours or days of the mortgage being issued. Millions of these 
mortgages are then “bundled,” sold and resold as speculative investments.

In simplified terms, this revolution in finance, led by ABS, has involved 
the rise over the past few decades of all sorts of financial innovations 
through securitization—a vast and bewildering array of derivatives, from 
swaps, futures markets, hedge funds, institutional investment funds, 
mortgage-backed securities, collateralized debt obligations, Ponzi schemes, 
pyramiding of assets, and many more.33 These innovations make possible 
a global casino, or transnational financial circuits based on speculation and 
the ongoing expansion of fictitious capital, which refers to money thrown 
into circulation without any base in commodities or in production. Just 
as capital takes over and appropriates all spheres through the drumbeat 
march of commodification, the circuits of financial accumulation steadily 
take over in the capitalist system since money capital is universally con-
vertible to any other commodity form of capital. Of course, this notion 
of “making money from money” is an illusion. The phenomenal growth 
of these “financial instruments” represents not the creation of new value 
(wealth), which can only be created by labor, but the expansion of fictitious 
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capital. On the one hand, the income streams generated by financial spec-
ulation in these “financial instruments” merely redistributes to financial 
speculators in the realm of circulation the values created in production 
(in the factories, plantations, mines, and service centers) of the global 
economy.34 On the other hand, a major portion of the income generated 
by financial speculation is fictitious, meaning (here in simplified form) that 
it exists on paper but does not correspond to real wealth in the world, such 
as food, clothing, houses, and so on. The accumulation of fictitious capital 
through speculation may offset the crisis temporally into the future or spa-
tially to new digital geographies and new population groups, but in the 
long run only exacerbates the underlying problem of overaccumulation. 
It was precisely the conversion of millions of mortgages into ABS and 
the wild speculation in this market that triggered (but did not cause) the 
2008 financial collapse. Cascading defaults in the credit card, student loan, 
or other such markets would likely trigger new financial crises as would 
government debt defaults.

The rise to hegemony of transnational finance capital is a major his-
torical development of the globalization epoch. With the deregulation 
and liberalization of financial markets worldwide in the 1980s and 1990s 
and the introduction of CIT, national financial systems have merged into 
an increasingly integrated global financial system—a monstrous global 
complex that allows for hitherto unknown concentrations of social power, 
including the ability to dictate to states and to other circuits of accumula-
tion. The officers, directors, and owners of financial corporations (banks, 
insurance companies, securities firms, etc.) are usually at the center of 
interlocking directorates in the corporate economy. However, the concept 
of finance capital does not refer exclusively to individuals or institutions in 
the financial sector; it refers to the preponderant weight of the financial 
sector to the capitalist economy overall. The financial sector is now at the 
very center of just about every circuit of accumulation worldwide, as well 
as at the core of financial speculation in the global casino. “The financial 
economy today is pervasive, that is, it spreads across the entire economic 
cycle, co-existing with it, so to speak, from start to finish,” Marazzi has 
observed. “This means that we are in a historic period in which finance 
is cosubstantial with the very production of goods and services.”35 What 
concerns us here is that transnational finance capital, as we shall see, is 
wedded to the global police state.

Meanwhile, the TCC has also turned to raiding and sacking public 
finance, which has been reconfigured through austerity, bailouts, corporate 
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subsidies, government debt, and the global bond market as governments 
transfer wealth directly and indirectly from working people to the TCC. 
The global bond market—an indicator of total government debt world-
wide—more than doubled between 2003 and 2017, when it surpassed 
$100 trillion.36 Governments issue bonds to investors in order to close 
government budget deficits and also to subsidize private accumulation so 
as to keep the economy going. They then have to pay back these bonds 
(with interest) by extracting taxes from current and future wages of the 
working class. Already by the late twentieth century, state income brought 
in by bonds often just went right back to creditors. Thus, the reconfigura-
tion of state finances amounts over time to a transfer of wealth from global 
labor to transnational capital, a claim by transnational capital on future 
wages, and a shift in the burden of the crisis to the working and popular 
classes. To put this another way, capitalist state finance has been reconfig-
ured to reduce or even eliminate the state’s role in social reproduction and 
to expand its role in facilitating transnational capital accumulation.

In this perverse world of predatory transnational finance, capital 
government debt and deficits themselves thus become new sources of 
financial speculation that help offset—momentarily—overaccumulation 
crisis. Governments facing insolvency in the wake of the Great Recession 
turned to bond emissions in order to stay afloat, which allowed transna-
tional investors to unload surplus into these sovereign debt markets that 
they themselves helped to create. Just as with ABS, gone are the times 
that such bonds are bought and held to maturity. They are bought and 
sold by individual and institutional investors in frenzied 24-hour world-
wide trading and bet on continuously through such mechanisms as credit 
default swaps that shift their values and make bond markets a high-stakes 
gamble of volatility and risk for investors. The toxic mixture of public 
finance and private transnational finance capital in this age of global cap-
italism constitutes a new battlefield in which the global rich are waging a 
war against the global poor and working classes. This becomes a critical 
part of the story of the global police state as resistance to this financial 
pillage mounts around the world. The structural violence of transnational 
finance capital is at the core of massive new rounds of dispossession world-
wide, while the actual dispossession is then enforced by the direct violence 
of the courts, state and private military, police and paramilitary repression 
(see the next two chapters). At the same time, financial control becomes 
crucial to the story of heightened disciplinary pressure over these classes, 
who are subject to new and often draconian forms of coercion by creditors 
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and states.37 Financialization is a key lever in the transition from social 
welfare to social control states. As we shall see in the next two chapters, the 
poor are increasingly targeted by transnational finance capital for finan-
cial extraction—essentially swindling through debt and dependence—in 
processes that in turn allow the state to criminalize them, whence this 
criminalization opens up vast new opportunities for militarized accumula-
tion and accumulation by repression.

Yet financial pillage cannot resolve the crisis of overaccumulation and 
ends up aggravating it in the long run, as the transfer of wealth from 
workers to the TCC further constricts the market. Growth in recent 
decades, and especially since 2008, has been driven by mounting public 
and private debt, including government, corporate, and consumer debt. In 
the United States, which has long been the “market of last resort” for the 
global economy, household debt was higher in 2017 than it has been for 
almost all of post-war history. U.S. households owed nearly $13 trillion 
in student loans, credit card debt, auto loans, and mortgages,38 in what 
Soederberg calls “credit-led accumulation.”39 Of this total, U.S. credit 
card debt reached an all-time high of $1.02 trillion in 2017 as credit-card 
delinquencies rose steadily.40 In just about every member country of the 
Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD), 
the ratio of income to household debt remains historically high and has 
steadily worsened since 2008.41 In China, where the ratio of household 
debt to GDP more than doubled from 2011 to 2017, fear has mounted 
over consumer debt default, as household mortgage and credit-card debt 
ballooned.42 The same goes for India, Brazil, South Africa, and other coun-
tries in the former Third World.43 As noted, the global bond market—an 
indicator of total government debt worldwide—surpassed $100 trillion in 
2017, while total global debt reached a staggering $215 trillion in 2016.44

As financial pillage and debt mount, the gap between the productive 
economy and “fictitious capital” grows ever wider as financial speculation 
spirals out of control. Doug Henwood reports that in 1986 the principal in 
interest rate swaps was $400 billion, with another $100 billion in currency 
swaps. Just four years later, by the end of 1990, the figures were $2.3 trillion 
and $578 billion, respectively, to which had been added another $561 
billion in caps, floors, collars, and “swaptions.” By 1997, these combined 
figures had reached a staggering $24 trillion.45 And to put the relation 
between stock and derivative markets into perspective, by late 2008, the 
size of the world stock market was estimated at about $37 trillion, while 
the total world derivatives market had climbed to an unfathomable $791 
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trillion, eleven times the size of the entire world economy.46 Fast-forward 
to 2017, and gross world product or the total value of goods and services 
produced worldwide, stood at some $75 trillion,47 whereas currency spec-
ulation alone amounted to $5.3 trillion a day48 that year and the global 
derivatives market was estimated at a mind-boggling $1.2 quadrillion.49

The implications here is that as we progressed into the twenty-first 
century, the massive concentrations of transnational finance capital were 
destabilizing the system and global capitalism ran up against the limits 
of financial fixes. The result is ever greater underlying instability in the 
global economy. Instability and crises appear no longer as the exceptions 
but as the norm. The more farsighted among transnational elites have 
expressed growing concern over this fragility in the global economy and 
the specter of chronic long-term stagnation. Former World Bank and U.S. 
Treasury official Larry Summers warned in 2016 of “secular stagnation” 
in the global economy, which has “entered unexplored, dangerous terri-
tory.” 50 Yet these elites are not prepared to address the larger backdrops 
to global economic malaise—namely capitalism’s intractable problem of 
overaccumulation. In sum, financial speculation, pillaging the state, and 
debt-driven growth cannot resolve the crisis of overaccumulation. They 
are crisis-management “fixes” that merely postpone a day of reckoning. 
Although the global economy largely recovered from the 2008 Great 
Recession, the worst economic crisis since the 1930s, the underlying struc-
tural conditions that triggered the financial collapse remained in place. As 
growth plodded forward in the second decade of the twenty-first century, 
the TCC appeared to hedge its bets on a new round of capitalist expansion 
and profit making based on a more thorough digitalization of the global 
economy and on a global police state.

The Digitalization of Global Capitalism

Karl Marx and Frederick Engels famously declared in The Communist 
Manifesto that “all that is solid melts into air,” under the dizzying pace of 
change wrought by capitalism. Not since the Industrial Revolution of the 
eighteenth century has the world experienced such rapid and profound 
changes as that ushered in by globalization. But now it appears that the 
system is at the brink of another round of restructuring and transformation 
based on digitalization and Fourth Industrial Revolution technologies. 
Technological change is generally associated with cycles of capitalist 
crisis and social and political turmoil. The rise of the digital economy 
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responds to earlier cycles of capitalist development and crisis, especially 
the downturn of the 1970s that led first to globalization, then the boom 
of the 1990s, followed by the dot-com bust, global recession in 2000–01, 
and then the global financial collapse of 2008 and its aftermath. Each one 
of these represents key turning points in digitalization. CIT introduced 
from the 1980s and on allowed globalization to take off, while the dot-com 
expansion of the following decade commercialized the Internet and laid 
the infrastructural basis for the digital economy.

The technological revolution associated with the rise of CIT in the 
1980s was itself a response on the part of capitalists to the crisis of over-
accumulation, declining rates of profit, and well-organized working classes 
and social movements in the 1960s and the 1970s. CIT, together with the 
revolution in transportation (intermodal transport, refrigeration, etc.) and 
novel organizational and managerial strategies, provided the technological 
basis for the global economy, described by sociologist Manuel Castells in 
his trilogy, The Network Society, as “an economy with the capacity to work 
as a unit in real time, or to choose time, on a planetary scale.”51 These 
technologies allowed capital to go global and also allowed it to reorga-
nize the workplace, reduce dependence on masses of concentrated and 
well-organized workers, and instead outsource workers and impose flex-
ibility, and thus forging a more favorable capital-labor relation (see next 
chapter).

But a second generation of digital-based technologies is now leading 
to a new round of worldwide economic and social restructuring. Digital 
technology is acquiring systemic importance, in the sense that, just as 
the original introduction of CIT and the Internet in the late twentieth 
century profoundly transformed world capitalism, ongoing digitalization 
now promises to have another transformative impact on the structures of 
the global economy, society, and polity. At the heart of a new round of 
restructuring is a digital economy based on more advanced information 
technology, on the collection, processing, and analysis of data, and on the 
application of digitalization to every aspect of global society, including war 
and repression. The tech sector—which includes computer and electronic 
product manufacturing, telecommunications, data processing, hosting, and 
other information services, platforms, and computer systems design and 
related services—is now at the cutting edge of capitalist globalization and 
is driving the digitalization of the entire global economy.

The first generation of capitalist globalization from the 1980s on 
involved the creation of a globally integrated production and financial 
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system, whereas more recently, digitalization and the rise of “platforms” 
have facilitated a very rapid transnationalization of services (electronic off-
shoring, unlike the overseas relocation of production facilities, is virtually 
frictionless and does not add transportation and other ancillary costs such 
as customs charges). Platforms refer to digital infrastructures that enable 
two or more groups to interact. As the dependence of economic activity 
on platforms spreads, the tech sector becomes ever more strategic to global 
capitalism. Trade in CIT goods in 2015 exceeded $2 trillion, according to 
United Nations data, while CIT services exports rose by 40 percent between 
2010 and 2015. In that year, production of CIT goods and services repre-
sented 6.5 percent of global GDP and 100 million people were employed 
in the CIT service sector. Moreover, global e-commerce sales reached 
$25 trillion, as 380 million people made purchases on overseas websites.52 
From 2009 to 2019, the volume of data crossing borders rose 64 times.53 
By 2017, services accounted for some 70 percent of the total gross world 
product54 and included communications, informatics, digital and platform 
technology, e-commerce, financial services, professional and technical 
work, and a host of other non-tangible products such as film and music. 
Digitalization and the transnationalization of services—linked in turn to 
worldwide financialization as discussed above—have moved to the center 
of the global capitalist agenda. The press and social media have coined a 
plethora of catchphrases to refer to the rise of the digital economy: the 
“platform economy,” “the sharing economy,” “the on-demand economy,” 
“the gig economy,” “the app economy,” and so on.

A special 2019 report in The Economist magazine on “The Future of 
Global Commerce” gave a sense of the transformations under way in the 
global economy through digitalization, data and transnational services:

Trade in the 20th century morphed three times, from boats laden with 
metals, meat and wool, to ships full of cars and transistor radios, to 
containers of components that feed into supply chains. Now the big 
opportunity is services. The flow of ideas can pack an economic punch; 
over 40% of productivity growth in emerging economies in 2004–14 
came from knowledge flows. But Richard Baldwin, an economist, 
predicts a ‘globotics revolution,’ with remote workers abroad becoming 
more embedded in companies’ operations. Indian outsourcing firms are 
shifting from running functions, such as Western payroll systems, to 
more creative projects, such as configuring new Walmart supermarkets. 
In November TCS, India’s biggest firm, bought W12, a digital-design 
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studio in London. Cross-border e-commerce is growing too. Alibaba 
expects its Chinese customers to spend at least $40 billion abroad in 
2023. Netflix and Facebook together have over a billion cross-border 
customers.55

Digitalization in turn is leading to a new wave of technological develop-
ment that has brought us to the verge of the “Fourth Industrial Revolution,” 
based on robotics, 3D printing, the Internet of Things, artificial intelli-
gence (AI) and machine learning, bio- and nanotechnology, quantum and 
cloud computing, new forms of energy storage, and autonomous vehicles.56 
There is now a fusion of technologies across physical, digital, and bio-
logical worlds (as in bioprinting, which refers to the use of 3D printing 
with materials that incorporate living cells). While the tech sector that 
drives forward this new revolution constitutes only a small portion of the 
gross world product, digitalization encompasses the entire global economy, 
from manufacturing and finance to services, and in both the formal and 
informal sectors. Corporations are now dependent on digital communica-
tions and data for all aspects of their business. “Tech firms,” notes Foulis, 
“are becoming the conduit through which people interact with the world. 
The tech sector becomes a layer that sits across the entire economy.”57

The shift in technology has made it possible to collect huge amounts of 
data. “With a long decline in manufacturing profitability,” observes politi-
cal scientist Nick Srnicek in his study Platform Capitalism, “capitalism has 
turned to data as one way to maintain economic growth and vitality in the 
face of a sluggish production sector.” The platform has emerged as a new 
business model, in Srnicek’s words, “capable of extracting and controlling 
immense amounts of data.”58 The technology needed for turning simple 
activities into recorded data became increasingly cheap, notes Srnicek, 
while the move to digital-based communications greatly simplified record-
ing, opening up massive new expanses of potential data. “Just like oil,” 
observes Srnicek, “data are a material to be extracted, refined, and used in a 
variety of ways.”59 Material commodities contain an increasing amount of 
knowledge embodied in them that is driven by data. Data has increasingly 
become a central resource for businesses if they are to remain competitive, 
and has become central to all of the processes associated with the global 
economy, from controlling and outsourcing workers, the flexibility of pro-
duction processes, global financial flows, the coordination of global chains 
of supply, subcontracting and outsourcing, record keeping, marketing and 
sales, and to war and repression. As we will see with great clarity and an 
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abundance of evidence in Chapter 3, Silicon Valley has become wedded 
to the global police state. As data mining and analysis has become more 
and more expansive, it opens up vast new potential for social control and 
becomes a central element in the development of a global police state.

In the wake of the 2008 Great Recession, the tech sector and big data 
became a major new outlet for surplus accumulated capital in the face 
of stagnation. Previously, from 1995 to 2000, the value of tech company 
shares in the NASDAQ quintupled in the lead-up to the dot-com bust of 
2001.60 But before long, institutional investors, especially speculative hedge 
and mutual funds, resumed pouring billions of dollars into the tech sector. 
Investment in the IT sector jumped from $17 billion in the 1970s to $175 
billion in 1990, then to $496 billion in 2000, on the eve of the bursting of 
the turn-of-the-century dot-com bubble, but then climbed up again to new 
heights after 2008, surpassing $800 billion, as 2018 drew to a close.61 In 
2008, the tech sector accounted for 20 percent of all new investment across 
the whole economy in the United States.62 As we shall see, finance and 
the IT sector seem to be fusing with and playing central roles in a global 
police state. A handful of U.S.- and Chinese-based tech companies that 
generate, extract, and process data have absorbed enormous amounts of 
cash from financiers desperate for new investment opportunities. In 2017, 
Apple held $262 billion in reserves, Microsoft held $133 billion, Alphabet 
(Google’s parent company) held $95 billion, Cisco held $58 billion, Oracle 
held $66 billion, and so on.63 Chinese-based giant Alibaba that year held 
$32 billion in reserve and Tencent held $52 billion,64 although both com-
panies also used earnings to engage in major worldwide acquisitions.

Can digitalization resolve the long-term problems of overaccumulation 
and stagnation? It is certainly plausible that digitalization will unleash a 
new round of capitalist expansion. It would be foolish to predict that the 
structural crisis in which the system appears to be mired is a “terminal 
crisis.” Capitalism may be running up against ecological limits to its repro-
duction, but a collapse, if not averted, may be drawn out over decades or 
longer. Yet the enormous cash reserves and profits accumulated in the tech 
sector do not represent the production of new value so much as the appro-
priation by digital capitalists of the lion’s share of surplus value through 
rents. As intermediaries, platforms intercede in the circuits of production 
and circulation of values through control over digitalized data produc-
tion, extraction, and analysis, and cream off major chunks of this value 
in the form of “intellectual property.” This helps us understand just how 
hypertrophied the leading digital and platform companies have become. 
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In 2018, the top tech companies worldwide registered a market capitaliza-
tion of trillions of dollars. Although figures are never stable, Apple was in 
first place with an astounding capitalization of nearly $1 trillion, followed 
by Microsoft ($855 billion), Samsung ($765 billion), Alphabet ($757 
billion), Alibaba ($457 billion), Berkshire Hathaway (which has major 
shares in Apple, IBM, and other tech companies, $433 billion), Amazon 
($402 billion), Facebook ($435 billion), and Tencent ($357 billion).65 By 
comparison, the nearest industrial company, Exxon Mobile, had a market 
capitalization that year of $344 billion.66 As every area of the economy 
becomes increasingly integrated with a digital layer, the companies that 
control the digital infrastructure become immensely powerful and are able 
to reap a growing portion of total corporate profits in what appears, in 
significant part, to be rents. Vampire-like, financialization and digitaliza-
tion suck up more and more value from the global economy. Nearly all 
of Google’s and Apple’s revenue comes from advertising, while Uber and 
Airbnb, which own no vehicles or housing units, skim value off the labor 
and resources of drivers, home owners, and their customers.

Yet it is questionable if the next round of transformation, driven by 
digitalization and Fourth Industrial Revolution technologies, can stave 
off crisis. In the short term, digitalization may expand opportunities for 
accumulation and allow for a new round of fixed capital expansion. Yet a 
general digitalization of global capitalism accelerates the predominance 
of relative surplus value over absolute surplus value. Surplus value refers 
to the value that is appropriated by capitalists above and beyond the value 
created by workers that is paid to them as wages. That is, a portion of the 
wealth created by labor is appropriated by capital as surplus value or profits. 
Surplus value can be increased in two ways. In simplified terms, the first is 
by increasing the level of productivity of workers by augmenting the tech-
nological content, or the fixed capital component (machinery, technology), 
of the production process relative to the labor component—this is what in 
Marxist political economy is referred to as “constant capital” (or machinery 
and technology) and “variable capital” (labor), respectively. The second is 
by increasing the amount of time each worker labors while holding wages 
constant and/or by lowing wages. General digitalization allows the TCC 
to develop new modalities for organizing the extraction of relative surplus 
value from workers as it appropriates the “general knowledge” of society.

Crises provide capital with the opportunity to restructure and to accel-
erate the process of forcing greater productivity out of fewer workers—a 
process that may increase exponentially through digitalization. Apolo-
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gists for the current ruling order claim that the digital economy will bring 
high-skilled, high-paid jobs and resolve problems of social polarization 
and stagnation. But as we shall see in the next chapter, the evidence 
suggests that digitalization may deskill or completely eliminate many jobs 
and exacerbate inequality and social polarization many times over. Ulti-
mately, digitalization to the extent that it replaces labor with technology 
pushes costs down toward zero. In fact, while the absolute volume of trans-
national corporate profits has snowballed, the rate of profit declined from 
an average of 10 percent in 2005–07 to 6 percent in 2017,67 which suggests 
that this is perhaps a more powerful indicator of accumulation crisis than 
is the idle mass of uninvested surplus mentioned above. All of the contra-
dictions of capitalism become intensified. The rate of profit decreases. The 
realization problem is aggravated. Hence the emerging digital economy is 
unlikely to resolve the problem of overaccumulation. Where can the TCC 
turn to continue to unload ever-rising amounts of surplus accumulated 
capital? Can war and a global police state resolve the system’s dilemma?
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2
Savage Inequalities:  

The Imperative of Social Control

One thing I’ve been hearing from a lot of very wealthy people these days, 
since the [U.S.] election [in 2016 of Donald Trump], is that they all have 
escape plans. Rich people are buying up ranches in New Zealand and 
creating bunkers in the Bahamas, or wherever they’re going, thinking 
that they’re somehow going to be able to avoid the apocalypse when it 
comes. There’s actually a business that operates in New York. It’s a boat 
that will come, you can apparently pre-buy tickets, if there’s some politi-
cal crisis or some danger moment, and they’ll come and pick you up and 
whisk you up the Hudson.

Interview with Rana Foroohar, associate editor of  
Financial Times and CNN economic analyst1

Speaking at a “Business of Luxury Summit” in Monaco in 2015, the bil-
lionaire owner of the luxury jewelry company Cartier, Johann Rupert, told 
the audience that the prospect of robots replacing workers and the poor 
rising up “keeps me awake at night.” Equally as frightening, he went on to 
say, is that in the face of imminent social upheaval the middle classes would 
no longer want to buy luxury goods for fear of exposing their wealth.2 The 
TCC to which Rupert belongs has good reason to be frightened. The data 
on global inequality has by now been widely disseminated. Capitalist glo-
balization, as we saw in the previous chapter, has resulted in unprecedented 
social polarization worldwide. The extent of global inequalities, and the 
rate of their acceleration, seem to defy the imagination. To reiterate the 
findings of the 2016 Oxfam report, in 2015, just 1 percent of humanity 
owned over half of the world’s wealth and the top 20 percent own 94.5 
of that wealth, while the remaining 80 percent had to make do with just 
4.5 percent.3

But this polarization continues to intensify at a rate that appears to be 
exponential. Between 2017 and 2018, a new billionaire was created every 
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two days and the world’s 26 richest people owned as much as the poorest 
50 percent, according to Oxfam’s 2019 report. The wealth of the more than 
2,200 billionaires across the globe increased by $900 billion in 2018. In 
that year, the 12 percent increase in wealth of the very richest contrasted 
with a fall of 11 percent in the wealth of the poorest half of the world’s 
population.4 In other words, there was in that year a direct transfer of $900 
billion in wealth from the poorest half of humanity to the richest billion-
aires on the planet. Meanwhile, the British House of Commons released 
a report in 2018 which warned that the richest 1 percent of humanity are 
on course to control as much as two-thirds of the world’s wealth by 2030.5 
And a report that same year by the Swiss bank UBS observed that “the 
fortunes of today’s super-wealthy have risen at a far greater rate than at 
the turn of the twentieth century, when families such as the Rothschilds, 
Rockefellers and Vanderbilts controlled vast wealth.”6

If such savage inequalities keep the TCC up at night, they impose 
untold hardships on billions of people who face daily struggles for survival 
and uncertain futures. Yet they also reflect a crisis of global capitalism that 
is as much political as it is structural. Although the global economy resumed 
growth and capital re-imposed its discipline in the years following the 
Great Recession, the 2008 fiasco was a political turning point in the break-
down of capitalist hegemony. Extreme inequality requires extreme violence 
and repression, that lend themselves to a global police state and projects of 
twenty-first-century fascism. As we saw in the previous chapter, capitalist 
globalization has undermined redistributive policies that came into being 
following the Great Depression of the 1930s, themselves the result of 
widespread social and class struggles from below that forced such redistri-
bution on capitalist states. The more global inequalities expand, the more 
constricted is the world market and the more the system faces a structural 
crisis of overaccumulation. Yet such extreme levels of social polarization 
also present to dominant groups an escalating challenge of social control. 
It is this imperative of social control that in the first instance brings forth 
a global police state.

Expansion of the Global Working Class:  
The Precariat and Surplus Humanity

As we saw previously, globalization brought about a change in power rela-
tions worldwide between capital and labor. The newfound relative power 
of global capital over global labor revolves around a new capital-labor 
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relation. The essence of capitalism is production undertaken through a 
particular form of social interaction, the capital-labor relation, or capitalist 
production relations, in order to exchange what is produced, commodities, 
in a market for profit. For capitalist production to take place, there needs to 
be a class of people that have no means of production of their own—that 
is, the working class. This class enters into relation with a class of people, 
the capitalist class, who have come into possession of these means of pro-
duction and in turn require a supply of labor in order to work these means 
of production so that commodities can be produced and sold for a profit. 
Capital and labor (capitalists and workers) only exist in relation to each 
other; they are antagonistic ends of the same pole. “Capital presupposes 
wage labor; wage labor presupposes capital,” observes Marx. “They recip-
rocally condition the existence of each other; they reciprocally bring forth 
each other.”7

At the core of the capitalist production process is this capital-labor 
relation, which refers to the relationship between workers and capitalists 
(or more precisely, the form of that relationship) as they come together 
in the process of producing goods that people want or need, along with 
the social processes, institutions, and norms that reproduce these relations. 
While capital and labor are locked into each other—only exist in relation 
to each other—the particular way that they come together is historically 
determined by many factors, but perhaps above all by the terms of the 
class struggle between capitalists and workers, or more broadly, the social 
struggles among the ruling groups and the popular masses of people.8 
The dynamics internal to capitalism and its cycles of expansion and crisis 
lead to the clash of social forces and ongoing restructuring that shape 
capital-labor relations in distinct ways in particular historical periods.

Capitalist globalization has brought about a new economic model 
known as flexible accumulation. It involves novel managerial forms such 
as the vertical disintegration of production, “just in time” and small-batch 
production, vast chains of subcontracting and outsourcing that span 
the globe and formal and informal transnational business alliances, that 
together with the application of digital technology make possible new 
subdivisions and specializations in production.9 But at the core of flexible 
accumulation—what most interests us here—are new capital-labor rela-
tions around the world. The restructuring of the labor process associated 
with post-Fordist flexible accumulation has involved the fragmentation 
and cheapening of labor through widespread casualization or informal-
ization of work. These arrangements involve alternative systems of labor 
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control and diverse contingent categories of labor, captured in the term 
now most often used, precarious labor. Precarious labor involves all sorts of 
unstable, contingent categories of work, such as temporary and part-time 
work, casual, seasonal and on-call work, non-unionized contract and piece-
meal work.10

Labor markets worldwide have been deregulated as workers in the 
global economy under these flexible arrangements are increasingly 
treated as a subcontracted component rather than a fixture internal to 
employer organizations—reduced to mere inputs just as another raw 
material—stockpiled, thrown into the accumulation process when needed, 
discarded when no longer needed. As workers become disposable under 
these arrangements, they not only lose employment stability but also 
the social protections that were often associated with regulated labor, 
such as minimum wage guarantees, unemployment insurance, access to 
social welfare assistance, health insurance, paid holidays, and so on. These 
arrangements have involved the ongoing withdrawal of the state from 
protection of labor and the erosion of reciprocal obligations on the part of 
the state and capital to labor, or even any notion that social reproduction 
of the worker is a part of the labor contract. These reciprocal obligations 
are replaced by a one-sided domination by capital. These new capital-
labor relations are a result of the TCC’s class struggle against the global 
working and popular classes whose collective power has been weakened by 
capitalist globalization.

As workers become “flexible” they join the ranks of a new global “pre-
cariat” of proletarians who labor under these unstable, precarious work 
arrangements. While the concept of a precariat has been popularized by 
Standing’s 2011 study, The Precariat: The New Dangerous Class,11 the pre-
cariat should be seen not as a separate class, as Standing insists, but as a 
condition—precariousness—imposed on increasing numbers of the global 
working class in the face of capitalist globalization and the transition 
underway for several decades now from Fordist to flexible accumulation. 
The precariat—to the extent that the concept is useful—is part of the 
global working class; it is the face of the working class. While precari-
ousness has been the condition of most people brought into the capitalist 
economy over the centuries, precariatization now appears to be conjoined 
with expanding proletarianization and institutionalized in capital-labor 
relations worldwide, and includes white- and blue-collar work, service 
work, and professional and managerial work (see below). The fragmen-
tation of labor markets has been made possible, in part, by digitalization, 
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which as we saw previously has facilitated spatial decentralization, reorga-
nization of the labor process, and new modalities of value extraction.

If globalization has given capital enhanced power over labor with which 
to impose these new capital-labor relations, the other crucial factor is the 
dramatic expansion of the global working class. Proletarianization world-
wide has accelerated through new waves of primitive accumulation as 
billions of people have been uprooted, wrenched from their communities, 
and thrown into a global labor market that is increasingly saturated and 
deregulated. Primitive accumulation refers to the process whereby people 
are violently separated from the means of production (e.g., from the land) 
and left with no other way to survive than to sell their labor to those who 
violently appropriate the means of production, the capitalist class. Marx 
famously described the history of primitive accumulation in the final 
passage of Volume I of Capital:

The accumulation of capital presupposes surplus-value; surplus-value 
presupposes capitalistic production; capitalistic production presupposes 
the preexistence of considerable masses of capital and of labor-power in 
the hands of producers of commodities. The whole movement, there-
fore, seems to turn in a vicious circle, out of which we can only get 
supposing a primitive accumulation preceding capitalistic production. 
In actual history, it is notorious that conquest, enslavement, robbery, 
murder, and force, play the great part. The methods of primitive accu-
mulation are anything but idyllic. This history is written in the annals of 
mankind in letters of blood and fire. The discovery of gold and silver in 
America, the extirpation, enslavement and entombment in mines of the 
indigenous population of that continent, the beginnings of the conquest 
and plunder of India, and the conversion of Africa into a preserve for 
the commercial hunting of blackskins, are all things which characterize 
the rosy dawn of the era of capitalist production. These idyllic proceed-
ings are the chief momenta of primitive accumulation. On their heels 
treads the commercial wars of the European nations, with the globe for 
a theater. These methods depend in part on brute force, that is, on the 
colonial system. Force is the midwife of every old society pregnant with 
a new one. It is itself an economic power. If money, according to one 
Biblical passage, comes into the world with a congenital bloodstain on 
one cheek, capital comes dripping from head to foot, from every pore, 
with blood and dirt.12



savage inequalities: the imperative of social control

45

But the history of primitive accumulation did not end with the enclosures 
in England and the colonial system that set in motion world capitalism. 
The process has never ceased over the centuries and has been accelerated 
by capitalist globalization. The global wage labor force doubled from some 
1.5 billion in 1980 to some three billion in 2006, as workers from China, 
India, and the former Soviet bloc entered the global labor pool,13 and then 
increased by another 500 million by 2018, the largest size of the global 
labor force in recorded history.14 Hundreds of millions, perhaps billions of 
people, have been displaced from the Third World countryside through 
new rounds of primitive accumulation brought about by neo-liberal 
policies as well as social cleansing, and organized violence such as the “war 
on drugs” and the “war on terror,” both of which have served as instruments 
of primitive accumulation and for the violent restructuring and integration 
of countries and regions into the new global economy.15 Banks, institu-
tional investors, and corporate agribusiness began vast new land grabs 
around the world in the 2000s in what amounts to a new round of global 
enclosures. In China, several hundred million peasants have been uprooted 
from their land in recent decades as the country has integrated into global 
capitalism. Throughout the former Third World, agricultural policies and 
trade and investment liberalization imposed by the financial agencies of 
the transnational state (TNS) along with state repression and the private 
violence of landlords have resulted in the expulsion of millions of farmers 
from the countryside and the appropriation of their lands by transnational 
corporate agribusiness. In India, several hundred thousand farmers com-
mitted suicide in recent years after losing their land to creditors. In Mexico, 
several million families lost their land in the wake of the North American 
Free Trade Agreement signed with the United States and Canada in 1994, 
becoming internal and transnational migrants. A similar story has taken 
place in sub-Saharan Africa and Central and South America.16

Those uprooted from traditional livelihoods are increasingly concen-
trated in the vast slums, favelas, and shantytowns of the mega-cities of the 
world. The global economy appears as a world bound together by flows of 
telecommunications, finance, and trade among a network of megacities. 
“A watershed in human history, comparable to the Neolithic or Industrial 
revolutions” has taken place, notes Mike Davis in Planet of Slums. “For the 
first time the urban population of the earth will outnumber the rural.”17 
By 2030, 41 cities will have more than 10 million inhabitants, up from 
31 in 2016, and 66 percent of the world’s population will live in an urban 
area by 2050.18 Amin estimated in the early 2000s that the popular classes 
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(by which he means the working classes, whether employed or unem-
ployed, laboring in the formal or the informal economy) accounted for 
some three-quarters of the world’s urban population, and that the precar-
ious subcategory represented two-thirds of the popular classes on a world 
scale. “The main social transformation that characterizes the second half 
of the twentieth century can be summarized in a single statistic: the pro-
portion of the precarious popular classes rose from less than one-quarter to 
more than one-half of the global urban population, and this phenomenon 
of pauperization has reappeared on a significant scale in the developed 
centers themselves,” he observed. “This destabilized urban population has 
increased in a half-century from less than a quarter of a billion to more 
than a billion-and-a-half individuals, registering a growth rate which sur-
passes those that characterize economic expansion, population growth, or 
the process of urbanization itself.”19

New rounds of primitive accumulation have generated a vast army of 
internal and transnational migrants who have swelled the ranks of the pre-
cariat and the structurally marginalized. In 2015, there were 232 million 
international migrants and 740 million internal migrants, according to the 
International Organization on Migration.20 Some of the uprooted millions 
are super-exploited through incorporation into the global factories, farms, 
and offices as precarious labor, while others are marginalized and con-
verted into surplus humanity, relegated to marginal existence on a planet 
of slums. The ILO reported that 1.53 billion workers around the world 
were in such “vulnerable” employment arrangements in 2009, represent-
ing more than 50 percent of the global workforce,21 and that in 2018 a 
majority of the 3.5 billion workers in the world “experienced a lack of 
material well-being, economic security, equality opportunities or scope for 
human development.”22As digitalization now drives a new round of world-
wide restructuring, it promises to extend the precariatization of workers 
who have employment and also to expand the ranks of surplus humanity 
excluded from the labor market. The ILO also reported that in the late 
twentieth century some one-third of the global labor force had been made 
superfluous and locked out of the global economy. 23 Even the CIA felt 
compelled to warn in 2002 that “by the late 1990s a staggering one billion 
workers representing one-third of the world’s labor force, most of them in 
the South, were either unemployed or underemployed.”24

Hence the global working class brings together those exploited more 
intensively through precarious employment with those that have been 
excluded. Digitalization, in addition to generating precarious forms of 
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employment, is expected to exponentially increase the surplus labor popu-
lation. The processes by which surplus labor is generated have accelerated 
under globalization. The “end of work,” the “jobless future,” and the “rise 
of robots” that replace human workers is a commonplace topic among 
academics, journalists, and politicians.25 Millions of people expelled from 
formal employment have managed to scratch out a living through Uber 
and other “platform companies” as informal and “self-employed” workers. 
But in 2016, Uber announced that it would replace one million drivers with 
autonomously driven vehicles.26 In that year, plans were also underway to 
automate the trucking industry.27 Foxconn, the Taiwanese-based conglom-
erate that assembles iPads and other electronic devices, announced in 2012 
following a wave of strikes by its workers in China that it would replace 
one million workers with robots. A few years later, Walmart introduced 
robots to carry out inventory and janitorial work in its U.S. stores.28 As 
digital technologies are introduced, they raise productivity and the system 
sheds more and more workers. One U.S. National Bureau of Economic 
Research report found that each new robot introduced in a locale results 
in a loss of 3–5.6 jobs.29 In 1990, the top three carmakers in Detroit had 
a market capitalization of $36 billion and 1.2 million employees. In 2014, 
the top three firms in Silicon Valley, with a market capitalization of over 
$1 trillion had only 137,000 employees.30

The two dimensions of the global working class—those marginalized 
and made surplus, and those brought into the labor process and exploited—
are not separate groups. They are two categories of the global working 
class that are conjoined; they form a unity in their antagonistic relationship 
to transnational capital. Surplus humanity is of no direct use to transna-
tional capital; they are not subject to primary exploitation. However, in 
the larger picture, in addition to secondary forms of exploitation, surplus 
labor is crucial to global capitalism insofar as it places downward pressure 
on wages everywhere and allows transnational capital to impose height-
ened discipline over those who remain active in the labor market and even 
makes possible in some cases new systems of twenty-first-century slavery, 
including the enslavement of women for the thriving global sex trade.31 
“The overwork of the employed part of the working-class swells the ranks 
of the reserve,” notes Marx, “whilst conversely the greater pressure that 
the latter by its competition exerts on the former, forces these to submit to 
over-work and to subjugation under the dictates of capital.” He goes on:
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But if a surplus population of workers is a necessary product of accu-
mulation or the development of wealth on a capitalist basis, this surplus 
population also becomes, conversely, the lever of capital accumulation, 
indeed it becomes the condition for the existence of the capitalist mode 
of production. It forms a disposable industrial reserve army, which 
belongs to capital just as absolutely as if the latter had bred it at its own 
costs. Independently of the limits of the actual increase of population, it 
creates a mass of human material always ready for exploitation by capital 
in the interests of capital’s own changing valorization requirements.32

However, the restructuring of world capitalism through globalization 
has given rise to a new global army of superfluous labor that goes well 
beyond the traditional reserve army of labor to which Marx refers. Let 
us revisit overaccumulation crisis and link it to this expansion of surplus 
labor worldwide. Capitalist competition and class struggle push capital to 
reduce costs and/or increase productivity by increasing the organic compo-
sition of capital, which leads to the tendency for the rate of profit to fall.33 
As discussed in the previous chapter, this tendency, the “most fundamen-
tal law” of political economy, is expressed as overaccumulation crisis. It is 
worth quoting Marx at length with regard to how capitalist production 
of necessity, constantly reproduces an “industrial reserve army” or “surplus 
population” because the creation and expansion of this surplus population 
is the central background factor to understanding unprecedented inequal-
ity worldwide, the expansion of surplus humanity through a new round 
of global capitalist restructuring based on digitalization, and the looming 
global crisis:

It is capitalistic accumulation itself that constantly produces, and 
produces in direct ratio of its own energy and extent, a relatively 
redundant population of laborers, i.e., a population of greater extent 
than suffices for the average needs of the self-expansion of capital, 
and therefore a surplus population. The laboring population therefore 
produces, along with the accumulation of capital produced by it, the 
means by which itself is made relatively superfluous, is turned into a 
relative surplus population; and it does this to an always increasing 
extent … This increase is effected by the simple process that constantly 
“sets free” a part of the laborers; by methods which lessen the number 
of laborers employed in proportion to the increased production. The 
whole form of the movement of modern industry depends, therefore, 
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upon the constant transformation of a part of the laboring population 
into unemployed or half-employed hands … But the greater this reserve 
army in proportion to the active labor-army, the greater is the mass of 
a consolidated surplus-population, whose misery is in inverse ratio to 
its torment of labor. The more extensive, finally, the lazarus-layers of 
the working-class, and the industrial reserve army, the greater is official 
pauperism. This is the absolute general law of capitalist accumulation.34

The constantly replenished reserve army of labor to the pulse of capital 
accumulation is thus for Marx a consequence of “the general law of cap-
italist accumulation.” Marx goes on to identify three forms of surplus 
labor: floating, latent, and stagnant. The first two were seen as those who 
weave in and out of the production process in accordance with the cycles 
of capital accumulation and changes in the division of labor. The third, 
however, is a group that has been pushed structurally outside of the pro-
duction process—that is, a group which is of no direct use to capital over 
entire historical epochs. Marx tended to denigrate those in this latter 
category as lumpenproletariat. But given that digitalization, to the extent 
that it replaces labor with technology, has the potential to drastically reduce 
the need for labor (“variable capital” in Marx’s lexicon) and to push costs 
towards zero, it may be, absent countervailing pressures, that the expansion 
of the ranks of surplus humanity worldwide is a permanent structural phe-
nomenon of global capitalism rather than a transitory dislocation pending 
absorption into new circuits of accumulation.

The concept of the lumpenproletariat has an important etiology in 
the history of capitalism. Marx first discussed the lumpenproletariat in 
derogatory terms as a déclassé and degenerated element among the pro-
letariat—prostitutes, vagabonds, petty criminals—an underclass without 
a class consciousness and prone to serving as “a bribed tool of reactionary 
intrigue.” In The Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Napoleon, he describes the 
lumpenproletariat as “vagabonds, discharged soldiers, discharged jailbirds, 
escaped galley slaves, swindlers, mountebanks, lazzaroni, pickpockets, 
tricksters, gamblers, pimps, brothel keepers, porters, literati, organ grinders, 
ragpickers, knife grinders, tinkers, beggars—in short, the whole indefinite, 
disintegrated mass, thrown hither and thither” by capitalism.35 However, 
some of the negative connotations of the lumpenproletariat fell away in 
the mid-twentieth century as it became clear that racism, colonialism, and 
imperialism thrust hundreds of millions of their victims into the ranks of 
the displaced, the unemployed, and the excluded. The lumpenproletariat 
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condition now appeared as a structural (and sometimes legal) location of 
marginality and informality in the world capitalist system with a contin-
gent political agency. In The Wretched of the Earth, Franz Fanon referred to 
the lumpenproletariat as displaced peasants who constituted a potentially 
revolutionary force against the colonial system, although he warned that 
it is unpredictable and could as well turn into hired soldiers of the colo-
nialists.36 In the United States, the Black Panthers sought to organize the 
black lumpenproletariat as a mass social base, although this strategy was 
not without its limitations and its critics.37

But now, in this age of capitalist globalization, surplus humanity may be 
an analytically as well as politically superior concept to make sense of that 
mass of humanity thrown into the margins of the system. While there is 
certainly a delinquent element among the mass of humanity that has been 
“thrown hither and thither” by the destabilization of global capital, surplus 
humanity appears to be a structural category thrown up by an accelerated 
restructuring and a more advanced stage of global capital accumulation. 
Surplus humanity includes those who suffer from long-term structural 
un- and underemployment, the mass of people who eke out a living (or 
don’t even manage to do so) in the informal economy of the slums of the 
world’s megacities, as well as international refugees, those internally dis-
placed by wars, repression, and natural disasters, migrant workers who 
may be forced underground and unable to enter the formal labor market, 
among others who exist in what Bradley and Lee call the “non-places of 
the world.” In this regard, surplus humanity exists in conjunction with 
the precariat and may weave in and out of more formal yet precarious 
employment. “It is clear that 200 years after the birth of Marx, the com-
position of the lumpenproletariat has changed from ‘vagabonds, criminals, 
prostitutes’, pariahs and untouchables, to precarious workers, a working 
poor, to contract staff, day staff, zero-hour contract staff, and more des-
perately to the underclass or permanent underclass,” observe Bradley and 
Lee. I concur with their political assessment: “Marx’s distinction between 
the revolutionary laboring poor and the reactionary lumpenproletariat no 
longer holds under the global conditions of contemporary exploitation.”38 
Lumpenprecariat captures the idea of a global working class that brings the 
precariat together with surplus humanity.39

The expanding ranks of the lumpenprecariat worldwide opens up a 
world of possibilities with regard to common interests and experiences 
even if organizing the global working class, or its self-organization, is made 
problematic by its atomization and individualized consciousness associated 
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with the fragmentation of labor. And we should be mindful that there is 
still a “traditional” industrial working class that has stepped up its struggles 
in recent years.40 Yet the lumpenprecariat condition changes the terms of 
its struggles and the challenges of regenerating working-class conscious-
ness and a collective action capacity. Certainly, any emancipatory project 
in order for it to succeed would have to bring together surplus humanity 
and their struggles in the margins and at points of social reproduction with 
those formally inserted into the circuits of global capital under precari-
ous work arrangements. As Aronowitz reminds us, following Marx, “the 
central criterion for class formation is the capacity of a social formation or 
a constellation of them for self-organization and self-representation”41—
that is, to forge some sense of a shared identity and a community.

Sadistic Capitalism: Turning Poverty and Exclusion  
into Sources of Accumulation

The expansion of the precariat and surplus humanity presents a double 
challenge to the TCC. This mass of humanity must be controlled and any 
pretense at rebellion repressed. At the same time, capitalists seek ways to 
take advantage of its condition to develop new methods of accumulation, 
apart from the profitability of repression itself, as we will explore in the 
next chapter. Surplus humanity toils in all sorts of survival strategies in the 
informal world of a planet of slums that may be exploited by capital. More 
than two billion people across the globe work in the informal sector.42 This 
informal sector has always been functionally linked to the formal sector 
in a myriad of ways, including as a bastion of social reproduction and for 
the provision of services to the formal sector.43 Yet under globalization, 
the lines between formality and informality become ever more blurred. 
As Swidler notes, capital is increasingly reliant on methods of extracting 
surplus labor other than the wage relation, among them, social reproduc-
tion in the family and the community, piece work, unpaid labor such as 
internships and prison labor, and shadow work.44 Predatory finance, in par-
ticular, has opened up new opportunities for capital to exploit workers and 
the poor outside of the formal wage relation. The increasing dependence 
of the poor on a wide range of credit arrangements across the globe is a 
novel mechanism of what Soederberg calls secondary exploitation, made 
possible by financialization and backed by the repressive instruments of 
the global police state.
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The TCC, as Soederberg shows,45 is now able to earn vast profits 
through the poverty and indebtedness of workers and surplus humanity. 
Primary exploitation refers to the exploitation that takes place in the 
capital-labor relation at the point of production of wealth, where capi-
talists directly appropriate from labor surplus value that is the source of 
profits. Surplus humanity cannot be directly exploited, that is, subject to 
primary exploitation. But unless they are to quietly die of starvation, they 
must enter into the market in the sphere of circulation to obtain their basic 
necessities, by hook or by crook. It is here, in the sphere of circulation, 
that secondary exploitation takes place. Secondary exploitation refers to 
the additional transfer of value (wealth) from workers (whether employed 
or unemployed) to capital, beyond that transferred in the sphere of pro-
duction, even though this value was originally produced through primary 
exploitation. For instance, renters must transfer wealth to landlords, who 
play no part in the production of that wealth, for the temporary use of a 
house or apartment. In fact, corporate landlordism in many countries is 
becoming an important new outlet for surplus accumulated capital. In the 
United States, institutional investors, including hedge funds, private equity 
firms, and global banks, have spent tens of billions of dollars snatching up 
properties and converting them into rentals since the 2008 crisis, which 
resulted in foreclosure for millions of family homes.46

But above all, secondary exploitation takes place through the contraction 
of debt that must be paid back with interest. We saw previously that there 
has been an expansion of consumer credit among the working classes and 
surplus humanity who must incur rising levels of debt in order to secure 
basic necessities if their wages are insufficient to cover these necessities or 
if they are unable to contract secure employment. What Soederberg terms 
“credit-led accumulation” is a dominant strategy employed by capitalists 
since the 1990s “to absorb the tensions of overaccumulation” through 
“the creation and extension of credit money to low-income workers in 
exchange for high rates of interest as well as commissions and fees.”47 At 
the same time, this debt peonage becomes a powerful disciplinary mech-
anism forcing the poor and surplus humanity to find employment at any 
price and under the most onerous of conditions. The cycle of rising debt 
and more oppressive discipline is enforced by the “debtfare state” through 
a host of punitive legal measures for the collection of debt, such as changes 
to bankruptcy laws making it difficult if not impossible to discharge debt, 
allowing usury, abolishing consumer protection laws, authorizing the 
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seizure of assets, and criminalization of debtors (this latter will be dis-
cussed in the next chapter).

This poverty industry preys in particular on the most vulnerable within 
the precariat, such as immigrants, racially oppressed communities, single 
mothers, the handicapped, informal sector workers, and the un- and under-
employed, for whom “debt has become the last hope for avoiding, reducing, 
or at least delaying the pain of marginalization.”48 In the United States, 
there has been a very rapid dependence on credit-card debt for subsistence 
as banks pursue a predatory strategy of credit-led accumulation that preys 
on low-wage workers and impoverished communities. Between 1989 and 
2001, credit-card debt among low-income families grew by 184 percent, 
as 40 percent of households came to rely on credit cards to pay for basic 
necessities because earnings were insufficient to cover these necessities, or 
because of a slide into under- and unemployment.49 The financial industry 
even created a category—in its own words—of “unbanked” people, includ-
ing undocumented immigrants.50 While mortgage and car-loan debts 
are secured (asset backed), pay day loans, student and credit-card debt, 
rent-to-own facilities, and microfinance loans to the poor in Mexico, Ban-
gladesh, or South Africa, are unsecured. However, exorbitant interest rates, 
origination fees, late fees, and other fee-based charges make the poverty 
industry immensely profitable even when debtors do not have steady 
employment and when debts are not repaid.51 “The credit system develops 
the motive of capitalist production into the purest and most colossal system 
of gambling and swindling,” notes Marx. It exhibits “this dual character of 
swindler and prophet.”52

Meanwhile, microfinance has proliferated in many countries in the 
former Third World. “Financial inclusion” became a new buzzword from 
the 1990s and on for extending credit-based accumulation around the 
world and entrapping surplus humanity into the circuits of transnational 
finance capital. The transnational elite touted “microcredit” as a major 
step forward in poverty alleviation, a claim all too often echoed by devel-
opment scholars and liberals and even leftists working in international 
non-governmental organizations. “Beneath the gloss,” however, as Soeder-
berg observes, “the target of the class-based project involved shifting the 
dependency of 2.5 billion surplus workers from informal lenders to formal 
(legally recognized) commercial lenders.”53 The global financial corpora-
tions that came to dominate the microfinance industry turned “poverty 
credit” into a major new opportunity for credit-led accumulation as bor-
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rowers came more and more to rely on these private credit markets for 
basic subsistence.

If capital turns poverty and inequality into profit, in some cases, it has 
managed to turn suffering and deprivation generated by global capitalism 
into a source of aesthetic pleasure, leisure, and entertainment—that is, to 
sell it to the affluent as a glamorized spectacle. In what can only be called 
sadistic capitalism, for instance, the South Africa Emoya Luxury Hotel 
and Spa company advertised in 2015 an opportunity to tourists to stay “in 
our unique Shanty Town … and experience traditional township living 
within a safe private game reserve environment.” A cluster of simulated 
shanties outside of Bloemfontein that the company has constructed “is 
ideal for team building, braais, bachelors [parties], theme parties and an 
experience of a lifetime,” read the ad. The luxury accommodations, made 
to appear from the outside as shacks, featured paraffin lamps, candles, a 
battery-operated radio, an outside toilet, a drum and fireplace for cooking, 
as well as under-floor heating, air conditioning, and wireless Internet 
access. A well-dressed, young white couple is pictured embracing in a 
field with the corrugated tin shanties in the background. The only thing 
missing in this fantasy world of sanitized space and glamorized poverty 
was the people themselves living in poverty.54

In the larger picture, the global police state in this regard is coercive not 
just in regard to the direct repression it unleashes, such as in police and 
paramilitary violence against protesters, the persecution of immigrants, 
mass incarceration, or waging wars. It is also an instrument of structural 
violence wielded to transfer wealth to the TCC and to impose oppressive 
discipline on the global working class and surplus humanity. We saw in 
the previous chapter how the TCC has turned to financial speculation, the 
plunder of public finance, and debt-driven growth in the face of overac-
cumulation pressures. In providing an outlet for overaccumulated capital, 
the contraction of public and private debt is enormously profitable for 
the TCC. The commodification of debt has generated new modalities of 
exploiting precarious labor and surplus humanity while at the same time 
it has become a powerful tool for disciplining the global working class. 
Government deficits must be financed and debt paid to bond investors by 
transferring wealth from workers through social austerity measures such 
as cutbacks in social welfare, income and value-added sales tax, regressive 
income tax, cuts in public employment, escalating fees for public services, 
defunding public health, education, and old age pensions, the privatiza-
tion of public assets, and so on. In 2013, according to one study, some 5.8 
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billion people, or 80 percent of the global population, were affected by 
such austerity measures.55 As we will see further in the next chapter, there 
are innumerable instances in which the state also transfers wealth to the 
TCC by extracting income from workers to directly finance militarized 
accumulation.

The Precariat and Cognitive Labor

It had already become evident in the late twentieth century that the 
restructuring of world capitalism associated with globalization and CIT 
has involved a polarization of the working class between those whose work 
has been deskilled and routinized and those who moved into the ranks 
of so-called “knowledge workers” engaged in high-skilled (and allegedly 
high-paid) labor. These workers are what Robert Reich has called “symbolic 
analysts” and others have referred to as those performing immaterial 
labor.56 While defenders of global capitalism have argued that the number 
of those engaged in well-paid cognitive labor will multiply, digitalization 
to the contrary appears to bring about the expanded commodification 
of this cognitive labor and the proletarianization and precariatization of 
those who perform such labor. This process involves the real subsump-
tion of cognitive labor. Formal subsumption refers to the process by which 
people are separated from their means of survival or production, such as 
land or small businesses, so that they are forced to find ways to work for 
capital, whereas real subsumption refers to the subordination of workers 
into the capitalist production process as it is directly controlled by capital 
in the factory, the plantation, service sector, or in this case, through control 
over immaterial labor in the Internet. Real subsumption involves the total 
corporeal discipline, oppression, and domination of labor, so that one loses 
whatever is left of individual power and autonomy, incorporated, in Marx’s 
words as a “living appendage” into the production process.

(More generally, beyond specifically cognitive labor that I focus on here, 
digitalization deepens the real subsumption of labor to capital worldwide. 
For example, if small farmers are formally subsumed to capital by their 
dependence on capitalist markets and credits, and increasingly on seeds 
and other inputs, they can be said to be formally subsumed to capital. But 
when they lose their land they face not formal but real subsumption. To 
the extent that the new technologies accelerate primitive accumulation and 
dramatically expand the ranks of the working class by displacing small 
independent producers—merchants, farmers, independent profession-
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als—they expand the sphere of real subsumption. The real subsumption of 
cognitive labor is but the most dramatic indication of how digitalization 
accelerates this process.)

There is an important generational dimension to the new capital-labor 
relations insofar as the “millennial generation” is the first to be born into a 
digital world in which precarious work is becoming the norm and which 
could become normalized in the absence of a class-conscious movement 
against precariatization. The twentieth-century social contract that regu-
lated work is a thing of the past for many, perhaps most of the millennial 
generation born between 1980 and the turn of century, and even more so 
the next generation that some have referred to as “Generation Y,”57 this at 
a time when the global working class increasingly resembles a global army 
of youth. “While countries across Europe and East Asia are grappling with 
declining birthrates and aging populations, societies across the Middle 
East, Africa, and South Asia are experiencing youth booms of stagger-
ing proportions,” noted one 2016 report. “More than half of Egypt’s labor 
force is younger than age 30. Half of Nigeria’s population of 167 million is 
between the ages of 15 and 34. In Afghanistan, Chad, East Timor, Niger, 
Somalia, and Uganda, more than two-thirds of the population is under the 
age of 25” and 300 million Indians were under the age of 15.58 The global 
youth face a wave of labor-replacing technology and the real prospects of 
laborless production. At the same time, global marketing tantalizes youth 
with an endless stream of products and services. How will the youth of 
today respond politically to the contradiction of being swept up in this 
ubiquitous culture-ideology of consumerism and the reality of unemploy-
ment and poverty?

Young knowledge workers in particular are set to swell the ranks of the 
increasingly impoverished and alienated digital proletariat. A growing 
portion of this proletariat labors by supplying “on-demand” digital services 
online, what is sometimes dubbed the “human cloud.” While neo-liberal 
economists and policy makers refer to them as “self-employed entre-
preneurs,” they are in effect outsourced contract workers laboring in the 
absence of any job stability or income security, entirely at the whim of 
those who contract them. The notion of a “sharing economy” gives the 
sense of control and autonomy even as the work involved becomes ever 
more precarious and disciplined. Firms such as Freelancer.com and 
UpWork contracted more than five million people to work remotely online 
in 2017. Such “micro-work” sites as Mechanical Turk, a service operated 
by Amazon, contracts some 500,000 “Turkers” who earn a few cents for 
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each task performed.59 In this world of cognitive proletarians whose labor 
is entirely unregulated, Amazon advertises its services by proclaiming, “you 
decide how much to pay workers for each assignment.”60 “All across the 
world,” notes Starzmann, “uncountable solitary figures have committed 
themselves to lives in front of screens, fingers moving across keyboards 
ceaselessly—thinking, typing, producing.”61 And Bradley and Lee warn 
that the “revolutionary energy [of this young digital proletariat] is spent 
elsewhere—on computer games, porn, gambling, endless forms of intoxi-
cation to escape the reality of the working day.”62

Here we need to explore the implications of such a shift for subject 
formation, for consciousness, and for what Pierre Bourdieu has termed 
“habitus,” as “an acquired system of generative schemes” adjusted to a given 
set of social conditions.63 The development of inter-subjectivities and class 
consciousness are impeded by the individuated and isolated nature of much 
cognitive labor. What type of a worldview may come out of this work 
absent some political mobilization outside of the work process? Cognitive 
workers may be more inclined to identify with middle and professional 
strata rather than with the global working class to which most belong. 
Fragmentation of the labor process and of work into scattered and irregu-
lar moments of labor power throws up new challenges to the organization 
of the working class and to the development of working-class conscious-
ness. To this must be added the all-powerful role of the global corporate 
media, and the colonization by capital of social media, in shaping con-
sciousness. Social media has become tremendously popular among young 
people, occupying enormous amounts of their time. Yet in the absence of 
a larger organized movement that brings people together around eman-
cipatory projects, it tends to fragment and individualize what in essence 
is collective existence, generating an infinite amount of micro-spaces that 
undermine the development of collective consciousness and forms of social 
action (it also makes possible frightening new modalities of corporate and 
state surveillance, as I discuss in the next chapter).64

The transformations that CIT promises to bring are distinct from 
previous waves of technological change, in which labor shed from sectors 
replaced by automation became absorbed into new economic activities. For 
instance, the rise of the automobile industry destroyed industries dedi-
cated to horse-based transportation but created vast new industrial and 
managerial employment in the auto industry. And earlier computerization 
created an abundance of high-skilled knowledge jobs. But now, as human 
knowledge is transferred to machines through machine learning, machines 
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become valuable substitutes for humans at multiple levels.65 CIT is like a 
utility (e.g., electricity) insofar as each new productive activity takes full 
advantage of the utility, and in doing so, brings big data into play. The 
“big data revolution” means that the data captured on work performed in 
knowledge-based occupations at the workplace and in the market may lead 
to direct automation of specific tasks and jobs. As algorithms generated 
by big data become predictable enough to make cognitive labor more and 
more redundant to a whole host of activities, from medical diagnosis to 
legal advice, it is clear that acquiring education and skills will no longer 
assure protection against job automation.

Many young people continue to place their hopes on higher education 
to escape the fate of the precariat, but training is becoming more and more 
disconnected from income. In the United States, higher education became 
a strategy for deferring unemployment, especially since the financial 
collapse of 2008. There was an unprecedented increase in university enroll-
ment of over five million from 2001 to 2018, and enrollment numbers were 
expected to climb another 15 percent in subsequent years. The price for 
tuition and fees during this period jumped 157 percent in private insti-
tutions and 237 percent in public schools.66 Student-loan debt, owed by 
more than 44 million borrowers, surpassed $1.5 trillion in 2019, over twice 
the total U.S. credit-card debt.67 This debt is a claim on the future wages 
of these students, and in at least 20 states, debtors can be denied driver’s 
licenses and professional licenses if they do not maintain debt payments. 
Their precarious situation creates the conditions for lives as precarious 
workers in the future. Nowhere is this more evident than in the shift to 
contract (adjunct) professors, who by 2019 taught some 70 percent of all 
university courses, constituting a growing army of “academic precariat.” 
These professors generally hold doctorates, having achieved the highest 
level of formal education, yet often work for less-than-subsistence wages.

Laborless Production?

Yet much cognitive labor could itself become replaced by artificial intel-
ligence. The expansion of surplus humanity and precariousness is not a 
result of digitalization as much as an expression of the problem of cap-
italism in its “normal” development. Marx argued in The Grundrisse that 
at a certain point in the development of production, science and technol-
ogy become qualitative forces of production that can increasingly generate 
value independent of “living” human labor (e.g., through automation). 
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Crisis provides transnational capital with the opportunity to accelerate 
this process of forcing greater productivity out of fewer workers. The 
largest employers in the United States “have emerged from the econo-
my’s harrowing downturn loaded with cash thanks to deep cost-cutting 
that helped drive unemployment into double digits … and [resulted in] 
huge gains in worker productivity,” observed one report on the aftermath 
of the 2008 crisis.68 The ongoing rise in the organic composition of capital 
through investment in constant capital intended to increase the rate of 
exploitation and/or to undercut worker resistance eventually results in a 
qualitatively new situation in which value-generating technology makes 
the labor power of large swaths of the working class not just cheapened 
and deskilled, but entirely unnecessary, swelling ever further the ranks of 
surplus humanity.

Already, each time we pick up the phone, we have become accustomed 
to computers replacing telephone operators, customer service representa-
tives, and so on. Notwithstanding the argument put forth by apologists for 
the ruling order that the digital economy will bring high-skilled, high-paid 
jobs, we have seen that everything indicates quite the opposite: the digi-
tal economy will continue to aggravate the trend towards ever more mass 
un- and underemployment along with precarious forms of employment. 
The digital and platform economy makes it easier to coordinate and out-
source workers as it simultaneously disaggregates the working class and 
aggregates capital. As noted in the previous chapter, we are poised to see 
the digital decimation of major sectors of the global economy. Anything 
can be digitalized, and this is increasingly almost everything. Automation 
is now spreading from industry to the financial, service, and agricultural 
sectors and is expected to even replace professional work such as lawyers, 
financial analysts, doctors, journalists, accountants, insurance underwrit-
ers, and librarians.69 Anecdotes abound on the automation taking place in 
virtually every branch of the economy, including those considered labor 
dependent and previously not subject to automation. A 2017 story in the 
Los Angeles Times, for instance, reported the first pizza restaurant company 
in the Bay Area, Zume, to become fully robotized. According to the story, 
the whole pizza restaurant industry, and fast food more generally, could 
soon follow suit.70

Short of full automation, the ever rising organic composition of capital 
(that is, the increase in fixed capital as machinery and technology relative 
to living labor) leads to more and more being produced with fewer and 
fewer precarious workers. In the United States, the net increase in jobs 
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since 2005 has been almost exclusively in unstable and usually low-paid 
work arrangements. Amazon, with a workforce of 230,000 and tens of 
thousands of seasonal workers, is notorious for the brutal sweatshop-like 
labor conditions in its warehouses and logistical networks, described as 
“the future of low-wage work.”71 (Meanwhile, Amazon CEO Jeff Bezos 
became the richest man in the world in 2017, with a net worth of over 
$100 billion, while thousands of Amazon employees require food stamps 
to make ends meet.) Indeed, digital-driven production seeks to lower 
wage, capital, and overhead costs—ultimately to achieve what the Nike 
Corporation refers to as “engineering the labor out of the product.”72

Revealingly, the U.S. labor market added 9.4 million jobs between 2005 
and 2015, including 9.1 million precarious jobs, so that the net increase in 
jobs since 2005 has been solely in these unstable work arrangements.73 A 
billion-dollar data center built in 2011 by Apple in North Carolina created 
a mere 50 full-time positions.74 At peak employment in 1979, General 
Motors alone had nearly 840,000 jobs and reported earnings of $11 billion, 
whereas in 2012 Google employed only 38,000 yet generated profits of 
$14 billion. Ford points out:

YouTube was founded in 2005 by three people. Less than two years later, 
the company was purchased by Google for about $1.65 billion. At the 
time of its acquisition, YouTube employed a mere sixty-five people, the 
majority of them highly skilled engineers. That works out to a valuation 
of over $35 million per employee. In April 2012, Facebook acquired 
photo-sharing start-up Instagram for $1 billion. The company employed 
thirteen people. That’s roughly $77 million per worker. Fast-forward 
another two years to February 2014 and Facebook once again stepped 
up to the plate, this time purchasing mobile messaging company 
WhatsApp for $19 billion. WhatsApp had a workforce of fifty-five – 
giving it a valuation of a staggering $345 million per employee.

Founder and chairman of the World Economic Forum Klaus Schwab, 
among others, has estimated that some one-half of all jobs in the United 
States are at risk of being automated and that the destruction of jobs will 
take place at a much faster pace than such shifts experienced during earlier 
industrial-technological revolutions under capitalism.75 In the Philippines, 
100,000 outsourced workers earn a few hundred dollars a month search-
ing through the content on social media such as Google and Facebook 
and in cloud storage to remove offensive images.76 Yet they too stand to 
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be replaced by digital technology, as do millions of call-center, data-entry, 
and software workers around the world, along with their counterparts in 
manufacturing and in other service-sector jobs.77 A 2017 United Nations 
report estimated that tens if not hundreds of millions of jobs will disappear 
in the coming years as a result of digitalization. As an example, the report 
estimated that more than 85 percent of retail workers in Indonesia and the 
Philippines were at risk. It also said that the spread of online labor plat-
forms would accelerate a “race to the bottom of working conditions with 
an increasingly precarity.”78

Even jobs once thought immune from automation, such as construction 
and agriculture, are becoming automated. Much labor for capitalist agricul-
ture around the world is performed by internal and transnational migrants. 
Migrant workers around the world provide transnational agribusiness with 
a vulnerable pool of super-exploitable and super-controllable labor, subject 
to vicious campaigns of racism and xenophobia. Now, however, “the impact 
[of robotic agriculture] is already evident in some areas that used to employ 
large numbers of farmworkers,” notes Ford. “In California, machines skirt 
around the daunting visual challenge of picking individual almonds by 
simply grasping the entire tree and violently shaking. Overall, agricultural 
employment in California fell by about 11 percent in the first decade of 
the twenty-first century, even as the total production of crops like almonds, 
which are compatible with automated farming techniques, has exploded.”79 
Driscoll’s now employs Agrobot, a robotic strawberry picker in its Califor-
nia fields, and the California wine industry has re-engineered the bulk 
of its vineyards to allow machines to span vines like a monorail and strip 
them of grape clusters or leaves.80

Yet the displacement of millions as refugees from economic collapse, 
social strife, military conflict, and climate change, suggests that the tide of 
migrants and refugees is likely to become a tidal wave in the coming years. 
The “catastrophic convergence of poverty, violence, and climate change,” 
writes Parenti, will result in a projected 700 million climate refugees over 
the next few decades. Pentagon planners, he notes, call climate change 
a “threat multiplier” as extreme weather and water scarcity inflame and 
escalate existing social conflicts, leading to “militarized management of 
civilization’s violent disintegration.” 81 One United Nations report warned 
of an emerging “climate apartheid,” whereby “the wealthy pay to escape 
overheating, hunger, and conflict while the rest of the world is left to 
suffer.” In “such a setting,” warned the report, “civil and political rights 
will be highly vulnerable.”82 What will happen to these most vulnerable 
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among the world’s precarious population, migrants and refugees, already a 
major target for the social control and repression of the global police state, 
if their labor becomes unnecessary? This problematic is generalizable: once 
masses of people are no longer needed on a long-term and even permanent 
basis there arises the political problem for the system of how to control this 
expanded mass of surplus humanity.

Global Social Apartheid: The Green Zone and the Grey Zone

How will the system control a vast surplus population pushed out of the 
productive economy, thrown into the margins, and subject to a downward 
spiral of misery and destruction, into a mortal cycle of dispossession-
exploitation-exclusion? Even in the richest country in the world, the United 
States, 78 percent of workers already live paycheck to paycheck.83 In Europe, 
one-quarter of the population in the 27 EU member states in 2016 was at 
risk of poverty, severely materially deprived, or living in households with 
very low work intensity.84 Worldwide, 50 percent of all people live on less 
than $2.50 a day and a full 80 percent live on less than $10 per day. One in 
three people on the planet suffer from some form of malnutrition, nearly 
a billion go to bed hungry each night, while the United Nations forecasts 
this figure to rise to two billion by 2050 if current trends persist. Another 
2 billion suffer from food insecurity. Twenty-five thousand people die each 
day due to hunger as the TCC extends agribusiness into what were local 
farming preserves. From 2006 to 2018, TNCs financed by global banks 
invested several hundred billion dollars in 78 countries from all continents 
to buy some half a billion acres of farmland, as corporate farming for 
export replaces the use of this land as a local food source, causing rising 
levels of hunger.85 In China, the transition into global capitalism “is leading 
to rising unemployment, economic insecurity, inequality, intensified 
exploitation, and declining health and education conditions,” observes 
one study. “Pension and social welfare payments are almost nonexistent. 
People struggle to pay for medical treatment: clinics and hospitals require 
patients to pay cash in advance. A serious illness can spell financial ruin 
for an entire family.”86 Strikes, protests, petitions, demonstrations, building 
seizures, ethnic conflicts, and riots are escalating throughout China. 
Indeed, the Chinese government spent more in 2011 ($111 billion) on 
internal security than on defense ($106 billion).87 The story repeats itself 
around the world: as the mass of humanity face a wretched and uncertain 
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future, rebellion is breaking out everywhere—much of it spontaneous and 
unorganized, and some of it destructive and self-destructive.

Dominant groups face the challenge of how to contain both the real 
and potential rebellion of surplus humanity. It is the possibility of such 
a rebellion that so terrifies the likes of Johann Rupert (who I quoted 
at the start of this chapter) and the TCC and that gives impetus to a 
global police state. Greater discipline is required both for those expelled 
and made surplus and those incorporated under the new regimes of 
super-exploitation, which also means new methods of social control and 
subjugation. Savage global inequalities are politically explosive and to the 
extent that the system is simply unable to incorporate surplus humanity it 
turns to ever more violent forms of containment. The methods of control 
include sealing out the surplus population, through border and other con-
tainment walls, deportation regimes, systems of mass incarceration and 
spatial apartheid. They also include the deadly new modalities of policing 
and repression made possible by applications of digitalization and Fourth 
Industrial Revolution technologies.

The dual functions of the global police state—accumulation and social 
control—are played out in the militarization of civil society and the 
crossover between the military and the civilian application of weapons, 
tracking, security, surveillance, and other systems of control. The result 
is permanent low-intensity warfare, alongside “hot wars” and counterin-
surgency, against communities in rebellion, especially racially oppressed, 
ethnically persecuted, and other vulnerable communities, as theaters of 
conflict spread from active war zones to urban and rural localities around 
the world that are not formally inside the war zones. A global police state 
brings all of global society into what in Pentagon jargon is called “bat-
tlespace.” The type of permanent global warfare waged against the outcast 
and the downtrodden does not, in most cases, involve the “total wars” of 
the twentieth-century world conflagrations.88 Any such total war today 
would likely spell the end of world civilization. Yet in many respects, global 
police state is more totalitarian, bringing together states with the TCC in 
ways that make this permanent warfare as much private as public, as we 
will see in the next chapter.

As digitalization concentrates capital, heightens polarization, and 
swells the ranks of surplus labor, dominant groups turn to applying the 
new technologies to mass social control and repression in the face of real 
and potential resistance. CIT has revolutionized warfare and the modal-
ities of state-organized violence (see the next chapter). The new systems 
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of warfare and repression made possible by more advanced digitalization 
include AI-powered autonomous weaponry such as unmanned attack 
and transportation vehicles, robot soldiers, a new generation of super-
drones and flybots, hypersonic weapons, microwave guns that immobilize, 
cyber-attack and info-warfare, biometric identification, state data mining, 
and global electronic surveillance that allows for the tracking and control 
of every movement. These combine with a restructuring of space that allow 
for new forms of spatial containment and control of the marginalized.

The profound reconfiguration of space facilitated by digitalization is 
captured by the notion of global green zoning. “Green zone” refers to the 
nearly impenetrable area in central Baghdad that U.S. occupation forces 
established in the wake of the 2003 invasion of Iraq. The command center 
of the occupation and select Iraqi elite inside that green zone were pro-
tected from the violence and chaos that engulfed the country. Urban areas 
around the world are now green zoned through gentrification, gated com-
munities, surveillance systems, and state and private violence. Inside the 
world’s green zones, elites and privileged middle and professional strata 
avail themselves of privatized social services, consumption, and entertain-
ment. They can work and communicate through the Internet and satellite, 
sealed off under the protection of armies of soldiers, police, and private 
security forces. At the high end of global green zones are the super-rich, 
who inhabit a world of their own and are connected to one another in 
networks that run through the global cities. As they snatch up luxury prop-
erties in such places as Monaco, Shanghai, Hong Kong, New York, London, 
and Paris, they raise property values to astronomical levels, resulting in 
further expulsions of the poor and hardening the dividing lines between 
the haves and the have-nots. “We are dealing here with a fundamental 
reorganization of metropolitan space, involving a drastic diminution of the 
intersections between the lives of the rich and of the poor, which tran-
scends traditional social segregation and urban fragmentation,” warns 
Davis.89 This is a new transnational space. Middle classes and elites that 
are integrated into global markets have no need for “national” economies 
to supply them while globalizing technologies and medias allow them 
to integrate socially and culturally with their counterpart communities 
around the world. This new metropolitan landscape is “defined by Airbnb, 
Uber, helipads for the nouveau rich, artisanal grocers, novelty fitness clubs, 
private roads, and relentless condo tower construction,” observes Johnson. 
The flip side, of course, is “pacification and removal of the poor, architec-
tural innovation, and new forms of enclosure.”90
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Green zoning takes on distinct forms in each locality. While on sabbatical 
in 2015, I witnessed in Palestine such zoning in the form of Israeli military 
checkpoints, Jewish settler-only roads, and the apartheid wall. In Mexico 
City, the most exclusive residential areas in the upscale Santa Fe district 
are accessible only by helicopter and private gated roads. In Johannesburg, 
a surreal drive through the exclusive Sandton City area reveals rows of 
mansions that appear as military compounds, with private armed towers 
and electrical and barbed-wire fences. In Cairo, I toured satellite cities 
ringing the impoverished center and inner suburbs where the country’s 
elite could live out their aspirations and fantasies. They sport gated resi-
dential complexes with spotless green lawns, private leisure and shopping 
centers, and English-language international schools under the protection 
of military checkpoints and private security police. Closer to home for 
me, in Silicon Valley, aspiring knowledge workers from around the world 
pursue their dreams of affluence at the thousands of high-tech companies, 
also from around the world. A full 60 percent of the Valley’s high-tech 
workforce are affluent and upwardly mobile immigrants from dozens of 
countries, including India and China, as well as Vietnam, Zimbabwe, and 
Cuba, to name a few, serviced by an army of impoverished (and often 
migrant) workers. The Bay Area has seen, alongside the tech-fueled 
gentrification, an aggressive policing of displaced poor and low-income 
communities. Million-dollar homes—protected by million-dollar security 
systems—spring up alongside a proliferation of homeless shelters and rec-
reational vehicles parked by the wayside that house whole families.91

In between green zones and those of outright warfare, policing and 
other forms of containment become normalized against the lumpenprec-
ariat subject to repressive discipline. This is the so-called grey zone, where 
much of humanity is coming to reside. The global police state centers 
around the grey zone. Here is where we find the prison-industrial com-
plexes, immigration and refugee repression and control systems, mass 
surveillance, the criminalization of outcast communities and ubiquitous, 
often paramilitarized policing. “‘High intensity policing’ and ‘low intensity 
warfare’ threaten to merge,” according to Graham. “Western security and 
military doctrine is being rapidly re-imagined in ways that dramatically 
blur the juridical and operational separation between policing, intelligence 
and the military; distinctions between war and peace; and those between 
local, national, and global operations.”92 In the United States, the Pentagon 
began transferring early in the new century billions of dollars in military 
hardware to police departments around the country, giving rise to a class 
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of so-called “warrior cops.”93 As police become militarized and as militar-
ies take on more and more policing functions, the line between the two 
dissolves into what one British general called “war amongst the people.”94

Megacities are the new battleground where the global police state is 
developed and deployed. Here is how Graham summarizes how the global 
police state is activated in the grey zone:

Cities in both domains [in North and South] are starting to display 
startling similarities. In both, hard, military-style border fences and 
checkpoints around defended enclaves and ‘security zones’ superim-
posed on the wider and more open city, are proliferating. Jersey-barrier 
blast walls, identity check points, computerized CCTV, biometric sur-
veillance and military styles of access control protect archipelagos of 
fortified social, economic, political or military centers from an outside 
deemed unruly, impoverished or dangerous. In the most extreme 
example, these encompass green zones, military prisons, ethnic and 
sectarian neighborhoods and military bases; they are growing around 
strategic financial districts, embassies, tourist and consumption spaces, 
airport and port complexes, sports arenas, gated communities and export 
processing zones.95

Sometimes the green and the grey zones are separated literally by walls. 
Israel’s apartheid wall, an imposing 450-mile barrier that it has illegally 
constructed inside occupied Palestinian territory, is perhaps the most noto-
rious case of walling. But the practice has been spreading around the world. 
In Lima, Peru, the affluent residents from the neighborhood of Casuari-
nas, one of the city’s most exclusive gated communities, commissioned a 
10-kilometer wall as a barrier against the impoverished inhabitants of the 
neighboring San Juan district, in what has come to be known as the Muro 
de la Verguenza, or Wall of Shame. “For decades, residents of Casuarinas 
had interacted with residents of San Juan only insofar as they employed 
them as maids, nannies, security guards, and gardeners, who were required 
to enter through the neighborhood’s front gate at the base of the hill of 
Sucro,” observes Campoamor. “In a city where even middle-class neigh-
borhoods often have some sort of gate, Casuarinas is known for its 
particularly elaborate security apparatus. Three distinct checkpoints—one 
for residents, one for visitors, and one for pedestrians—ensure that only 
authorized individuals gain entry.”96
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There is an important element of perception management at play in 
green zoning and grey zoning. Green zones are visible—or made visible 
by corporate media and advertising; with their tourism, upscale shopping, 
conspicuous consumption, and real estate development, they give the 
impression of overall prosperity, whereas grey zones are made invisible, 
meant to be blotted out from public perception. These impressions are 
helped along by official data using standard measures that show a decrease 
in unemployment here, a rise in per-capita GDP there, leading to what 
Sassen sees as a de facto redefinition of the economy. Such a redefinition 
“makes ‘the economy’ presentable, so to speak,” while “the reality at ground 
level is more akin to a kind of economic version of ethnic cleansing in 
which elements considered troublesome are dealt with by simply elimi-
nating them.” 97 This shrinking and redefinition of economic space that 
allows the ruling groups to represent economies as “back on track” holds 
for a growing number of countries” around the world. Masked by such 
redefinition is the hardships of un- and underemployment, poverty, social 
austerity, poor health, open and disguised homelessness, suicides, and sub-
stance addiction that become a part of everyday life for those expelled and 
thrust into the grey zone, subject to the state and private violence of the 
global police state.

Containing surplus humanity also involves a mobilization of the culture 
industries and state ideological apparatuses that dehumanize victims of 
global capitalism as dangerous, depraved, and undeserving at the same 
time as they inculcate petty consumerism and flight into fantasy. We 
should recall that it is only when hegemony breaks down that ruling 
groups rely on the direct coercion of the state’s repressive apparatuses 
and private organs of violence. The Italian communist Antonio Gramsci 
developed the general concept of hegemony to refer to the attainment by 
ruling groups of stable forms of rule based on “consensual” domination of 
subordinate groups. Gramsci’s notion of hegemony posits distinct forms, 
or relations of domination, in brief: coercive domination and consensual dom-
ination. Hegemony may be seen as a relationship between classes or groups 
in which one class or group exercises leadership over other classes and 
groups by gaining their active consent. Hegemony is thus rule by consent, 
or the cultural and intellectual leadership achieved by a particular class, 
class fraction, strata, or social group, as part of a larger project of class 
rule or domination. All social order is maintained through a combination 
of consensual and coercive dimensions; in Gramsci’s words, hegemony is 
“consensus protected by the armor of coercion.”98
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The more mass capitalist culture infects the thinking and attitudes of 
the population the less the dominant groups must resort to use harsher 
forms of coercion to sustain their rule. As this mass culture becomes incor-
porated into the logic of a global police state, a neo-fascist culture emerges 
through militarism, misogyny, extreme masculinization, and racism. Such 
a culture generates a climate conducive to mass violence, often directed 
against the racially oppressed, ethnically persecuted, women, and poor, vul-
nerable communities. The omnipresent media and cultural apparatuses of 
the corporate economy, along with capitalist schooling, aim to colonize 
the mind—to impose a dull uniformity, to numb the senses, to pacify 
and undermine the ability to think critically or outside the dominant 
worldview. In this sense, it is thoroughly totalitarian. Warfare and police 
containment have become glorified, as well as normalized and sanitized 
for those not directly at the receiving end of armed aggression and global 
police state. “Militainment”—portraying and even glamorizing war and 
violence as entertaining spectacles through Hollywood films and television 
police shows, computer gaming, and corporate “news” channels—may be 
the epitome of a sadistic capitalism. It desensitizes, bringing about com-
placency and indifference and legitimating the authoritarianism of the 
dominant system.

But as the legitimacy crisis spreads and cultural hegemony breaks down 
all around the world, ruling groups have turned to social cleansing of surplus 
humanity through criminalization, as is the case with the bogus wars on 
drugs and terror. In the wake of the September 11, 2001 attacks, 140 coun-
tries passed draconian “anti-terrorist” security legislation that often made 
legal the repression of social movements and political dissent, according to 
a 2012 report by Human Rights Watch. “The counterterror laws enacted 
around the globe represent a dangerous expansion of powers to detain and 
prosecute people, including peaceful political opponents,” it warned. “The 
elements that raise grave human rights concerns include overly broad and 
vague definitions of terrorism—such as ‘disrupting the public order’—as 
well as sweeping powers for warrantless search and arrest, the use of secret 
evidence, and immunity for police who abuse the laws.”99 In 2011, the U.S. 
government authorized the indefinite military detention without charge or 
trial of anyone suspected of “terrorism.”

A more sweeping criminalization, including criminalizing a wide range 
of acts of survival, is needed to expand the penal system as a method of 
social control of the dispossessed. Incarceration increasingly serves, as 
Bauman argues, as “an alternative to employment: a way to dispose of, or 
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to neutralize a considerable chunk of the population who are not needed 
as producers.”100 In the United States, the imprisoned population is made 
up of the poorest and most excluded sector of the population. More than 
half of all prisoners did not hold full-time jobs at the time of their arrest. 
Two-thirds came from households whose annual income amounted to 
less than half the poverty line, and more than half were Latino or black, 
although these groups accounted for only 25 percent of the general pop-
ulation. “When considering the economic costs of mass incarceration,” 
notes Jay, “it is essential to keep in mind the benefits to capital provided by 
punitive policies that reduce social protest and coerce workers into accept-
ing lower wages.”101 The prison warden at Marion, the first “Supermax” 
prison in the United States, could not be more clear on the matter: “The 
purpose of the Marion control unit is to control revolutionary attitudes in 
the prison system and in society at large.”102 

In many cases, criminalization makes surplus humanity both a structural 
and a legal location, as in the legal criminalization of immigrant workers 
in the United States. In Denmark, the government announced in 2018 
plans to legalize discrimination against poor and immigrant communities 
through a bill that would set apart as “ghettos” communities where more 
than 50 percent of residents are non-Western immigrants, where unem-
ployment is above 40 percent, and where the average income is less than 55 
percent of the average for the region.103 The United Nations Special Rap-
porteur on Extreme Poverty and Human Rights, Philip Alston, warned in 
a 2017 report on poverty and inequality in the United States:

In many cities, homeless persons are effectively criminalized for the sit-
uation in which they find themselves. Sleeping rough, sitting in public 
spaces, panhandling, public urination and a myriad of other offenses 
have been devised to attack the “blight” of homelessness. Even more 
demanding and intrusive regulations lead to infraction notices, which 
rapidly turn into misdemeanors, leading to the issuance of warrants, 
incarceration, the incurring of unpayable fines, and the stigma of a 
criminal conviction that in turn virtually prevents subsequent employ-
ment and access to most housing.104

In fact, in California, there are no less than 592 laws restricting standing, 
sitting, resting, sleeping, camping, panhandling, or food sharing for 
homeless people in public, and 781 separate laws restricting non-public 
spaces.105
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In sum and to recap, there is a dangerous spiral here in the contradic-
tion between a digitalization that throws ever more workers into the ranks 
of surplus humanity and the need for the system to unload ever greater 
amounts of accumulated surplus. In addition, surplus humanity cannot 
consume and so, as their ranks expand, the problem of overaccumulation 
becomes exacerbated. Once masses of people are no longer needed on a 
long-term and even permanent basis, there arises the political problem of 
how to control this expanded mass of surplus humanity. Greater discipline 
is required, both for those who manage to secure work under new regimes 
of precarious employment and super-exploitation, and for those expelled 
and made surplus. The entire social order becomes surveilled. Systems of 
state and private surveillance now have the ability to monitor any corner 
of the world and any transaction that cannot be carefully concealed. The 
global order as a unity becomes increasingly repressive and authoritarian. 
Projects of twenty-first-century fascism gain traction, as mechanisms of 
cultural hegemony that involve the manipulation of anxieties and desires 
and of structural (economic) control such as debt, combine with height-
ened coercive control. The militarization of cities, politics, and culture in 
such countries as the United States, Israel, and South Africa, the spread 
of neo-fascist movements in North America, Latin America, India, and 
Europe, the rise of authoritarian regimes in Turkey, the Philippines, 
Honduras, and elsewhere, are inseparable from these countries’ entan-
glement in webs of global wars and militarized global accumulation, or a 
global war economy. We now turn to this global war economy.
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3
Militarized Accumulation and 
Accumulation by Repression

Corruption, cozy business relationships between rulers and entrepre-
neurs, the free-for-all looting of national resources, hundreds of millions 
of profits to be made by all concerned, suppression and the impover-
ishment of the local population—all this requires Presidential Guards, 
elite special ops units, exaggerated militaries, ubiquitous security forces 
and the infusion of arms … Profits are there to be made, power to be 
wielded by classes of people who have vested interests. “International 
warlordism” best describes this world-system. Its closed loop of transna-
tional corporations, their commercial and military agents on the ground, 
corrupt politicians and ruling-class collaborators, security forces and 
local warlords enforce “order” and keep everything moving—while sup-
pressing the groaning masses.

Jeff Halper, in War Against the People1

For a commercial company trying to make investments, you need a 
stable environment. Dictatorships can give you that.

Shell Oil executive2

In their classical 1966 study Monopoly Capitalism, Paul Baran and Paul 
Sweezy argued that the capitalist system needed rising levels of military 
spending as an outlet for ever greater amounts of accumulated surplus. 
“Here at last monopoly capitalism had seemingly found the answer to the 
‘on what’ question,” they wrote with regard to the rising Pentagon budget. 
“On what could the government spend enough to keep the system from 
sinking into the mire of stagnation? On arms, more arms, and ever more 
arms.”3 The concept of military Keynesianism in the post-World War II 
period thus referred to expanding military budgets to offset stagnation in 
the capitalist economy, in the same way that Keynesian policies more gen-
erally sought to create demand and stimulate the economy. U.S. President 
Dwight D. Eisenhower first coined the term “military-industrial complex,” 
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famously warning in his farewell address in 1961 that “an immense military 
establishment and a large arms industry” had emerged as a hidden force 
in U.S. politics.4

More than half a century later, it is time to update our understand-
ing of the relationship between militarization and capitalism. If military 
Keynesianism referred to the purchase by the state of weapons systems and 
military equipment from industrial subcontractors as a subsidy to private 
capital, there has been in recent years, and especially since the events of 
September 11, 2001, a much more sweeping militarization of the global 
capitalist economy and society. War profiteering, far from new, is as old 
as war itself. All wars are for the appropriation of surplus in the broadest 
sense; beyond outright plunder, wars are for the creation, defense, and 
reproduction of the conditions under which surplus can be generated by 
some groups and appropriated by others. What requires analysis is the 
mode of this appropriation through warfare and violence and the role that 
it plays within the larger political economy, what I call here militarized 
accumulation and accumulation by repression.

While the old-style military Keynesianism is still in place, the concept 
of militarized accumulation points to the more expansive role that generat-
ing war, repression, and systems of transnational social control now play as 
they move to the very center of the global economy.* A global police state 
spans systems of mass incarceration, immigrant detention and deporta-
tion, refugee control systems, the construction of border and containment 
walls, mass surveillance, urban policing, the deployment of paramilitary 
and private mercenary armies and security forces, and so on. These have all 
become important sources of profit making that have helped offset the pres-
sures of overaccumulation. As uninvested capital accumulates, enormous 
pressures build up to find outlets for unloading surplus. A convergence 
comes about around global capitalism’s political need for social control and 
repression and its economic need to perpetuate accumulation in the face 
of stagnation. If it is evident that unprecedented global inequalities can 
only be sustained by ubiquitous systems of social control and repression, 
it becomes equally evident that quite apart from political considerations, 
the TCC has acquired a vested interest in war, conflict, and repression as 
a means of accumulation. As war and state-sponsored violence become 

* Militarized accumulation and accumulation by repression are not identical. The latter 
refers more specifically to profit making through direct repression of, for instance, migrants 
or social movements. Militarized accumulation is the more encompassing category and they 
are coextensive enough that at most times I will collapse the two into the former.
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increasingly privatized, the interests of a broad array of capitalist groups 
shift the political, social, and ideological climate towards generating and 
sustaining social conflict—such as in the Middle East—and in expanding 
systems of warfare, repression, surveillance, and social control.

The rise of a global police state involves a tighter integration of capital 
and the state; their articulation in new ways that fuse together key sectors 
of the economy around militarized accumulation. This mass of intertwined 
transnational capital is more and more dependent on a global war economy 
that in turn relies on perpetual state-organized war making, social control, 
and repression. A cursory glance at U.S. news headlines in the first years of 
the Trump government underscores these dynamics. The day after Donald 
Trump’s electoral victory, the stock price of Corrections Corporation of 
America, the largest for-profit immigrant detention and prison company 
in the United States, soared 40 percent, given Trump’s promise to deport 
millions of immigrants (see below).5 Military contractors such as Raytheon 
and Lockheed Martin report spikes in their share value each time there is 
a new flare-up in the Middle East conflict. Within hours of an April 6, 
2017 U.S. Tomahawk missile bombardment of Syria, the company that 
builds those missiles, Raytheon, reported an increase in its stock value by 
$1 billion. In 2018, Trump announced with much fanfare the creation of a 
sixth military service, the “space force.” What went less reported is that a 
small group of former government officials with deep ties to the aerospace 
industry had pushed behind the scenes for its creation as a way to hype 
military spending on satellites and other space systems.6

The so-called wars on terrorism and drugs, the undeclared wars on immi-
grants, refugees, and gangs (and poor, dark-skinned, and working-class 
youth more generally), and the hot wars around the world, amount to vast 
programs for global accumulation through militarization and repression. 
The “war on terrorism” launched in the wake of the September 11, 2001 
attacks legitimated an escalation of military (“defense”) spending† and the 
imposition of the new transnational social control systems in the name of 
security. Most commentators focus on strategic and geo-political dimen-
sions of these hot and low-intensity wars. While such considerations are 

† As an aside, the language we use is part of the ideological and cultural dimension of 
struggles between oppressors and oppressed. It is now nearly universal to refer to the Pentagon 
and other military budgets as “defense spending.” Yet there is nothing defensive about this 
spending. The U.S. military is an offensive war machine employed against the world’s people. 
The Israeli “defense” industry, which together with high-tech is the mainstay of that country’s 
economy, launches offensives against Palestinians struggling for freedom and supplies dozens 
of governments around the world with weapons to repress their populations. And so on.
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critically important, we do not want to lose sight of the underlying struc-
tural process driving militarized accumulation: the TCC and its political 
and state agents must commodify more and more spheres of global society, 
including war, social conflict, and repression, in the face of overaccumula-
tion and stagnation, and they must also develop systems of social control 
that can contain the real and potential rebellion of the global working and 
popular classes. The circuits of militarized accumulation coercively open 
up opportunities for capital accumulation worldwide, either on the heels 
of military force or through states’ contracting out to transnational cor-
porate capital the production and execution of social control and warfare. 
Hence the generation of conflicts and the repression of social movements 
and vulnerable populations around the world becomes an accumulation 
strategy that conjoins with political objectives and may even trump those 
objectives.

The attacks of September 11, 2001 were a turning point in the construc-
tion of a global police state. They mark the start of an era of permanent 
global war. The Austrian economist Joseph Schumpeter coined the term 
“creative destruction” in reference to how capitalism constantly “creates and 
destroys” in its cycles of development.7 Now “creative destruction” appears 
to drive the logic of militarized accumulation. Permanent war involves 
endless cycles of destruction and reconstruction, each phase in the cycle 
fueling new rounds and accumulation. The Pentagon budget increased 
91 percent in real terms between 1998 and 2011, and even apart from 
special war appropriations, it increased by nearly 50 percent in real terms 
during this period. Worldwide, total defense outlays grew by 50 percent 
from 2006 to 2015, from $1.4 trillion to $2.03 trillion,8 although this 
figure does not take into account secret budgets, contingency operations, 
and “homeland security” spending.9 According to the Homeland Security 
Research Corporation, an industry group, the global market in homeland 
security reached $431 billion in 2018 and was expected to climb to $606 
billion by 2024.10 In the immediate aftermath of the attacks, the average 
stock price of private military companies listed on stock exchanges jumped 
some 50 percent in value.11 In the decade from 2001 to 2011, military 
industry profits nearly quadrupled.12 In total, the United States spent a 
mind-boggling nearly $6 trillion from 2001 to 2018 on its Middle Eastern 
wars,13 which by 2015 had killed some four million people.14 As spin-off 
effects of this military spending flow through the open veins of the global 
economy—that is, the integrated network structures of the global pro-
duction, services, and financial system—it becomes increasingly difficult 
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to distinguish between military and non-military dimensions of a global 
war economy.

The United States remains the world’s most powerful military state, 
by far, and its intervention around the world has escalated in the past few 
decades. It maintains over 800 military bases in 70 countries and terri-
tories (the UK, France, and Russia trail distantly behind, with about 30 
foreign bases each).15 I have discussed at considerable length elsewhere 
how U.S. intervention and the preponderant role of the United States in 
the global police state must be understood less as a bid for a new U.S. 
“hegemony” conceived of domination over other states than as the most 
powerful instrument in the arsenal of global capitalism through which the 
mass of the world’s poor and working peoples are contained and controlled 
and the world is further opened up to the TCC plunder.16 The underly-
ing class relation between the TCC and the U.S. national state needs to 
be understood in these terms. As the most powerful component of the 
transnational state (TNS), the U.S. state apparatus attempts to defend the 
interests of transnational investors and the overall system and to confront 
those political forces around the world that in one way or another threaten 
those interests or threaten to destabilize transnational processes. As one 
senior U.S. government official put it, U.S. military forces and intelligence 
agencies are deployed around the world to ensure “the viability and stabil-
ity of major global systems: trade, financial markets, supplies of energy, and 
climate.”17 In theoretical terms, the U.S. state becomes the point of conden-
sation for pressures from dominant groups around the world to resolve the 
intractable problems of global capitalism.

In 2015, the Chinese government announced that it was setting 
out to develop its own military-industrial complex modeled after the 
United States, in which private capital would assume the leading role.18 
This is crucial because China may compete geo-politically with other 
states, but Chinese transnational capitalists and the state-party elite are 
deeply integrated into global financial circuits and invested in global 
banking conglomerates that in turn are interlocked with the U.S.-led 
military-industrial-security complex. Moreover, most military contractor 
and private security firms are publicly traded and draw in investors from 
China and elsewhere around the world. The giant global financial institu-
tions link Western military-industrial conglomerates with Chinese-based 
state banks and corporations involved in the Chinese military build-up. 
Blackrock, for instance, holds major investments in Lockheed Martin, 
Northrop Grumman, and Boeing and also in the Bank of China, China 
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Communications Construction Corp, China Construction Bank, China 
Rail Engineering, PetroChina, and so on.19 As we saw in Chapter 1, 
global financial circuits are so thoroughly integrated and entangled that it 
becomes near impossible to separate out national circuits in an analysis of 
militarized accumulation, which is not to say that geo-political tensions are 
absent—indeed, they are reaching explosive levels—but rather, we need to 
come up with alternative ways of explaining these tensions, such as crises 
of state legitimacy and the drive to generate conflict in order to realize 
militarized accumulation.

Military expansion around the world has taken place through parallel, 
and often conflictive, processes, yet all show the same relationship between 
state militarization and global capital accumulation. Global military 
deployment led by the United States “serves to protect power-elite capital 
investments around the world,” asserts Philipps. “Wars, regime changes, 
and occupations performed by military and intelligence agencies remain 
in service to investors’ access to natural resources, free flow of capital, debt, 
collection, and speculative advantages in the world marketplace.”20 The 
board of directors and financial donors of the Atlantic Council, which 
was founded in 1961 by NATO members as a private organization to 
prepare policy recommendations on security matters, reads like a veritable 
who’s who of the top global corporations, including the global financial 
institutions and tech giants. Its 2016 report on the ongoing wars in the 
Middle East was unambiguous in calling for U.S.-led NATO involve-
ment to promote neo-liberal economic policies that open up the region to 
transnational corporate investment: “An associated task is to support and 
facilitate ‘Big Bang’ Regulatory Reforms to foster greater trade, invest-
ment, and economic integration, with a special focus on empowering 
entrepreneurs.”21

We saw in Chapter 1 how the public finances of the capitalist state 
have been reconfigured to reduce or even eliminate the state’s role in social 
reproduction and to expand its role in facilitating transnational capital 
accumulation through austerity, bail-outs, corporate subsidies, and state 
debt as governments transfer wealth directly and indirectly from working 
people to the TCC. It is crucial to see how militarized accumulation has 
played the central role in this reconfiguration as states are reduced to 
pimping for the global military-industrial-security complex. In the United 
States, a cumulative $5.6 trillion budget surplus had been projected prior 
to September 2001. But subsequently massive military budgets turned this 
surplus almost overnight into a deficit that had surpassed $21 trillion by 
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2018. Escalating military spending is covered by borrowing from transna-
tional finance capitalists. The money is then spent to finance the circuits 
of militarized accumulation and paid back to the original lenders with 
interest. This process that fuses financial and militarized accumulation 
becomes abundantly clear when we consider that the interest payments 
alone on the debt incurred to prosecute the Iraq and Afghanistan wars is 
estimated to exceed $7.5 trillion by 2050.22

This pattern is replicated in Europe and elsewhere around the world. 
Spain’s military spending increased by 29 percent from 2000 to 2008, 
buying weapons systems from transnational arms suppliers that were for 
the most part simply put in storage.23 Subsequent state debts and deficits 
then set the country up for an economic freefall when the 2008 crisis hit. 
Greece steadily ramped up its military budget in the 2000s, registering the 
highest military spending relative to GDP in all of Europe and purchasing 
billions of dollars in arms from weapons producers in the EU, the United 
States, and Russia, even as debt spiraled and the economy went into sharp 
decline starting in 2009. “No one is saying ‘buy our warships or we won’t 
bail you out.’ But the clear implication is that they will be more supportive 
if we do,” said one aide to then Greek prime minister George Papandreou 
in 2012.24 The Syriza government that came to power in 2015 on the 
heels of a mass uprising against austerity then found the sovereign debt so 
overwhelming that it was forced to submit to austerity and privatization 
imposed by the EU on behalf of private creditors.

It is difficult to track the scale of militarized accumulation relative to 
capital’s multiple circuits—that is, to measure a magnitude for the signifi-
cance of global police state to the global economy as a whole. Worldwide, 
official state military outlays in 2015 represented about 3 percent of the 
gross world product of $75 trillion (this does not include state military 
spending not made public). But militarized accumulation involves much 
more than activities generated by state military budgets. As we shall see 
below, there are vast sums involved in state spending and private corporate 
accumulation through militarization and social control, and other forms 
of generating profit through repressive social control that do not involve 
militarization per se, such as structural controls over the poor through 
debt-collection enforcement mechanisms or accumulation opportunities 
opened up by criminalization (see below and Chapter 2). Given how thor-
oughly entangled they are with one another in the global economy, it is 
difficult to separate out distinct sectoral circuits of accumulation in our 
analysis. For instance, it becomes near impossible to separate such sectors 
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in the global economy as fossil-fuel production, mining, and agribusiness, 
from the militarized and repressive dimensions of these activities. Oil 
and gas, to take one example, represent some 3 percent of the gross world 
product,25 a percentage similar to state military spending. But it is simply 
impossible to disentangle this sector from the Middle East wars and other 
conflicts around the world, so much so that it is stitched into the global 
police state, as are other extractive industries (see below).26

From the perspective of the TCC, we may ask just how functional and 
strategic in the long run is rising dependence of the global economy on 
militarized accumulation; to what extent it is in the best long-term inter-
ests of global capital to become so dependent on a global police state? I will 
return in the next chapter to the prospects that other policies and accumu-
lation strategies may come into play in the future that take precedence over 
those related to a global police state.

The Privatization of War and Repression

The German sociologist Max Weber famously defined the state as that 
institution that exercises a legitimate monopoly of violence over a given 
territory. If this held true for much of the modern era (since the Treaty 
of Westphalia in 1648), it is no longer so. The state attempts to sustain 
accumulation by contracting out the exercise of this violence to trans-
national capital. This is a two-way street, insofar as capital pressures the 
state to open up opportunities for unloading surplus and generating profit 
through militarization and state-sanctioned repression. The more state 
policy is oriented towards war and repression, the more opportunities are 
opened up for transnational capital accumulation; the more the political 
and corporate agents of transnational capital seek to influence state policy 
in this direction, the more political systems and capitalist culture becomes 
fascistic.

The various wars, conflicts, and campaigns of social control and 
repression around the world involve the increasing fusion of private accu-
mulation with state militarization. In this relationship, the state facilitates 
the expansion of opportunities for private capital to accumulate through 
militarization. The most obvious way that the state opens up these oppor-
tunities is to facilitate global weapons sales by military-industrial-security 
firms. This mechanism dates back to the onset of military Keynesian-
ism, but the amounts they now involve were simply unimaginable in the 
earlier era. In 2017, for instance, the U.S. government signed a deal for 
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private firms to supply $350 billion in arms to the Saudi regime.27 Between 
2003 and 2010 alone, the developing world bought nearly half a trillion 
dollars in weapons from arms dealers. Global weapons sales by the top 
100 weapons manufacturers and military service companies increased by 
38 percent between 2002 and 2016. These top 100 companies across the 
globe, excluding China, sold $375 billion in weapons in 2016, generating 
$60 billion in profits, and employing over three million workers.28

Yet the relationship between the state and private capital in militarized 
accumulation is more than state spending to pay contractors for military 
hardware. The state increasingly turns over the very design and execution 
of war, repression, and security to the TCC. The U.S.-led wars in Iraq 
and Afghanistan opened enormous opportunities for private military and 
security firms, precipitating the explosion in private military and police 
contractors around the world deployed to protect the TCC and global 
capitalism. The onslaught of privatized warfare was led in the Middle 
East by the notorious Blackwater mercenary company, exposed in 2007 by 
reporter Jeremy Scahill in his bestseller, Blackwater: The Rise of the World’s 
Most Powerful Mercenary Army.29 Private military contractors in Iraq and 
Afghanistan during the height of those wars exceeded the number of 
U.S. combat troops in both countries, and outnumbered U.S. troops in 
Afghanistan by a 3-to-1 margin.30 In 2017, the founder of Blackwater, 
Erick Prince, along with Stephen Feinberg, a billionaire financier who 
owns the military contractor and private security firm Dyncorp, submitted 
a proposal to the Trump administration, at the request of Trump advisors, 
to literally privatize the entire U.S.-NATO war in Afghanistan, although 
the plan had not at the time of writing (mid-2019) been approved.31

Beyond the United States, private military and security firms have 
proliferated worldwide and their deployment is not limited to the major 
conflict zones in the Middle East, South Asia, and Africa. In his study, 
Corporate Warriors, Singer documents how private military forces have 
come to play an ever more central role in military conflicts and wars. 
Although written in 2003, a wealth of subsequent evidence confirms that 
the turn towards privatization exploded in the wake of the Middle East 
wars.32 “A new global industry has emerged,” noted Singer. “It is outsourc-
ing and privatization of a twenty-first century variety, and it changes many 
of the old rules of international politics and warfare. It has become global 
in both its scope and activity.” The operations of private military firms 
(PMFs) “are not restricted to any one geographic area or type of state. 
PMFs have been active on every continent but Antarctica.”33 He goes on: 



the global police state

80

“The changes that this phenomenon portends are tectonic. The emergence 
of a privatized military industry may well represent the new business face 
of warfare.”34 And beyond the many based in the United States, PMFs 
come from numerous countries around the world, including Russia, South 
Africa, Colombia, Mexico, India, the EU countries, and Israel, among 
others. If it is a mistake to see PMFs as national companies, it is also a 
mistake to see them as somehow disentangled from the integrated mass of 
transnational capital. Many PMFs are subsidiaries of other transnational 
corporations. For instance, Vinnell is but a branch of BDM (Braddock, 
Dunn and McDonald), a military contractor that is in turn owned by the 
Carlyle Group, one of the largest private equity (holding) companies in 
the world, with investors from 75 countries and cross-investment with 
hundreds of companies from around the world.

Beyond wars, private military forces open up access to economic 
resources and corporate investment opportunities—deployed, for instance, 
to mining areas and oil fields—leading Singer to term PMFs “investment 
enablers.” In effect, one branch of the TCC, the PMFs, accumulates its 
capital by opening up opportunities for other branches of the TCC—for 
instance, energy, mining and agribusiness conglomerates—to accumu-
late capital. Or to put it another way, the PMFs make profit by carrying 
out direct violence so that other transnational corporations may profit 
through the structural violence of dispossession and exploitation. At other 
times, PMF interventions are to put down popular rebellions, such as the 
Mexican government’s contract with the South Africa firm Executive 
Outcomes to quell the indigenous Zapatista uprising in Chiapas. PMFs 
work for whoever will pay them. Their clients include states, corporations, 
landowners, non-governmental organizations, even the Colombian and 
Mexican drug cartels. The single largest client is the Pentagon, which 
from 1994 to 2002 alone entered into over 3,000 contracts with U.S.-based 
firms at a cost of more than $300 billion: “Every major military operation 
in the post-Cold War era has involved considerable levels of support and 
activity by private firms offering services that the U.S. military used to 
perform on its own.”35

U.S.-based Halliburton and Carlyle were the most notorious of the 
military-civilian companies that benefitted from the Middle Eastern 
wars, since numerous top-level officials of the government of President 
George Bush held major shares of these companies, including the families 
of President Bush and Vice President Dick Cheney. But companies receiv-
ing contracts for the Middle Eastern wars came from all over the world. 
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From 2005 to 2010, the Pentagon spend $146 billion on private military 
contractors for the Iraq-Afghanistan war theater,36 contracting some 150 
firms from around the world for support and security operations in Iraq 
alone.37 In the wake of the September 2001 attacks, private contractors 
were getting roughly half of the entire U.S. defense budget each year.38 By 
2018, private military companies employed some 15 million people around 
the world, deploying forces to guard corporate property, provide personal 
security for TCC executives and their families, collect data, conduct police, 
paramilitary, counterinsurgency and surveillance operations, carry out mass 
crowd control and repression of protesters, manage prisons, run private 
detention and interrogation facilities, and participate in outright warfare.39

These firms were increasingly integrated into the transnational cor-
porate and financial networks of the TCC, and their boards of directors 
and advisors, notes Phillips, “represent some of the most powerfully 
connected people in the world, with multiple socio-political links to 
governments, military, finance, and policy groups.”40 The leading global 
financial corporations are so thoroughly invested in the well-known 
military-industrial-security corporations of the twentieth century, such 
as Lockheed-Martin, Northrop Grumman, Boeing, and Raytheon, that 
what appears is a fusion of the traditional military-industrial complex with 
transnational finance capital and the tech sector. To take but one example, 
the following transnational financial investment firms hold multi-million 
and billion dollar holdings in Lockheed-Martin: State Street ($15.2 
billion), Capital Group ($12.17 billion), Vanguard ($6.5 billion), Black-
rock ($6.1 billion), Bank of America ($3.1 billion), Morgan Stanley ($703 
billion), Goldman Sachs ($474 million), Credit Suisse ($149 million), and 
so on.41 These same financial conglomerates, as we saw in the previous 
two chapters, are heavily invested in the tech giants. As the fate of Silicon 
Valley and Wall Street become tied to that of warfare and repression, 
this Silicon Valley-Wall Street nexus becomes in turn interlocked with 
the military-industrial-security complex. As we enter the third decade of 
the new century, we have reached a point where the war and repression 
machine is driven by its obligation to shareholders rather than to any public 
interest (however so mis-defined). “It just hits you as a ton of bricks,” said 
one senior U.S. military official. “The Department of Defense is no longer 
a war-fighting organization, it’s a business enterprise.”42

In the 1990s, the U.S. government began to outsource the analytical and 
operational work of its 16 spy agencies to private contractors. By 2006, 
these 16 agencies were allocating 70 percent of their combined budget to 



the global police state

82

for-profit contractors. What one former U.S. military official called the 
“intelligence-industrial complex” had become by 2008 a $50 billion market 
serviced by hundreds of transnational corporations. Tasks outsourced to 
private companies included running global spy networks, intelligence 
analysis, signals intelligence collection, surveillance, drafting policy reports 
and intelligence briefings, covert operations, and the torture of prison-
ers. Following the September 2001 events, the number of such contract 
employees of the CIA came to exceed the agency’s own full-time work-
force, and even made up more than half of its covert operations branch. 
Among the largest private companies contracted by spy agencies, Booz 
Allen Hamilton, itself partly owned by the Carlyle Group, commanded 
a private intelligence army at least ten thousand strong, while about half 
of the 42,000 employees of the Science Applications International Cor-
poration (SAIC) held U.S. government security clearances.43 Shorrock 
estimated that 80 percent of the approximately 45,000 private-sector 
employees working for the intelligence-industrial complex worked for just 
five mega-corporations following a wave of mergers in the 2010s. These 
were: Leidos, in part held by Lockheed Martin; Booz Allen Hamilton; 
CSRA Inc., which among other things manages drone platforms around 
the world; SAIC, which runs the CIA drone assassination fleet and 
operates military satellites, and CACI International, which among other 
things provides “counterinsurgency targeting” to NATO.44

Meanwhile, the private security (policing) business, a subset of the 
privatization of war and security, now dwarfs public security around the 
world. Singer notes:

The private security business is one of the fastest growing economic 
sectors in many countries … There has been a dramatic growth in the 
U.S. security industry since 1990. The amount spent on private security 
is 73 percent higher than that spent in the public sphere, and three 
times as many persons are employed in private forces as in official law 
enforcement agencies. Linked with this trend, “gated communities” 
are now the norm in residential construction, with more than 20,000 
such communities in the United States; in fact, four of every five new 
communities in the United States are guarded by private forces. Aside 
from formal policing work, private security firms are taking on a wider 
variety of other homeland security functions once performed by gov-
ernments. For example, industry leader Wackenhut runs prisons in 
thirteen states in the United States and in four foreign countries. It 
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also provides SWAT teams that protect nuclear weapons facilities in 
South Carolina and Nevada from terrorist threats. The same trends 
are taking place around the globe. In South Africa, the ratio of private 
security personnel to uniformed police officers is approximately four to 
one. In the UK and Australia, it is two to one. Private security personnel 
within Britain (roughly 250,000) actually outnumber the British army. 
In parts of Asia, the private security industry has grown at 20 percent to 
30 percent per year. Even in communist China, some 250,000 guards are 
employed by the private security industry. Perhaps the biggest explosion 
of private security is the near complete breakdown of public agencies 
in postcommunist Russia, with over 10,000 new security firms opening 
since 1989.45

Since Singer wrote these lines in 2003, in fact, the private security business 
has continued to grow exponentially. G4S, the world’s largest private 
security firm, has become the third larger private employer in the world 
(after Walmart and Foxconn), with 660,000 employees and annual revenue 
of over $10 billion.46 There were an outstanding 20 million private security 
workers worldwide in 2017, and the industry was expected to be worth 
over $220 billion by 2020. In half of the world’s countries, private security 
agents outnumber police officers. Even Forbes had to acknowledge that 
escalating global inequality has driven the sector’s meteoric rise. “With 
more and more individuals joining the billionaire club, demand for services 
such as alarm monitoring and armored transport are skyrocketing, result-
ing in private security companies becoming a symbol of the global wealth 
divide.”47 Private armed forces offer systems of privatized security to cor-
porate clients and affluent residents from green zones. In Detroit, for 
instance, the private security firm Securitas reported a 25 percent annual 
rate of growth of its services to private clients from 2013 to 2019. Another 
company, Threat Management Center, boasts a client roster in the city of 
over 5,000 private citizens and 100 businesses.48

It is important to state the obvious here: corporations accrue police 
powers and usurp the authority of states as they hire private military and 
security forces to do their bidding free from any restraint. Several centuries 
ago, in the heyday of European colonial exploits in Asia, British and Dutch 
chartered companies were authorized by their imperial governments to 
amass and deploy their own private armies for colonial expeditions in India, 
Indonesia, and elsewhere. This bygone era has now been resurrected under 



the global police state

84

the contemporary conditions of global capitalism as the TCC conquers 
and re-colonizes the world.

Silicon Valley and Surveillance Capitalism

CIT has revolutionized warfare, the modalities of state and private 
violence, and the instruments of social control. The so-called “Revo-
lution in Military Affairs” (RMA) started in the late twentieth century 
but with the application of more advanced digital and Fourth Industrial 
Revolution technologies, this RMA appears to be entering a new stage. 
Virtually every new technology becomes employed in various combina-
tions with traditional armed, police, and intelligence forces and involves an 
inter-operability of all ways to conduct warfare, social control, surveillance, 
and repression. To reiterate what we observed in the previous chapter, 
chilling new systems of warfare and repression made possible by more 
advanced digitalization include AI-powered autonomous weaponry such 
as unmanned attack and transportation vehicles, robotic soldiers, a new 
generation of superdrones and flybots and other micro-drones, hypersonic 
weapons, microwave guns that immobilize, nano-weaponry, cyber-attack 
and info-warfare, biometric identification, bio-weapons state and private 
data mining, and global electronic and sighting surveillance that allows for 
the tracking and control of every movement. State data mining and global 
electronic surveillance expand the theater of conflict from active war zones 
to militarized cities and rural localities around the world.49 These combine 
with a restructuring of space that allow for new forms of spatial contain-
ment, surveillance, and control of the marginalized.

This RMA has opened up new possibilities for ruling groups to exercise 
what in the military jargon has been referred to as “full spectrum dom-
inance,” or “total battlespace awareness.” This battlespace becomes all 
encompassing: traditional physical space (land, sea, air), cyberspace, politi-
cal systems, “the information environment,” the electromagnetic spectrum, 
social media, and so on.50 All of global society becomes a highly surveilled 
and controlled, and wildly profitable battlespace. We must not forget that 
these technologies of the global police state are driven as much, or more, 
by the drive to open up new outlets for accumulation as they are by stra-
tegic or political considerations. The rise of the digital economy and the 
blurring of the boundaries between the military and the civilian sectors 
appear to fuse several factions of capital around a combined process of 
financial speculation and militarized accumulation. The market for new 
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systems made possible by digital technology runs into the hundreds of 
billions. The global biometrics market, for instance, was expected to jump 
from its $15 billion value in 2015 to $35 billion by 2020.51 Financial 
capital supplies the credit for investment in the tech sector and in the 
technologies of the global police state. Tech firms develop and provide the 
new digital technologies that are now of central importance to the global 
economy. Ever since NSA whistleblower Edward Snowden came forward 
in 2013, there has been a torrent of revelations on the collusion of the giant 
tech firms with the U.S. and other governments in the construction of a 
global police state. And the military-industrial-security complex applies 
this technology, as it becomes an outlet for unloading surplus and making 
profit through the control and repression of rebellious populations and 
through privatized warfare.

In his eye-opening study Surveillance Valley: The Secret Military History 
of the Internet,52 investigative journalist Yashar Levine chronicles the 
little-known history of how CIT and the Internet were developed in the 
1960s by the U.S. state and military-industrial corporations as instruments 
of war, counterinsurgency, surveillance, and political repression, with an eye 
towards dual use in military and commercial application. The U.S. govern-
ment then turned the Internet over to corporate consortiums starting in 
the late 1980s, just as Silicon Valley was emerging as a global hub of the 
new information technology. As the first wave of digitalization took off 
in the 1990s, the emerging tech industry was thus conjoined at birth to 
the military-industrial-security complex and the global police state. But 
the nascent industry set out to deliberately rebrand itself as a progressive 
rebel advancing an enlightened countercultural movement. The propa-
ganda campaign has been somewhat successful in turning the tycoons at 
the high-tech summit of global capitalism such as Bill Gates, Steve Jobs, 
and Elon Musk into techno-folk heroes among some youth dazzled and 
drawn into a cult of information technology.53 Yet behind this public rela-
tions veneer, over the years Google supplied mapping technology used by 
the U.S. Army in Iraq, hosted data for the Central Intelligence Agency, 
indexed the National Security Agency’s vast intelligence databases, built 
military robots, co-launched a spy satellite with the Pentagon, and leased 
its cloud computing platform to help police departments predict crime. 
“And Google is not alone,” notes Levine. “From Amazon to eBay to 
Facebook … Some parts of these companies are so thoroughly intertwined 
with America’s security services that it is hard to tell where they end and 
the U.S. government begins.”54
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Data mining is not only highly profitable in commercial marketing 
campaigns; it is key to the systems of surveillance and control of the global 
police state. As digitalization has expanded, we move to a point where 
virtually all communication beyond face-to-face, every transaction and 
every activity in the institutions of society becomes digital data. These 
unfathomable stores of data are at the disposal of the corporation and the 
states that collect them. Google appears to have taken the lead in Silicon 
Valley’s turns to more expansive mining and commodification of the data 
trail. “Uber, Amazon, Facebook, eBay, Tinder, Apple, Lyft, Four-Square, 
Airbnb, Spotify, Instagram, Twitter, Angry Bird. If you zoom out and look 
at the bigger picture, you can see that, taken together, these companies 
have turned our computers and phones into bugs that are plugged in to 
a vast corporate-owned surveillance network,” observes Levine. “Where 
we go, what we do, what we talk about, who we talk to, and who we see—
everything is recorded and, at some point, leveraged for value,” so much 
so that it earned Google $90 billion in revenue and $20 billion in profits 
in 2017.55

In her study The Age of Surveillance Capitalism, Shoshona Zuboff of 
the Harvard Business School shows how data extraction and analysis has 
reached a height of ubiquity unimaginable only a few years ago. Virtually 
all of the information in the world is now digitalized, giving incredible 
power to those who can collect, sift through, and analyze this data.56 Zuboff 
is correct in seeing Google and the other tech corporations as driven by 
the vast new opportunities for profit making that big data now opens up, 
observing that “this new market form is a unique logic of accumulation 
in which surveillance is a foundational mechanism in the transforma-
tion of investment into profit.”57 But here we want to stress how “this 
new market form” is in turn hitched to the global police state. Then-CIA 
director Michael Hayden was quite candid in 2013 when he explained 
that in the years following September 11, 2001, the agency “could be 
fairly charged with the militarization of the world wide web.”58 Insofar as 
here we are concerned with militarized accumulation, it has become clear 
that the difference between commercial and military profiling and data 
mining is illusory. The same platforms and services that Google deploys 
to monitor people’s lives and collect their data is put to use running huge 
swaths of the U.S. military and spy agencies and police departments, as 
well as the corporations of the military-industrial-security complex. The 
fusion of Silicon Valley with this complex got a boost at the turn of the 
century, when the CIA launched a venture capital fund, In-Q-Tel, to invest 
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in start-ups and align the agency more closely with Silicon Valley. One 
of these start-ups, Keyhole, financed by the CIA in partnership with the 
National Geospatial-Intelligence Agency (NGA, which delivers satellite 
intelligence to the CIA and the Pentagon), was then bought outright by 
Google in 2004.

A more advanced integration began from that year among Google and 
the rest of Silicon Valley with the apparatus of the U.S. military and national 
security state and the more traditional companies of the military-industrial 
complex such as Raytheon, Northrop Grumman, and Lockheed Martin. 
The behemoth of the Internet companies, Google, led the way, partnering 
with these traditional military contractor companies and with “just about 
every major military and intelligence agency,” with the State Department, 
the FBI, and other federal agencies: “Google didn’t just work with intel-
ligence and military agencies but also sought to penetrate every level of 
society, including civilian federal agencies, cities, states, local police depart-
ments, emergency responders, hospitals, public schools, and all sorts of 
companies and nonprofits.” And it does not stop at Google. Amazon, 
Paypal, Facebook, eBay among the Internet giants, along with numerous 
smaller companies, also signed contracts worth billions of dollars with the 
CIA, the NSA, the Pentagon, local police stations, and so on.59 Amazon 
CEO Jeff Bezos, the richest man in the world, sits on the Defense Innova-
tion Advisory Board, a Pentagon initiative launched in 2016 to bring to the 
U.S. military high-level officers from leading Silicon Valley companies.60 
Two years earlier, Amazon had signed a $600 million deal with the CIA.61 
As social media became weaponized, another CIA-backed company, Geo-
feedia, which allows its clients to display social media posts from specific 
geographic locations, had in 2016 500 police departments as clients and 
touted its ability to monitor unions, protests, rioting, and activist groups. 
Geofeedia and other CIA-backed companies “paid Facebook, Google, and 
Twitter for special access to social media data—adding another lucrative 
revenue stream to Silicon Valley.”62

We saw in the previous chapter the role that mass media and the enter-
tainment industry (telling the two apart is often impossible) play in shaping 
social consciousness. Indeed, the culture of global capitalism is a powerful 
and omniscient force, if not omnipotent, for there are multiple cultures of 
resistance that push back, as well as contradictions between the dominant 
cultural narratives and people’s lived reality and material conditions. Cor-
porate media is global in its reach and influence, a highly concentrated 
“media monopoly” cross-invested with the entertainment industry, trans-
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national financial institutions, and technology corporations, and with 
revenue topping $2 trillion in 2017. Transnational media practices “reflect 
and reproduce the transnational transformation of capitalism,” notes Artz 
in his study Global Entertainment Media. The transnational media con-
glomerates “are instruments of and for the transnational capitalist class.”63 
In turn, the same global financial giants that we have identified at the 
core of the global economy spread their investment tentacles through-
out Silicon Valley as well as in corporate media and entertainment. For 
instance, Blackrock, Vanguard, State Street, JP Morgan Chase, Capital 
Group, and Goldman Sachs have combined holdings of some $40 billion 
in Comcast Corporation, which provides media and television broad-
casting, Internet, cable and other communication services. These same 
leading financial conglomerates also hold tens of billions of dollars in the 
Walt Disney Company, a vast corporate conglomerate that employs some 
200,000 people worldwide, had revenue in 2016 of $55.6 billion, and in 
turn has holdings in broadcasting, entertainment, parks, and hotels among 
its vast empire, including, for example, the American Broadcasting Cor-
poration (meanwhile, workers at Disney’s Anaheim, California resort are 
paid so little that two-thirds say they don’t have enough food to eat three 
meals a day64). The same patterns hold for the other media monopolies, 
such as Bertelsmann, Viacom and CBS, Time Warner, and so on.65

The media-financial-CIT nexus is enormously influential in shaping 
the culture and ideology of global capitalism and reproducing the system’s 
hegemony. Corporate media “manipulates feelings and cognition of human 
beings worldwide,” notes Phillips, and promotes “entertainment viewing as 
a distraction to global inequality.” 66 Corporate media receives some 70–80 
percent of its broadcast and print content from what Phillips calls public 
relations and propaganda (PRP) firms, with nearly all content inside the 
global corporate media system made up of pre-packaged managed news, 
opinion, and entertainment:

The preparations for and the reporting on ongoing wars and terrorism 
fits well into the ideological kaleidoscope of pre-planned news. Gov-
ernment and private public relations specialists provide ongoing news 
feeds to the transnational media distribution systems. The result is an 
emerging macro-symbiotic relationship between news dispensers and 
news suppliers. Perfect examples of this relationship are the press pools 
organized by the Pentagon both in the Middle East and in Washing-
ton D.C., which give pre-scheduled reports on wars and terrorism to 
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selected groups of news collectors (journalists) for distribution through 
their specific media organizations.67

The point here is that Hollywood, the entertainment industry, and the 
corporate media have become weaponized, swept up into the circuits of 
militarized accumulation. They play a central role in the cultural and ide-
ological campaign to legitimate and normalize a global police state as they 
help to construct the hegemonic order, and as they themselves profit from 
war and social control. The global police state weaves itself into the fabric 
of everyday life through mass media and entertainment. U.S. military 
and intelligence agencies, for instance, influenced over 800 major movies 
and 1,000 television shows from 2005 to 2016, turning Hollywood into 
a potent propaganda machine for war and repression.68 The list of films 
and television shows in which the military and intelligence agencies has 
exerted influence is simply staggering, ranging from dozens of Hollywood 
blockbusters such as Top Gun, Windtalkers, An Officer and A Gentleman, 
Stripes, Independence Day, Jurassic Park, Blackhawk Down, The Hunt for Red 
October, Patriot Games, the James Bond series, Hulk, Transformers, and Meet 
the Parents, and TV programs ranging from America’s Got Talent, Oprah, 
NCIS, The Jay Leno Show, to numerous documentaries aired by PBS, the 
BBC, and the History Channel.

At every level, digitalization and big data pave the way for “surveillance 
capitalism” and take the Taylorist disciplining of labor to heights that could 
not be imagined in the twentieth century. Big data is a powerful instru-
ment of capital in its ceaseless class struggle with labor. As Ford observes:

Big data and smart algorithms that accompany it are having an imme-
diate impact on workplaces and careers as employers, particularly large 
corporations, increasingly track a myriad of metrics and statistics regard-
ing the work and social interactions of their employees. Companies are 
relying ever more on so-called people analytics as a way to hire, fire, 
evaluate, and promote workers. The amount of data being collected on 
individuals and the work they engage in is staggering. Some companies 
capture every keystroke typed by every employee. Emails, phone records, 
web searches, database queries and accesses to files, entry and exit from 
facilities, and untold numbers of other types of data may also be col-
lected—with or without the knowledge of workers.69
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Beyond this control over labor in the workplace, the entire social order 
becomes surveilled. Systems of state and private surveillance now monitor 
any corner of the world and nearly every transaction that cannot be carefully 
concealed. The French philosopher Michel Foucault feared the panopti-
cism at work in specific institutions. He could surely not have imagined 
how in this dictatorship of transnational capital the dominant groups have 
come to achieve a vast panoptical surveillance of the entire planet, a sur-
veillance that is at once in function of control and accumulation.

Criminalization and Militarized Accumulation

In the previous chapter, we saw that criminalization is a mechanism to facil-
itate the repression of dissent and the social control of surplus humanity. 
But criminalization is also a method that the state uses to create special 
dedicated markets for private profit.70 It is the most clear-cut method of 
accumulation by repression. This type of criminalization activates “legit-
imate” state repression to enforce the accumulation of capital, including 
by institutionalizing through the coercive apparatuses of the state diverse 
mechanisms of secondary exploitation (see the previous chapter). In turn, 
the state turns to private capital to carry out repression against those 
criminalized.

There has been a rapid increase in imprisonment in countries around 
the world, led by the United States, which has been exporting its own 
system of mass incarceration. In 2019, it was involved in the prison systems 
of at least 33 different countries. U.S. programs in these countries included 
the construction of new prisons, prison guard training, accreditation, data 
management, and overall design. In Mexico, as part of the so-called “war 
on drugs” (see below), the United States funded a boom in federal prison 
construction, which increased from five to 14.71 Around the world there 
were 10.7 million people held in penal institutions. The United States led 
the way, with 2.3 million prisoners, followed by China, with 1.65, and then 
Brazil, Russia, India, Thailand, Indonesia, Turkey, Mexico, and the Philip-
pines. While the global prison population grew by 24 percent from 2000 
to 2018, the population in Oceania behind bars increased by 86 percent, 
in the Americas by 41 percent, in Asia by 38 percent, and in Africa by 29 
percent (by contrast, it decreased by 22 percent in Europe).72

There is a vast literature now on mass incarceration in the United States, 
a country that provides a case study on the carceral state. Among the 
many studies of the rise of this prison-industrial complex, Ruth Wilson 
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Gilmore, in Golden Gulag, shows how California, perhaps the epicenter 
of the strategy of mass incarceration, led the way in “the biggest prison 
building project in the history of the world.” She shows how the defeat 
of radical struggles alongside the accumulation of surplus capital led to 
a strategy of caging surplus labor, made up of young people from racially 
and ethnically oppressed groups in vast disproportion to the population 
at large.73 Nationwide, the imprisoned population increased 900 percent 
in the past four decades, reaching 2.3 million people in 2018.74 But this 
figure does not include another five million people who are out of prison 
but under one or another form of carceral surveillance, such as in halfway 
houses, on probation or parole; nor does it include the tens of millions 
with an arrest or conviction record, pretrial detainees and juveniles held in 
detention centers. The Prison Policy Initiative reports that people go to jail 
10.6 million times each year in the United States.75

This carceral state opens up enormous opportunities at multiple levels 
for militarized accumulation. Worldwide, there were in 2001 nearly 200 
privately operated prisons on all continents and many more “public-private 
partnerships” that involved privatized prison services and other forms of 
for-profit custodial services such as privatized electronic monitoring 
programs. The countries that were developing private prisons ranged from 
most member states of the EU, to Israel, Russia, Thailand, Hong Kong, 
South Africa, New Zealand, Ecuador, Australia, Costa Rica, Chile, Peru, 
Brazil, and Canada. The companies running these private prisons were 
themselves giant transnational corporations, including the U.S.-based 
but globally traded Corrections Corporation of America (CCA), Geo 
Group, and Management and Training Corporation and the UK-based 
G4S and Serco, linked in turn to the financial industry.76 Private prisons 
in the United States date back to the 1970s, when private corporations 
first started to take over the operation of halfway houses. In the 1980s, 
the CCA became the first for-profit prison company to win a contract to 
run a private facility. Since 2000, the number of people in private prisons 
in the United States increased by 47 percent compared to an overall rise 
in the prison population of 9 percent. In 2018, the U.S. Bureau of Prisons 
announced that it was expanding the use of private prisons for those held 
in federal facilities.77 Since government agencies paid private companies 
per prisoner, it is in the interests of these companies and their investors to 
expand the prison population as much as possible, to hold prisoners as long 
as possible, and by extension, to expand the methods of criminalization.
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These U.S. private prisons held just under 10 percent of the total federal 
and state prison population, leading some to dismiss their importance. But 
this figure is highly misleading because, even when prisons remain public, 
there is widespread privatization of prison services, such as health care, 
education, food, telephone, and transportation, as well as “public-private 
partnerships,” private juvenile detention centers, and halfway houses (to 
which must be added the immigrant detention centers discussed below).78 
Moreover, since the total number of those imprisoned peaked in the early 
2010s, there has been a steady if very slow decline in the total number 
of prisoners, in part, as a result of the growing movement for criminal 
justice reform.79 This decline, however, has been countered by new forms 
of privatized carceral control, what some have called “community cages”: 
day reporting centers, intermediate sanctions facilities, halfway houses, and 
electronic monitoring. Electronic monitoring programs more than doubled 
in the United States in the 2010s and are estimated to become a $6 billion 
industry.80 As one executive from the Geo Group, which undertook in the 
2010s a wave of acquisitions of firms supplying these “community cages” 
program, explained: “We believe that the emphasis on offender rehabili-
tation and community reentry programs as part of criminal justice reform 
will create growth opportunities for our company.”81

The carceral state also provides capital with a ready supply of captive and 
super-exploitable labor. In 2017, some 15 percent of inmates in federal and 
state prisons performed work for such companies as Boeing, Starbucks, 
and Victoria’s Secret, while migrants detained for violating immigration 
laws are one of the fastest growing segments of prison labor. In Colorado, 
for instance, some 1,600 prisoners in 2014 were employed by private 
companies manufacturing furniture, in the dairy industry, car repair, land-
scaping, and the military industry, making less than one dollar an hour.82 
“For Private business, prison labor is like a pot of gold,” note Goldberg 
and Evans in their 2012 essay, “The Prison-Industrial Complex and the 
Global Economy”: “No strikes. No union organizing. No unemployment 
insurance or workers’ compensation to pay. New leviathan prisons are 
being built with thousands of eerie acres of factories inside the walls. All 
at a fraction of the cost of ‘free labor’.”83 And on top of this, more and 
more prisons are charging prisoners for basic necessities, from medical care 
to toilet paper and even “room and board” charges. Cash-strapped state 
and local governments have increasingly attempted to generate revenue 
by charging fees to people convicted of crimes—and even just those who 
have unpaid fines for traffic violations and other petty offenses—including 
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fees for public defenders, prosecutors, court administration, jail operation, 
and probation supervision. And those who are unable to pay these fees are 
locked up, often for years.84

There are many methods of criminalization. The commodification of 
debt, as we saw in Chapter 2, has generated new modalities of exploiting 
surplus humanity while at the same time it has become a powerful tool for 
disciplining the global working class. In addition to the extraction of value 
through secondary exploitation, debt bondage is increasingly bound up 
with militarized accumulation and the global police state. In the United 
States, an estimated 77 million people—one in three of the adult popula-
tion—have a debt that has been turned over to private collection agencies. 
These collection agencies that skim off a portion of the profit that original 
creditors make on the debt have been given draconian power by the courts, 
prosecutor offices, and the police and prison systems of the debtfare state 
to punish debtors and enforce repayment, even when the debtor may be 
unemployed or otherwise unable to pay. In recent years, thousands of these 
debtors have been arrested and jailed and millions more are threatened with 
debt because they owe money, from car payments to utility bills, student 
loans, and medical fees, or because a check bounced. This criminalization 
of private debt, according to one American Civil Liberties Union report, 
“happens when judges, at the request of collection agencies, issue arrest 
warrants for people who fail to appear in court to deal with unpaid civil 
debt judgements.” In many cases, these debtors are unaware they were sued 
for repayment or did not receive notice to show up in court.85 In turn, 
these severe sanctions compel workers to accept work under even the most 
exploitative of conditions, as the state reinforces this compulsion by tying 
public assistance to such work (“workfarism”).

Criminalization has made the private bail-bond industry immensely 
profitable. The inability to pay bail is a critical factor in pre-trial mass 
incarceration; on any one day some 400,000 people in the United States 
are held in jail awaiting trial.86 When poor people cannot afford to pay bail, 
they must turn to private bail-bond companies.

While the bail-bond industry portrays itself as small “mom and pop” 
operations, transnational insurance companies dominate the industry, make 
billions of dollars a year in profit from poverty, and promote ongoing crim-
inalization of the poor.87 Just nine large companies underwrite a majority 
of the approximately $14 billion in bail bonds issued each year. These 
companies, in turn, are often subsidiaries of large transnational corpora-
tions traded in global stock markets. These corporations, often operating 
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through the American Legislative Exchange Council (see below), have 
pushed for changes in laws, regulations, and practices to dramatically 
expand the for-profit bail system and block reform. From 1990 to 2009, 
the number of people forced to turn to bail doubled while bail amounts 
have risen. The result of bail corporations’ control, says one report, “is that 
millions of people are no longer free: people stuck in jail and families stuck 
in debt to create profit for these corporations.” It goes on:

With little accountability, the for-profit bail industry has thus created a 
way to profit from usurping the role and function of the courts, trapped 
families in debt while escaping from scrutiny for consumer practices, 
made armed arrests and surveilled people without meaningful over-
sight by police, and evaded insurance regulators … Like payday lenders 
who profit from families’ needs for immediate funds, bail corporations 
take advantage of the urgent crisis of detention to lock people and their 
families in bad contracts, surveillance and control, and debt. No matter 
the eventual outcome of the case, even in cases in which the arrest itself 
is determined to be wrongful, the money that families scrape together to 
pay bail corporations is lost to them forever.88

The War on Migrants and Refugees89

The massive displacement unleashed by capitalist globalization, state and 
private violence, and military conflict has resulted in an unprecedented 
wave of worldwide migration in recent years. In 1960, there were some 75 
million immigrant workers (workers who have left their country of origin) 
worldwide and 100 million in 1980. According to the low-end estimate 
of the United Nations, this figure shot up to some 200 million immigrant 
workers worldwide in 2005, double the figure from 1980. The Interna-
tional Labor Organization then put the figure for 2014 at 232 million.90 
In addition, there are nearly 70 million people worldwide who have been 
forcibly displaced due to wars and political repression and are counted 
as refugees, but who, if they have been displaced outside their country, 
would likely also need to be considered part of the global migrant work-
force.91 Moreover, these figures do not take into account several hundred 
million Chinese who have migrated from the interior of that country to 
the coastal cities to work in the industrial coastal areas and who consti-
tute in the practice an immigrant workforce deprived of labor rights and 
access to social services as a result of Chinese internal pass and residency 
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laws, known as the hukou system.92 As this worldwide migrant population 
increases, borders around the world are militarized, states are stepping up 
repressive anti-immigrant controls, and native publics are turning immi-
grants into scapegoats for the spiraling crisis of global capitalism. Yet 
“there is a point at which borders cease to be geographical lines and filters 
between states,” notes Graham, “and emerge instead as increasingly inter-
operable assemblages of control technologies strung out across the world’s 
infrastructures, circulations, cities, and bodies.”93 Globally, according to 
the International Organization for Migration, an estimated 40,000 people 
died between 2005 and 2014 navigating these control technologies as they 
attempted to cross borders.94

This migrant population serves global capitalism well. It provides 
an almost inexhaustible labor reserve for the global economy. Trans-
national labor mobility has made it possible for the TCC to reorganize 
labor markets around the world and to recruit a transient workforce that 
is disenfranchised and easy to control. Repressive state controls over the 
migrant population and criminalization of non-citizen workers makes 
this sector of the global working class vulnerable to super-exploitation 
and hyper-surveillance. In turn, this self-same repression in and of itself 
becomes an ever more important source of accumulation for transnational 
capital. It is a source of accumulation in a double sense. First, every phase 
in the war on immigrants has become a wellspring of profit making, from 
private, for-profit detention centers and the provision of services inside 
public detention centers such as health care, food, phone systems, to other 
ancillary activities of the deportation regime, such as government con-
tracting of private charter flights to ferry deportees back home, and the 
equipping of armies of border agents. In the United States, the Depart-
ment of Homeland Security issued more than 344,000 contracts for border 
and immigration control services worth $80.5 billion between 2006 and 
2018.95 Second, if this war opens vast new outlets for unloading surplus, it 
also provides capital with the opportunity to intensify exploitation, to drive 
down black and informal market wages, and to place downward pressure 
more generally on wages.

The war on immigrants in the United States provides a textbook case 
study on militarized accumulation and accumulation by repression. By 
one estimate, the border security industry was set to double in value from 
approximately $305 billion in 2011 to some $740 billion in 2023.96 The 
day after Donald Trump’s November 2016 electoral victory, the stock 
price of Corrections Corporation of America (CCA, which later changed 
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its name to CoreCivic), the largest for-profit immigrant detention and 
prison company in the United States, soared 40 percent, given Trump’s 
promise to deport millions of immigrants. Earlier in 2016, CCA’s CEO 
Damon Hiniger reported a 5 percent increase in first-quarter earners as 
a result of “stronger than anticipated demand from our federal partners, 
most notably Immigration and Customs Enforcement,” as a result of the 
escalating detention of immigrant women and children fleeing violence 
in Central America.97 The stock price of another leading private prison 
and immigrant detention company, Geo Group, saw its stock prices triple 
in the first few months of the Trump regime (the company had contrib-
uted $250,000 to Trump’s inauguration and was then awarded with a $110 
million contract to build a new immigrant detention center in Califor-
nia).98 Hundreds of private firms from around the world put in bids to 
construct Trump’s infamous U.S.-Mexico border wall.99 Given that such 
companies as CoreCivic and Geo Group are traded on the Wall Street 
stock exchange, investors from anywhere around the world may buy and 
sell their stock, and in this way develop a stake in immigrant repression 
quite removed from, if not entirely independent, of the more pointed polit-
ical and ideological objectives of this repression.

The U.S.-Mexico border was already by the end of the twentieth century 
one of the most militarized stretches of land in the world, with ten guards 
for every mile for the length of the 2,000-mile border. Many stretches 
along the frontier are akin to a war zone.100 U.S. President Donald Trump’s 
fanatical campaign to “build the wall” was distinct in rhetoric only from 
the border militarization pursued by his predecessors, Democratic and 
Republican alike. The government claims a 100-mile-wide “constitutional 
suspension zone” inside the entire U.S. border in the name of immigration 
control, including the coasts, encompassing some 200 million people. In 
this zone, the state claims the power to set up check points, to determine 
anyone’s status, to conduct stop and search at will, and to seize and copy 
laptops and cell phones.101 In the 1990s, the U.S. Congress and the Depart-
ment of Defense set aside the U.S.-Mexico border for the development of 
high-tech military and security industrial development. Researcher Juan 
Manuel Sandoval traces how the border region has been reconfigured into 
a “global space for the expansion of transnational capital” centered around 
high-tech military and aerospace-related industries, military bases, and the 
deploying of other civilian and military forces for combating “immigration, 
drug trafficking, and terrorism through a strategy of low-intensity warfare” 
on the U.S. side, along with the expansion of maquiladoras (sweatshops), 
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mining, and industry on the Mexican side in the framework of capitalist 
globalization and North American integration. He shows how the border 
region has become a single integrated site of intensive militarized accumu-
lation that is in turn integrated into the larger worldwide circuits of global 
capitalism.102

The activities of the American Legislative Exchange Council, or ALEC, 
expose the inner connections between corporate interests, the state, milita-
rization and policing, and anti-immigrant and other neo-fascist tendencies 
in civil society.103 ALEC brings together state and federal elected offi-
cials and law enforcement and criminal justice system representatives with 
some 200 of the most powerful transnational corporations, among them, 
ATT, Coca Cola, Exxon Mobile, Pfizer, Kraft Foods, Walmart, Bank of 
America, Microsoft, Nestlé, AstraZeneca, Dow Chemical, Sony, and Koch 
Industries, this latter one of the biggest ALEC funders. ALEC develops 
legislative initiatives that advance the transnational corporate agenda, 
hammering out in its gatherings draft criminal justice, anti-union, tax 
reform, financial and environmental deregulation and related bills that 
are then tabled by state and local elected officials associated with ALEC. 
These bills have included the notorious “three strikes law,” that mandates 
25 years to life sentences for those committing a third offense (even for 
minor drug possession), and “truth in sentencing,” that requires people to 
serve all of their time with no chance of parole.

In 2009, ALEC members and representatives from the CCA drafted a 
model anti-immigrant law that was then introduced into the Arizona state 
assembly by Assemblyman Russell Pearce, an ALEC board member. The 
bill, known as law SB1070, passed with the support of 36 co-sponsors, 30 
of who received campaign contributions from CCA lobbyists as well as 
from lobbyists for Geo Group and another private prison company, Man-
agement and Training Corporation. The bill was then signed by Arizona 
Governor Jan Brewer, who herself has close ties to CCA and to ALEC.104 
SB1070 legalized racial profiling by instructing state law enforcement 
agents to detain and question anyone who appeared to be undocumented 
and authorizing anyone to sue police who failed to do so, requiring in 
effect everyone to carry proof of citizenship or legal residence at all times. 
Although some of the most draconian provisions were struck down later 
by federal courts, the Arizona law became a model for “copycat” legislation 
passed in five other states and introduced in several dozen more. In 2010 
and 2011 alone, 164 such laws were passed by state legislatures. A study of 
the virulently racist anti-immigrant bloc behind these laws and other cam-
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paigns of private and state persecution of immigrants reveals the extensive 
interlocking of far-right and neo-fascist organizations in civil society, gov-
ernment agencies and elected officials (local and federal), politicians, and 
corporate and foundation funders, lobbies, and activists.105

The private immigrant detention complex is a boom industry. Undocu-
mented immigrants constitute the fastest growing sector of the U.S. prison 
population and are detained in private detention centers and deported 
by private companies contracted out by the U.S. state. As of 2010, there 
were 270 immigration detention centers that caged on any given day 
over 30,000 immigrants and annually locked up some 400,000 individ-
uals, compared to just a few dozen people in immigrant detention each 
day prior to the 1980s106—that is, prior to the launching of capitalist glo-
balization and the new transnational systems of labor recruitment and 
control associated with it. Under the Obama presidency, more immigrants 
were detained and deported than at any time in the previous half century. 
Detentions and deportations then escalated further under Trump, thus 
continuing the pattern in place since the 1980s. Some detention centers 
housed entire families, so that children were behind bars with their parents. 
Since detainment facilities and deportation logistics are subcontracted to 
private companies, capital has a vested interest in the criminalization of 
immigrants and in the militarization of control over immigrants—and 
more broadly, therefore, a vested interest in contributing to the neo-fascist 
anti-immigrant movement.

A month after SB1070 became law, Wayne Callabres, the president of 
Geo Group, held a conference call with investors and explained his com-
pany’s aspirations. “Opportunities at the federal level are going to continue 
apace as a result of what’s happening,” he said, referring to the Arizona 
law. “Those people coming across the border being caught are going to 
have to be detained and that to me at least suggests there’s going to be 
enhanced opportunities for what we do.” The 2005 annual report of the 
CCA stated with regard to the profit-making opportunities opened up by 
the prison-industrial complex:

Our growth is generally dependent upon our ability to obtain new con-
tracts to develop and manage new correctional and detention facilities 
… The demand for our facilities and services could be adversely affected 
by the relaxation of enforcement efforts, leniency in conviction and sen-
tencing practices or through the decriminalization of certain activities 
that are currently proscribed by our criminal laws.107
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By the second decade of the twenty-first century, over 350,000 immigrants 
were going through privately run prisons for the undocumented each 
year and record numbers were being deported, even though the absolute 
number of immigrants had declined.

As the war on immigrants escalated, so too did profit-making oppor-
tunities opened up by the war. It was revealed in 2017 that some 60,000 
immigrants held in Geo Group detention centers were being coerced 
into performing all sorts of labor to upkeep the company’s facilities in 
exchange for $1 a day in pay. By relying on the free work of the detain-
ees, charged a lawsuit filed against the company, Geo Group maintained 
an entire facility in Colorado with just one janitor on the payroll.108 The 
government’s Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE) agency also 
turned to privatizing flights deporting immigrants. One of several compa-
nies contracted by ICE, CSI Aviation, received more than $300 million in 
contracts to provide ICE with air passenger service in the three years from 
2014 to 2016. A government report found that ICE was often paying for 
charter flights that were mostly empty. Not just detention and deportation, 
but everything in between, from food, phone systems, and other services 
provided to the detention facilities, are contracted out to private compa-
nies. This includes government contracts to private companies for GPS 
ankle monitors placed on detainees released on bond, even though the 
detainees must themselves pay hundreds of dollars a month to wear the 
monitors.109

As we have seen, digitalization opens up new technological possibilities 
for developing and deploying the global police state. The tech sector in the 
United States has become heavily involved in the war on immigrants as 
Silicon Valley plays an increasingly central role in the expansion and accel-
eration of arrests, detentions, and deportations. As their profits rise from 
participation in this war, leading tech companies have in turn pushed for 
an expansion of incarceration and deportation of immigrants and lobbied 
the state to expedite the use of its social control and surveillance technolo-
gies in anti-immigrant campaigns. According to one report:

Immigrant communities and overpoliced communities now face 
unprecedented levels of surveillance, detention, and deportation. Tech 
innovation and infrastructure makes this possible, allowing immi-
gration enforcement to rely on policing through huge databases, 
computer programs, tech employees analyzing big data, and shareable 
cloud-based storage. These systems accumulate unprecedented amounts 
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of personal and private information and enable the rapid expansion of 
information-sharing capabilities among city, state, and regional law 
enforcement agencies, as well as some foreign governments, for the 
purpose of finding, deporting, and detaining immigrants. Immigra-
tion enforcement and detention is now big business for Silicon Valley. 
ICE [Immigration and Customs Enforcement], DHS [Department of 
Homeland Security], and many other law enforcement agencies spend 
billions of taxpayer dollars on procuring and maintaining these new 
systems. Currently, about 10 percent of the DHS $44 billion budget 
is dedicated to data management. A handful of huge corporations, like 
Amazon Web Services and Palantir, have built a “revolving door” to 
develop and entrench Silicon Valley’s role in fueling the incarceration 
and deportation regime.110

Two tech giants, Amazon and Palantir, have developed advanced bio-
metric identification, data collection, and tracking systems for ICE 
and other government agencies through its cloud computing, what the 
report calls the “cloud industrial complex.” Amazon and other tech and 
military-industrial companies, among them Adobe, IBM, Oracle, Sales-
force, Lockheed Martin, Symantec, Raytheon (which by way of example 
is involved in supplying “border security” in more than 24 countries across 
Europe, the Middle East, Asia, and the Americas111), and Zoom, lobbied 
the government and spent thousands of dollars in contribution to congres-
sional election campaigns for approval of the federal government’s $20 
billion “Cloud First” program, which has involved, among other aspects, 
the migration to Amazon’s cloud computing of the entire DHS and ICE 
data portfolio. Following the lead of the giant tech companies, hundreds 
of small to mid-sized corporations compete to build information-sharing 
platform and software programs for advanced data collection and biomet-
ric tracking systems for DHS and ICE, while transnational tech companies 
based abroad have also been contracted, among them the French-based 
IDEMIA and Tokyo-based NEC Corporation. And lest we forgot, all 
these companies are publicly traded on global stock markets, so that any 
investors in these companies from around the world develop a stake in the 
war on immigrants in the United States.

In Europe, meanwhile, the refugee crisis and European Union’s program 
to “secure borders” has provided a bonanza to military and security com-
panies providing equipment to border military forces, surveillance systems, 
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and IT infrastructure. As in the United States, these companies, far from 
passive beneficiaries of the crisis, have been behind the push to expand 
so-called “securitization.” In 2007, the leading companies from Europe’s 
military-industrial-security complex established the European Organiza-
tion for Security to lobby governments to militarize borders and implement 
sweeping securitization programs. At the same time as these companies 
were benefitting from the multibillion-dollar border security contracts in 
Europe, they were granted licenses by EU member states to sell from 2005 
to 2014 nearly $100 billion in arms to Middle East and North Africa 
(MENA) countries. The MENA regimes used the spike in arms sales to 
crack down on popular uprisings during the 2011 Arab Spring and to fuel 
armed conflicts.

War, state repression, and economic collapse drove millions of people 
from MENA to flee as refugees to safer locations in Europe in the wake of 
the Arab Spring. In turn, the refugee crisis—sensationalized by the corpo-
rate media and the European Right—proved a blessing for the corporate 
war complex. The budget for the EU border security agency, Frontex, 
increased a whopping 3,688 percent between 2005 and 2016, while the 
European border security market was expected to nearly double, from 
some $18 billion in 2015 to approximately $34 billion in 2022. Major 
transnational corporations that have both pushed for and profited from the 
securitization campaign include, among others, military supply, aerospace 
and technology conglomerates Airbus, Finmeccanica, Thales, and Safran, 
as well as the technology giant Indra Systems—all companies publicly 
traded on global stock markets. By the end of the second decade of the 
century, Europe’s borders increasingly resembled those of the U.S.-Mexico 
border, with concrete walls, virtual walls, military patrols, monitoring 
and sniper towers, cameras, land radars and wireless telecommunication 
infrared surveillance, drones, carbon-dioxide probes, biometric identifica-
tion systems, and immigration databases. “Collectively the evidence shows 
a growing convergence of interests between Europe’s political leaders 
seeking to militarize the borders and its major defense and security con-
tractors who provide the services,” warned a 2016 report issued by the 
Amsterdam-based Transnational Institute. “Today we have an even more 
powerful military-industrial-security complex, using technologies that 
point outwards and inwards, that right now are targeted at some of the 
most vulnerable desperate people on our planet.”112
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Social Cleansing and Militarized Accumulation Around the World‡

Few developments in recent decades have been so functional to the global 
capitalist assault on the working and oppressed peoples of the Americas—
and so illustrative of accumulation by repression—than the so-called “war 
on drugs.” Journalists and academics exposed in the 1990s how the CIA 
shuttled arms to the Nicaraguan contras and other right-wing paramili-
tary groups in Central America and the Andes and brought back drugs 
to distribute in inner-city, largely African American, neighborhoods in 
the United States.113 Michelle Alexander’s 2012 bestseller, The New Jim 
Crow, exposed how the farcical war on drugs in the United States has 
been a mechanism for the mass incarceration of surplus African Ameri-
cans, Latino and poor white labor.114 Beyond the United States, dominant 
accounts portray the drug wars as a heroic struggle by the U.S., Mexican, 
and other governments in the Americas against depraved mafia cartels 
and criminal gangs, typically mystifying and sensationalizing the havoc 
as “senseless violence.” Yet these same military and police are often deeply 
entrenched in drug trafficking.

Indeed, the war on drugs forms a bridge between the formal and 
informal, including criminal, economies of global capitalism. Capitalism 
has always been Janus faced—the flip side to its above-board “legal” and 
“legitimate” activities is the black or underground economy that is “illicit” 
and “illegitimate.” These two faces are functionally integrated, from the 
key illegal activities that the U.S. mafia has performed for corporations 
throughout the twentieth century, to the international drug trafficking 
in Indochina that helped finance U.S. counterinsurgency and build a 
base for that region’s integration into emergent globalized capitalism.115 
Gilber, among others, has shown how the U.S.-organized war on drugs 
in the Americas is not about ending the drug trade but about slicing up 
the spoils of this trade among underground cartels and military, economic 
and political elites. He shows, moreover, how the illicit trade is central to 
the predatory global banking system, into whose coffers tens of billions 
of drug profits are deposited and re-circulated to the financial networks 
of the global economy.116 It is estimated that worldwide global drug trade 
was worth $435 billion in 2013,117 and that much of this is re-circulated 

‡ This section is not intended as a comprehensive account of social cleansing and 
militarized accumulation. That would take up multiple volumes. It is intended to 
highlight a few examples of how the global police state is deployed around the world 
in the intersection of its two dimensions: social control and militarized accumulation.
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in the global financial system, constituting a critical intravenous for the 
anemic global economy. In this sense, the violent drug trade is itself a 
method of global capital accumulation that is militarized.118 But it is much 
more. The drug wars constitute the axis around which the vast program of 
militarized accumulation and capitalist globalization revolves in Mexico, 
Colombia, and elsewhere in the Western Hemisphere, a multi-pronged 
instrument of the TCC for primitive accumulation that links the transna-
tional military-industrial-security complex with neo-liberal reform, social 
cleansing of the poor, and repression of social movements.119 “The war on 
drugs is a long-term fix to capitalism’s woes,” observes journalist Dawn 
Paley, “combining terror with policymaking in a seasoned neoliberal mix, 
cracking open social worlds and territories once unavailable to globalized 
capitalism.”120

The United States invested from the late 1990s and on several tens of 
billions of dollars in the “war on drugs” in Latin America. These investments 
open up opportunities for accumulation at multiple levels. Military and 
police operations in the name of combating drug trafficking have resulted 
in Colombia, Central America, and Mexico in the mass displacement of 
local peasant, indigenous, Afro-descendant, and other communities in the 
countryside whose lands are then appropriated by local landowners and 
transnational capitalists. “Forcing out populations as a war strategy aims 
at impeding collective action, damaging social networks, intimidating 
and controlling the civilian population,” notes Paley. “By moving people 
off the lands, new territories are opened up for these so-called frontier 
investments.”121 The operations in turn generate a steady supply of labor 
for agro-industrial, mining, and other extractive operations that have 
expanded in the region through capitalist globalization.122 They provide a 
smokescreen for the repression of social movements and, especially in the 
case of Colombia, for counterinsurgency. And much of the monies end up 
in the coffers of transnational corporations. For instance, the U.S. govern-
ment allocated $2.5 billion from 2008 to 2015 to the Merida Initiative, a 
program for assistance to the Mexican military allegedly to combat drug 
trafficking. Yet as one researcher pointed out, most of this money “does not 
even cross the border.” Instead, it went directly from U.S. state coffers into 
the accounts of Texas-based Fairchild Aircraft that makes the radar planes 
flown by the Mexican Air Force, of Connecticut company Sikorsky, which 
makes the Blackhawk helicopters used by the Mexican Army, and to the 
California headquarters of General Atomics that makes the drones used to 
surveil the U.S.-Mexico border.123
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Latin American is becoming a cauldron of state and private violence 
fused together for the purpose of repressing political revolt and opening up 
the continent to further corporate plunder. The region holds up a mirror 
to where the rest of the world is headed; it is emblematic of the global 
police state. Reflecting the resurgence around the world of far-right and 
neo-fascist forces (see next chapter), Latin America in recent years has 
seen a return to power of far-right repressive and authoritarian regimes, 
starting with the 2009 coup d’état in Honduras, followed by the 2016 “par-
liamentary coup” in Brazil against the governing Workers Party, as well as 
an escalation of repression throughout the region and a mobilization of 
far-right parties and business groups. “The current dictatorships present a 
civil image of respect for constitutional precepts, holding regular elections 
with the participation of political parties and other features of demo-
cratic regimes,” notes Beinstein. “Political prisoners are almost always 
brought before judges who issue arbitrary verdicts but with an appearance 
of legality, the assassination of opposition figures go unreported by the 
corporate media, and state repression of political dissent is often blended 
with police violence against the poor, against popular protests, and against 
common delinquency.”124

Central to this far-right turn in the region has been a racist, authoritar-
ian, and militaristic retrenchment to consolidate and expand transnational 
corporate power.125 In Mexico and Argentina, for instance, constitutions 
have been amended to allow the armed forces to carry out police functions, 
while U.S. special operations forces training missions tripled between 2007 
and 2014.126 According to “Security for Sale,” a 2018 report by the Wash-
ington, D.C.-based Inter-American Dialogue, in 2017 over 16,000 private 
military and security companies in Latin America employed some 2.4 
million people and often collaborated with state forces in repressing social 
movements. The lines between current and retired military and police per-
sonnel and these private companies are blurred, involving “an interwoven 
network of current military, former military, private security, business elites 
and government officials.” In Mexico alone, the private security industry 
grew 180 percent from 2012 to 2018 and was worth $1.5 billion that year. 
In Brazil, the industry earns an astounding $14 billion annually.127

Latin American militaries have rapidly expanded in recent years in 
lockstep with a vast new round of transnational corporate penetration and 
appropriation of the region’s abundant natural resources and labor supply. 
The Central American militaries grew by 20 percent since the 1990s. 
The Brazilian, Bolivian, Mexican, and Venezuelan militaries doubled in 



militarized accumulation and accumulation by repression

105

size during this time, and Colombia’s military quadrupled. The rest of 
the region’s militaries have grown in size by an average of 35 percent.128 
Militaries have been deployed to the region’s megacities and often work 
alongside shadowy death squads in social cleansing and the repression of 
organized dissent.129 There is a close overlap between transnational cor-
porate plunder of the region’s resources, states’ deployment of military 
and police forces, paramilitarization, and the expansion of private security 
firms. These public and private forces are deployed both to open up the 
region’s resources to the TCC and to provide security directly for trans-
national corporations. In Ecuador, for instance, the government deployed 
the military to evict the Indigenous Shuar and turn over their ancestral 
lands to a Chinese mining company. “Rather than calling in the military 
when situations get out of control, [states] have tasked the military with 
regularly monitoring and protecting important infrastructure and assets,” 
note Kyle and Reiter. “Bolivia uses its military to protect natural gas pipe-
lines, and in neighboring Peru, the government declared the country’s only 
oil pipeline a ‘strategic asset’ and now tasks the military with protecting it 
from vandals.”130 

At the same time, some of the biggest customers for private security 
are these same extractive industries, natural resource projects, and agri-
businesses. “From Mexico to Chile, companies and corporations in search 
of gold, water, oil, coal, gas, iron, timber and other lucrative exports hire 
armed guards to protect their investments,” noted the Inter-American 
Dialogue report. Often there are

… local populations protesting these activities, and at times they have 
been met with violence. Lack of political will to hold companies and 
their contracted security providers to account has led to multiple cases 
in which private security personnel have clashed with local populations 
and activists, resulting in killings that remain in impunity. There is often 
a close-knit network between business, private security, the military 
and the government. This network often offers protection to the elite 
when tensions rise between environmental activists and local popula-
tions and landholders and business owners … All over the region, in 
Brazil, Mexico, Peru, Guatemala, Colombia and elsewhere, traffickers, 
gangs, security forces, militias and private security firms—the lines 
between which often blur—have been found to kill, assault and threaten 
indigenous rights defenders and environmental activists. After Brazil, 
Colombia is the second-deadliest place for environmental defenders, 
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registering 95 deaths between 2015 and 2017. Along with criminal 
groups, the private security sector and the military have been implicated 
in these killings.131

It seems little has changed since the fifteenth- and sixteenth-century 
Conquest. The TCC is the new Conquistador.

Israel, meanwhile, perhaps more than any other country in the world 
exhibits an entire economy and political-colonial system predicated on mil-
itarized accumulation. It tops the list of countries most involved in intense 
international conflicts of the last two hundred years.132 The country is at 
the very heart of the global police state, listed by the Global Militarization 
Index as “the most militarized nation in the world.”133 In the 1980s and 
1990s, Israel moved from a traditional economy based largely on agricul-
ture and national industry to a war and high-tech economy, as Tel Aviv and 
Haifa became Middle Eastern outposts of Silicon Valley. Israel has more 
technology stocks listed on the NASDAQ Exchange—many of them 
security related—than any other foreign country. The attacks of September 
11, 2001 then allowed Israel to accelerate the development of, and export 
around the world, a so-called “homeland security industry.” Israel has been 
exporting arms around the world almost since its inception in 1948.134 
The Israeli economy feeds off local, regional and global violence, conflict, 
and inequalities. But in the wake of 9/11, it carved out a unique niche as a 
provider worldwide of weapons sub-systems, technologies, and training for 
the global homeland security industry that have “dual use” applicability to 
both military and civilian markets, doing arms and security business with 
some 130 countries. The 400 public and private military firms, many of 
them publicly traded, sold some $30 billion worldwide in arms from 2000 
to 2007. To this must be added the homeland security, intelligence, and 
policing exports of these military firms and several hundred other firms 
selling domestic security goods, technologies, and services. The country 
has 200 cybersecurity companies and is now the number two worldwide 
exporter of cyber products and services.135 

The secret to securing this niche, notes Israeli researcher Jeff Halper, 
is the use of Occupied Palestinian Territory as a laboratory for testing 
these weapons, security, and intelligence systems and technologies so that 
they can be marketed globally as “combat tested.” Its largest corporations 
sponsor war and conflict: “The Occupation represents a resource for Israel 
in two senses: economically it provided a testing ground for the devel-
opment of weapons, security systems, models of population control and 
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tactics without which Israel would be unable to compete in the interna-
tional arms and security markets.”136 Halper goes on to provide in chilling 
detail how the full panoply of weapons systems, and surveillance and intel-
ligence technologies it has developed have been broadly deployed against 
Palestinians in the Occupied Territories:

The Occupied Palestinian Territory has been transformed into probably 
the most monitored, controlled and militarized place on earth. It epit-
omizes the dream of every general, security expert and police officer to 
be able to exercise total biopolitical control. In a situation where the 
local population enjoys no effective legal protections or privacy, they and 
their lands become a laboratory where the latest technologies of sur-
veillance, control and suppression are perfected and showcased, giving 
Israel an edge in the highly competitive global market. Labels such as 
“Combat Proven,” “Tested in Gaza,” and “Approved by the IDF [Israeli 
Defenses Force]” on Israeli or foreign products greatly improves their 
marketability.137

These methods of control and repression fine tuned against the Pales-
tinians have been exported by Israel to racist police in U.S. inner cities, 
Brazilian security forces that patrol the impoverished residents of the Rio 
favelas, Colombian and Guatemalan military and paramilitary forces in 
their battles against social movements, Central Asian intelligence officers 
monitoring human rights activists and journalists, Chinese Army agents 
developing domestic systems of social control, and corporate clients and 
repressive states and police agencies the world over.138

In China, there has been a rapid build-up of special operations forces 
aimed at internal social control in the face of a massive upsurge of workers’ 
struggles and social protests (indeed, many see China as the emerging epi-
center of global labor struggles).139 The Chinese government spent more in 
2011 ($111 billion) on internal security than on defense ($106 billion).140 
Alongside the growth of its military-industrial complex, high-tech systems 
of internal security and control are expanding rapidly in the country in the 
face of unrest generated by rising unemployment, sharp social polarization 
and escalating inequalities, economic insecurity, intensified exploitation, 
and declining health and education conditions. As the Chinese state 
attempts to head off political instability, Chinese citizens may be on the 
way to becoming the most surveilled population in the world. In 2016, 
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China had 176 million surveillance cameras in operation and this figure 
was expected to more than triple to reach 626 million by 2020.141

Contrary to the assumption that the state exercises exclusive authority 
over these developing systems of internal social control and mass surveil-
lance, the internal security program involves the participation of private 
surveillance and other companies, such as, for instance, the collaboration 
of these companies with police departments to implement facial and gait 
recognition technologies to detect alleged criminals along with labor 
leaders and political dissenters in real time as they move through public 
spaces. The facial recognition project was launched in 2015 with the par-
ticipation of various private technology and security companies, with the 
goal of having a database in place that can identify any of the country’s 
1.4 billion citizens within seconds.142 This program for facial recognition 
surveillance is the fastest growing in the world, with a market worth $6.4 
billion in 2017, compared to the U.S. market worth $2.9 billion that year, 
and was expected to grow by over 12 percent through to 2021.143 The 
leading private Chinese-based company involved, Hangzhou Hikvision 
Digital Technology, already controls some 20 percent of the world market 
in CCTV cameras and video surveillance equipment and has been con-
tracted by the U.S. Army and by the Memphis Police Department, among 
other clients.144 Hikvision and another leading Chinese surveillance firm, 
Dahua, are both listed on the Shenzhen stock exchange. The global finan-
cial conglomerates UBS and J.P. Morgan are among the Hikvision’s top 
ten shareholders (the Chinese government is a minority shareholder).145

Chinese surveillance technology is also being applied to a “social credit 
system” that the government plans to develop nationwide, a vast behavioral 
control system that ranks citizens based on their behavior and doles out 
rewards and punishments depending on scores. The all-intrusive systems 
being developed include holding people criminally liable for content 
posted in any group chat they initiate on messaging apps. Citizens are 
required by law to download apps that allow the government to monitor 
their cell-phone photos and videos. If someone makes political posts 
online without a permit or questions the government’s official narrative 
on current events, your score decreases. Companies participating in the 
surveillance program include the global publicly traded tech conglomer-
ates Alibaba and Tencent as well as a host of smaller companies, including 
SenseTime, Megvii, LLVision Technology, and Intellifusion, among 
others. The state’s central system, known as the “Integrated Joint Opera-
tions Platform,” draws on artificial intelligence, data mining and storage, 
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and algorithm surveillance to aggregate data, analyze people’s profiles, and 
predict who may pose a threat to the state.146 Other Chinese-based and 
transnational corporations are rapidly expanding into the Chinese internal 
security market. In 2019, for instance, a spinoff from Blackwater, Frontier 
Services Group (FSG), struck a deal with the Chinese government to 
build a training facility for the program against the Uygur ethnic minority 
in the western province of Xinjiang. The Chinese state-owned conglomer-
ate, Citic Group, owns a quarter of the stock of FSG, which is listed in the 
Hong Kong stock exchange.147

As I discussed above and in earlier chapters, several factions of 
capital have become heavily invested in the global police state and are 
linked together through the circuits of transnational finance capital and 
the application of new digital technologies. The financial sector, the 
military-industrial-security complex and the extractive industries are par-
ticularly dependent on a global police state and are in turn interwoven with 
high-tech or digital capital. The extractive and energy complexes must 
dislodge communities and appropriate their resources, which make them 
most prone to supporting or even promoting repressive and neo-fascist 
political arrangements through the global police state. Capital accumula-
tion in the military-industrial-security complex depends on never-ending 
wars and on systems of repression. Financial accumulation requires ever 
greater austerity that is difficult, if not impossible, to impose through con-
sensual mechanisms.

How these three sectors of capital came together in the United States 
with state and paramilitary forces was abundantly demonstrated in 2016 
in a military-style counterinsurgency against indigenous activists and 
their allies who were peacefully protesting the construction of the Dakota 
Access Pipeline in lands near their Standing Rock Sioux reservation in 
North Dakota. Bankrolled by a consortium of banks that included Wells 
Fargo and Bank of America, the private Fortune 500 oil and gas company 
building the pipeline, Energy Transfer Partners, hired a mercenary and 
security firm known as TigerSwan, that originated as a Pentagon and 
State Department contractor for the Middle East wars. TigerSwan was 
charged with organizing a counterinsurgency campaign against the pro-
testers in coordination with the company and with local, state, and federal 
law enforcement agencies, including National Guard troops. “Aggressive 
intelligence preparation of the battlefield and active coordination between 
intelligence and security elements are now a proven method of defeat-
ing pipeline insurgents,” stated TigerSwan, in calling the anti-pipeline 
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protesters “jihadist fighters” and the protest area a “battlefield.” The “less 
than lethal” arsenal unleashed by the public-private counterinsurgency 
apparatus included rubber bullets, bean bag pellets, LRAD sound devices, 
water cannons, attack dogs, predator drones, metadata imaging, counter-
intelligence, and psyops.148 In the wake of Standing Rock, 56 bills were 
introduced in 30 states to restrict such protests.149

While the Standing Rock ordeal is a chilling case study in paramili-
tarization of the global police state, such operations carried out against 
social justice movements are now routine around the world.150 A report by 
Lloyd’s of London, a global insurance and financial conglomerate, warns that 
“instances of political violence contagion are becoming more frequent” and 
headed towards what it terms “PV [political violence] pandemics.” It iden-
tifies so-called “super-strains” of PV as “anti-imperialist,” “independence 
movements,” social movements calling for the removal of an “occupying 
force,” “mass pro-reform protests against national government[s],” and 
“armed insurrection” inspired by “Marxism” and “Islamism.”151 This “PV” 
is big business. According to the 2016 report, Global Riot Control System 
Market, 2016–2020, prepared by a global business intelligence firm whose 
clients include Fortune 500 companies, in the next few years there will 
be a multi-billion-dollar boom in the worldwide market for “riot control 
systems.” The report forecast a dramatic rise in civil unrest around the 
world, driven by an increase in Standing Rock and Ferguson-style inci-
dents. “Protests, riots, and demonstrations are major issues faced by the 
law enforcement agencies across the world,” stated the report. “In addition 
the increase in incidents of civil wars in countries such as Syria, Iraq, 
Lebanon, and Egypt along with an increase in the global defense budget 
will generate demand for riot control systems.” It predicted that coun-
tries in the Asia-Pacific region would experience the highest growth in 
the demand for “riot contagion” services and equipment. The escalating 
demand for “specialized equipment” is being driven by “the rise of urban 
warfare,” stated the report, citing the 2014 Umbrella Revolution in Hong 
Kong, “which witnessed 100,000 protesters blocking the roads [and] led 
law enforcement agencies to adopt militarization” (it should be noted that 
the Hong Kong protesters were entirely peaceful).152

In sum, absent a change of course forced on the system by mass mobiliza-
tion and popular struggle from below, mounting crisis will push militarized 
accumulation and accumulation by repression into more and more spaces 
in the global economy and society. The more the global economy comes 
to depend on this militarization and conflict, the greater the drive to war 
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and the higher the stakes for humanity. There is a built-in war drive to the 
current course of capitalist globalization. Historically, wars have pulled the 
capitalist system out of crisis while they have also served to deflect atten-
tion from political tensions and problems of legitimacy. The breakdown 
of hegemony points to the political dimensions of global capitalist crisis. 
We now turn to responses from above and from below to this crisis of 
hegemony and to possible alternative futures.
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4
The Battle for the Future

The future cannot be a continuation of the past and there are signs, both 
externally, and, as it were, internally, that we have reached a point of 
historic crisis. The structures of human societies themselves, including 
even some of the social foundations of the capitalist economy, are on the 
point of being destroyed by the erosion of what we have inherited from 
the human past. Our world risks both explosion and implosion. It must 
change … If humanity is to have a recognizable future, it cannot be by 
prolonging the past or the present. If we try to build the third millen-
nium on that basis, we shall fail. And the price of failure, that is to say, 
the alternative to a changed society, is darkness.

Eric Hobsbawm1

It’s a Class Struggle Goddammit!
Fred Hampton, Chicago leader of the Black Panther Party

If I had an hour to solve a problem I’d spend 55 minutes thinking about 
the problem and five minutes thinking about solutions.

Albert Einstein

We have explored in the previous chapters two of the three interrelated 
developments to which the global police state refers: the omnipresent 
systems of mass control and repression to contain the real and potential 
rebellion of the global working class and surplus humanity, and militarized 
accumulation as a strategy for unloading surplus accumulated capital. We 
now turn to the third development, the increasing move towards political 
systems that can be characterized as twenty-first-century fascism, or even 
in a broader sense, as totalitarian.2 It is the increasing breakdown of capi-
talist hegemony that has prompted the TCC to impose ever more coercive 
and repressive forms of rule. Escalating inequalities and the inability of 
global capitalism to assure the survival of billions of people throw states 
into crises of legitimacy. The system may be approaching a general crisis 
of capitalist rule.
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“The modern crisis … is related to what is called the ‘crisis of authority.’ 
If the ruling class has lost its consensus, i.e., is no longer ‘leading’ but only 
‘dominant,’ exercising coercive force alone, this means precisely that the 
great masses have become detached from their traditional ideologies, and 
no longer believe what they used to believe previously, etc.,” wrote great 
Italian political thinker and socialist revolutionary, Antonio Gramsci, in 
what is perhaps the single most cited passage of his writings. “The crisis 
consists precisely in the fact that the old way is dying and the new cannot 
be born; in this interregnum a great variety of morbid symptoms appear.”3 
He wrote this passage to describe the crisis of early twentieth-century cap-
italism in Europe, at a time when fascism had taken power in his own 
country. There can be little doubt that we are again in such a interregnum 
as the battle for the future shapes up. We have entered a fluid period of 
great uncertainly that opens up the dangers of neo-fascism, war, and eco-
logical collapse, but also new possibilities for emancipatory projects.

The increasing influence around the world of neo-fascist, authoritarian, 
and rightwing populist parties and movements, symbolized above all by 
Trumpism in the United States, has sparked a flurry of debate on whether 
fascism is again on the rise.4 There are no countries in the world that at 
the time of writing in mid-2019 have plunged into fascism. Nonetheless, 
the crisis has resulted in a sharp polarization between insurgent left and 
popular forces, on the one hand, and an insurgent far Right, on the other, at 
whose fringe are openly fascist tendencies. A project of twenty-first-century 
fascism is on the ascent in the civil societies of many countries around 
the world. The project has made significant advances in recent years in its 
competition to win state power, and in some cases, it has gained a foothold 
in the capitalist state. But a fascist outcome to the crisis of global capital-
ism is not inevitable. Whether or not a fascist project manages to congeal 
is entirely contingent on how the struggle among social and political forces 
unfolds in the coming years. If historically grounded and theoretically 
informed analysis helps to call out the danger that far-right insurgencies 
may develop into outright fascism, then this analysis becomes part of the 
political and ideological struggle to prevent such an outcome. We start 
with a theoretical excursion that draws on Gramsci’s theory of hegemony.

Global Police State and Twenty-First-Century Fascism5

Fascism, whether in its classical twentieth-century form or possible variants 
of twenty-first-century neo-fascism, is a particular response to capitalist 
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crisis. Trumpism in the United States, Brexit in the United Kingdom, 
the increasing influence of neo-fascist and authoritarian parties and 
movements throughout Europe (including Poland, Germany, Hungary, 
Austria, Italy, Holland, Spain, the UK, Denmark, France, Belgium, and 
Greece)6 and around the world, such as in Israel, Turkey, Colombia, the 
Philippines, Brazil, and India, as distinct as they may be from one another, 
have in common that they represent far-right responses to the crisis of 
global capitalist hegemony.

For Gramsci, hegemony refers to a particular relation of social dom-
ination in which subordinate groups lend their “active consent” to the 
system of domination. Projects of hegemony involve not merely rule but 
political and ideological leadership of the dominant groups based on a 
set of class alliances and political blocs they have constructed. Hegemony 
must be constantly reconstructed because the possibility of hegemonic or 
consensual domination rests not just on the dominant groups achieving 
their political and ideological leadership but also on material founda-
tions. This is to say that the ruling groups must also provide some sort of 
material (economic) “payoff ” to significant sectors among the subordinate 
groups to allow for these sectors’ social reproduction and stability—that 
is, for their well-being. No would-be ruling class can exercise hegemony 
without developing diverse mechanisms of legitimation and securing a 
social base—a combination of the consensual integration through material 
reward for some and the coercive exclusion of others that the system is 
unwilling or unable to co-opt. The point to underscore here is that the 
exclusion of billions even as globalization draws all into the new order, 
and the socioeconomic destabilization of many of those that had achieved 
some level of stability in the earlier eras, especially in the rich core coun-
tries of world capitalism, is now making it increasingly difficult for the 
ruling groups to reproduce the hegemony of the system.

Let us deepen this line of analysis, as it is crucial to understanding the 
rise of twenty-first-century fascism and a global police state. Gramsci 
argues that a class or class fraction achieves hegemony to the extent that 
it is able to present its own interests as the general interest of society, and 
insofar as “the interests of the dominant group prevail, but only up to a 
certain point, i.e., stopping short of narrowly corporate economic interests.”7 
What Gramsci means by this is that if the capitalist classes and their polit-
ical agents in the state want to establish hegemony, they must at some point 
make concessions and reach compromises with subordinate groups that in 
some way prioritizes securing the overall stability of capitalist rule over 
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the immediate aim of maximizing profits. Emergent transnational elites 
set about in the 1980s and 1990s to establish hegemony in global society 
by constructing a global capitalist historic bloc. What Gramsci means 
by an historic bloc is a “social ensemble” or a coalition that draws in the 
dominant strata and also establishes a social base beyond the ruling group. 
To be successful in constructing this historic bloc, the ruling group must 
be able to present its class project as in the general interest and gain the 
consent of those brought into the bloc through a combination of material 
reward (that is, some “payoff ” to the subordinate social base) and ideologi-
cal leadership. If all this seems excessively abstract, we will see momentarily 
how it helps us understand the turn to a global police state and the threat 
of twenty-first-century fascism.

It appeared for a time in the 1990s that transnational elites would be 
able to establish this historic bloc. The political and cultural agents of the 
TCC operating through transnational state institutions, the mass media, 
and the culture industries held up the globalization boom of the late twen-
tieth century, coming as it did in the wake of the collapse of a socialist 
alternative and Third World revolutionary projects, as proof that global 
capitalism was the only alternative for the world, and one that would usher 
in a new age of prosperity and opportunity. But efforts to cement the bloc 
proved elusive. As the TCC went global, it turned to naked pursuit of 
its own corporate interests, unrestrained from national regulatory control 
and seemingly impervious to mass pressure from below. It could no longer 
even pretend to represent a “general interest,” much less assure the social 
reproduction of enough among the global working and popular classes to 
secure its hegemony as global capitalism became ever more predatory, a 
veritable gangster capitalism. Under these conditions, coercive domination 
and violent exclusion came to prevail over consensual incorporation. By 
the turn of the century, counter-hegemonic forces spread and developed 
into a transnational movement against the depredations of neo-liberalism 
and for global justice, followed in the wake of the 2008 financial collapse 
by a global revolt that continues to this day.

When a crisis of political authority or hegemony does not find an 
organic solution, “it means that a static equilibrium exists (whose factors 
may be disparate, but in which the decisive one is the immaturity of the 
progressive forces),” wrote Gramsci. “It means that no group, neither the 
conservatives nor the progressives, has the strength for victory, and that 
even the conservative group needs a master.”8 In these moments, notes 
Gramsci, “the crisis creates situations which are dangerous in the short 
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run since the various strata of the population are not all capable of orient-
ing themselves equally swiftly, or of reorganizing with the same rhythm.”9 
Gramsci was writing in reference to the rise of fascism in Europe in the 
1920s and 1930s. But his analysis goes far in identifying the current con-
juncture, that of a sharp political polarization between left/progressive and 
far-right responses to the crisis (and indeed the “immaturity of the pro-
gressive forces”). Neither left nor far-right forces have been able to gain the 
upper hand as global capitalist hegemony breaks down.

The class character of fascism remains the same in the twenty-first 
century as it was in the twentieth—a project to rescue capital from this 
organic crisis—but the particular historical character of world capitalism 
and of its crisis is substantially different at this time than in the previous 
century. As I discussed in Chapter 1, the transnationalization of the leading 
capitalist sectors around the world takes place within the political frame-
work of a nation-state-based system of political authority. This disjuncture 
generates a set of political and ideological contradictions that the system 
has been unable to manage and that helps us to understand the specter 
of twenty-first-century fascism. What, then, does twenty-first-century 
fascism share with its twentieth-century predecessor and what is distinct? 
Above all, fascism in the twentieth century involved the fusion of reac-
tionary political power with national capital. It was, in part, the inability of 
German and Italian national capital to out-compete the national capitals 
of other European powers in the imperialist conquests of the turn of the 
nineteenth century and following the German defeat in World War I that 
led to a fascist response in the 1930s once the crisis hit full force. In dis-
tinction, twenty-first-century fascism involves the fusion of transnational 
capital with reactionary and repressive political power—an expression of 
the dictatorship of the TCC.

In addition, the fascist projects that came to power in the 1930s in 
Germany, Italy, and Spain, as well as those that vied unsuccessfully to 
win power in many European countries,10 in the United States, and in 
some South American countries, had as a fundamental objective crushing 
powerful working-class and socialist movements. But in the United 
States, Europe, and elsewhere, the revolutionary Left and the orga-
nized working class are now at a historically weak point. In these cases, 
twenty-first-century fascism appears to be a preemptive strike at working 
classes and at the spread of mass resistance through the expansion of a 
global police state. The Fourth Industrial Revolution promises to increase 
the ranks of surplus humanity and also impose greater competitive pres-
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sures on the TCC, as we have seen, thus heightening its need to impose 
more oppressive and authoritarian forms of labor discipline on the global 
working class. Equally as important, dominant groups face the challenge of 
how to contain both the real and potential rebellion of surplus humanity. 
In the face of this challenge, capitalist states have appeared to abandon 
efforts to secure legitimacy among this surplus population and instead 
have turned to criminalizing the poor and the dispossessed, with tenden-
cies towards genocide in some cases.

The Social Bases of Twenty-First-Century Fascism

Twentieth-century fascism took root in an earlier stage of capitalist devel-
opment, when the middle classes and the petty-bourgeoisie that represented 
a significant portion of the population were experiencing a destabilization 
of their status and the threat of downward mobility into the ranks of the 
proletariat. Fascist movements offered the ruling groups the ability to suc-
cessfully compete with mass working-class parties for the allegiance of the 
middle classes and the petty-bourgeoisie, although these movements did 
recruit among the working class as well. These strata came to be seen as 
the core social base of the fascist movements—instruments in the hands 
of national capitalist classes attempting to resolve the crisis of capitalism.11 
The middle classes and the petty-bourgeoisie are strata that own their own 
means of livelihood and therefore do not have to sell their labor to capital, 
among them, small shopkeepers and businesspeople, independent artisans 
and professionals, family farmers, and other small commodity producers. 
These strata were reduced to small pockets in the cores of world capitalism 
as proletarianization accelerated in the latter half of the twentieth century 
and especially in the age of globalization. While analysis of the petty bour-
geoisie remains important in assessing current political processes, this class 
is not numerous enough to form a critical mass that could provide a viable 
social base for twenty-first-century fascism to triumph.

Today that role is played in the cores of world capitalism by certain sectors 
of the working class. Twenty-first-century fascist projects seek to organize 
a mass base among historically privileged sectors of the global working 
class, such as white workers in the Global North and urban middle layers 
in the Global South, that are experiencing heightened insecurity and the 
specter of downward mobility and socioeconomic destabilization. As with 
its twentieth-century predecessor, the project hinges on the psychosocial 
mechanism of displacing mass fear and anxiety at a time of acute capitalist 
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crisis towards scapegoated communities, such as immigrants, Muslims and 
refugees in the United States and Europe, southern African immigrants in 
South Africa, Muslims and lower castes in India, Palestinians in Palestine/
Israel, or the darker-skinned and disproportionately impoverished popu-
lation in Brazil. Far-right forces do so through a discursive repertoire of 
xenophobia, mystifying ideologies that involve race/culture supremacy, an 
idealized and mythical past, millennialism, a militaristic and masculinist 
culture that normalizes, even glamorizes war, social violence, and domina-
tion, and a contempt rather than empathy for those most vulnerable. The 
key to this neo-fascist appeal is the promise to avert or reverse downward 
mobility and social destabilization; to restore some sense of stability and 
security.

This discursive repertoire of twenty-first-century fascism, of course, 
shares many features with classical twentieth-century fascism, including 
what Umberto Eco characterized as a “cult of tradition,” “fear of diversity,” 
a besiege mentality, a sense of deprivation of a clear social identity, “selec-
tive populism,” and Orwellian “Newspeak.”12 However, these discursive 
and emotive elements take place under very different circumstances and 
historical moment in world capitalism. With regard to extreme mascu-
linization, although here is not the place for discussion, the denigration of 
women in general and the sexual predation of Trump (and of Philippine 
President Rodrigo Duterte or Brazilian President Jair Bolsonaro, among 
others) that were on public display for all to see, almost seemed to be 
a point in his favor among his diehard base. This phenomenon may be 
a sexual sublimation of what are fears of social and economic emascula-
tion. On the matter of contempt rather than empathy, witness Trump’s 
notorious 2018 comments on poor countries being “shithole countries,” his 
public mocking of a disabled reporter during his 2016 campaign for the 
presidency, and so on. It is not too much of an analytical stretch to asso-
ciate such public displays of contempt with the process whereby policies 
of aggression and repression of these vulnerable groups achieve discursive 
or psycho-social legitimation in the common-sense consciousness of those 
who would provide the mass social base for a neo-fascist project.

There is a heavy overlap with ideologies of national regeneration, national/
race purity, and a mystique of heroism that characterized twentieth-century 
fascism (although in the particular case of Trump, the latter resembled an 
extreme narcissistic mystique of his self ). Twenty-first-century fascism, 
like its twentieth-century predecessor, is a violently toxic mix of reaction-
ary nationalism and racism. The nation, argued Benedict Anderson, is an 
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“imagined political community,” in which “the nation is always conceived 
as a deep horizontal comradeship,” regardless of the actual inequality and 
exploitation that exists.13 In conjunction, argues Callinicos, racism offers 
workers from the dominant racial or ethnic group an imaginary solution 
to real contradictions; recognition of the existence of suffering and oppres-
sion, even though its solution is a false one.14 Neo-fascist projects on 
the rise at this time offer precisely this mix of nationalism and racism in 
attempting to organize better-off sectors of the working class experiencing 
social and economic destabilization in the face of capitalist globalization.

The parties and movements associated with such projects have put 
forth a racist discourse, less coded and less mediated than mainstream 
politicians, targeting the racially oppressed, ethnic or religious minorities, 
immigrants and refugees in particular as scapegoats. It is crucial to note 
that deteriorating socioeconomic conditions do not automatically lead to 
a racist backlash. Political agents and state agencies must mediate a racist/
fascist interpretation of these conditions.15 While there is nothing inevita-
ble about a fascist outcome to the current lurch to the far right, the more 
the current racist mobilization becomes entrenched the greater the danger 
of such an outcome. In the United States, the far Right and neo-fascists 
have been attempting to reconstruct the white racist historic bloc that to 
one extent or another reigned supreme from the end of post-Civil War 
reconstruction to the late twentieth century, but has become destabi-
lized through capitalist globalization. In Europe, the far Right and the 
neo-fascist movements were following a very similar path to Trump’s in 
terms of recruiting formerly privileged sectors among the working classes 
who are suffering under the crisis by scapegoating Muslims, immigrants, 
and other vulnerable sectors, promising to stabilize the situation for these 
precariatized sectors. In India, the ruling Bharatiya Janata Party, itself an 
outgrowth of the fascist Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh (known simply 
as RSS) movement,16 combined a far-right Hindu nationalism with the 
scapegoating of the country’s Muslim minority and aggression against the 
lower castes. In all these cases, “national” identity becomes a stand-in (that 
is, a code) for racist mobilization against scapegoats.

Yet the discourse of national regeneration is in sharp contradiction with 
the transnational integration of capital and a globally integrated production 
and financial system upon which hinge the class and status interests of the 
major capitalist groups and state elites. Here there is a critical distinction 
to be made between the conjuncture of fascist projects in the last century 
and those of the twenty-first century. Fascism in Germany and Italy arose 
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at the height of nation-state capitalism and it did offer some material 
benefits—employment and social wages—to a portion of the working class 
through corporatist arrangements, even as it unleashed genocide on those 
outside the chosen group. In this age of globalized capitalism, there is little 
possibility in the United States or elsewhere of providing such benefits, so 
that the “wages of fascism” now appear to be entirely psychological. In this 
regard, the ideology of twenty-first-century fascism rests on irrationali-
ty—a promise to deliver security and restore stability that is emotive, not 
rational. It is a project that does not and need not distinguish between the 
truth and the lie.

In the United States, for example, the Trump regime’s public discourse 
of populism and nationalism bore no relation to its actual policies. In its 
first year, Trumponomics involved deregulation—the virtual smashing of 
the regulating state—slashing social spending, dismantling what remained 
of the welfare state, privatizations, tax breaks to corporations and the rich, 
and an expansion of state subsidies to capital, in short, neo-liberalism 
on steroids. This is a distinction lost on many commentators. German 
monopoly capitalists turned to the Nazis to crush the powerful trade unions, 
and socialist and communist movements. But they also turned to the Nazi 
state to open up vast new opportunities for accumulation and to compete, 
including through territorial expansion, with capitalist groups from other 
countries. In sharp distinction to this fusion of German national capital 
with the fascist state, Trumpism has sought to open up vast new opportu-
nities for profit making inside the United States (and around the world) 
for transnational capital. The Trump White House called for transnational 
investors from around the world to invest in the United States, enticed by a 
regressive tax reform, unprecedented deregulation, and some limited tariff 
walls that would benefit groups from anywhere in the world that establish 
operations behind them. “America is open for business,” Trump declared at 
the 2018 meeting of the global elite gathered for the 2018 annual conclave 
of the World Economic Forum in Davis, Switzerland: “Now is the perfect 
time to bring your business, your jobs and your investments to the United 
States.”17

The mechanisms of twenty-first-century fascism also involve ideolog-
ical campaigns aimed at seduction and passivity among those locked out. 
The digital and communications revolution allows neo-fascism to draw 
on cultural and ideological apparatuses that were simply unavailable to the 
twentieth-century fascists. The newfound ability of transnational capital to 
achieve political domination through control over the means of intellectual 
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production, the mass media, the educational system, and the culture indus-
tries allows it to achieve a much more profound and complete penetration 
into the spheres of culture and community, indeed, into the life world itself. 
Corporate marketing strategies depoliticize through the manipulation of 
desire and of libido so that the grievances and frustrated aspirations of the 
excluded become channeled into petty consumption and flight into fantasy 
rather than into placing political demands on the system through collective 
mobilization. The corporate media conglomerates worldwide barrage the 
global public with ideological justifications for global capitalism, control 
the flow of information in such a way as to censor information critical of 
the system, bombard the public with trivial information, and frame events 
in such a way that the system of global capitalism is normalized.

In this regard, I observed in my earlier work that the heightened role 
of political and ideological domination in this digital age through control 
over media and the flow of images and symbols would make any project 
of twenty-first-century fascism more sophisticated and, together with new 
panoptical surveillance and social control technologies, probably allow 
it to rely more on selective than generalized repression—unless a revolt 
from below comes to actually threaten the rule of the TCC. These new 
modalities of social control and ideological domination blur boundaries, 
so that there may be a constitutional and normalized neo-fascism (with 
formal representative institutions, a constitution, political parties, and elec-
tions), even as transnational capital and its representatives tightly control 
the political system and any dissent that actually threatens the system is 
neutralized if not liquidated.18 We may see a “withering away” of constitu-
tional order rather than a rupture, if the global police state and the impulse 
towards twenty-first-century fascism are not contained.

An essential condition for twentieth- and now for any twenty-first- 
century fascism is the spread of fascist movements in civil society and their 
fusion at some point with reactionary political power in the state. Gramsci 
reminds us that civil and political society are a unity; there can be no stable 
or hegemonic project without a correspondence between the two. “Today, 
there are two repressive and punitive apparatuses in Italy,” observed 
Gramsci on the eve of the fascist takeover, “fascism and the bourgeois state. 
A simple calculus of utility induces us to expect the dominant class to 
combine these two apparatuses at some point.”19 Gramsci referred to the 
locus of social processes as the extended state, comprised of political 
society, or the state (government) proper, plus civil society. In fact, no state 
exhibits clear-cut boundaries between its institutions and others in a social 
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formation; the boundary between state and civil society is an artificial con-
ceptual line.

This distinction and the unity of political and civil society allow us to 
distinguish between right-wing authoritarianism and neo-fascism, since 
both are associated with the global police state. It is precisely because 
they are not the same that we must distinguish between the two. For our 
purposes, authoritarianism refers to rule by an expanding repressive appa-
ratus of the state that strives to close off space through legal and extra-legal 
repression of popular mobilization from below in civil society. In Latin 
America, perhaps most emblematic of this authoritarianism, far-right 
repressive and authoritarian regimes have in recent years returned with a 
vengeance, as we saw in the previous chapter. Yet here is the critical dis-
tinction between repressive authoritarianism and neo-fascism: in Latin 
America, with the possible exception of Brazil and Colombia, we do not 
see in the same way as we do in the United States, in Europe, in India, or 
in Israel, the spread throughout civil society of neo-fascist movements and 
ideologies. In short, the region is being swept up into a global police state 
but in a way that is more appropriate to view as right-wing authoritarian-
ism than as neo-fascism.

By conflating authoritarianism and fascism, we lose the ability to dis-
tinguish between the two. Twenty-first-century fascism and a global 
police state involve a triangulation of far-right, authoritarian, and neo-fascist 
forces in civil society with reactionary political power in the state and trans-
national corporate capital. Classical and current discussion on fascism also 
stress national military expansionism. We are indeed seeing an escalat-
ing militarization that involves the increasingly autonomy and power 
of the military, in the United States and in many countries around the 
world. But I believe global police state has more analytical purchase and 
is more robust as a concept in discussing the nature of the current global 
militarization. The global order as a unity is increasingly repressive and 
authoritarian and particular forms of exceptional national states or national 
polities, including twenty-first-century fascism, develop on the basis of 
particular national and regional histories, social and class forces, political 
conditions and conjunctures. Yet the militarization of cities, politics, and 
culture in such countries as the United States and Israel, the spread of 
neo-fascist movements in North America, Europe, Israel, and India, the 
rise of authoritarian regimes in Turkey, the Philippines, Honduras, and so 
on, are inseparable from these countries’ entanglement in webs of global 
wars and militarized global accumulation, or global war economy.
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An International of Twenty-First-Century Fascism?

It was above all the presidency of Donald Trump in the United States that 
sparked renewed fear of fascism. But the project of twenty-first-century 
fascism as a response to capitalist crisis is not tied to any one individual or 
government. To make sense of this, let us reiterate that civil and political 
society form a unity; there can be no stable or hegemonic project without a 
correspondence between the two. In the United States, a neo-fascist insur-
gency can be traced back to the far-right mobilization that began in the 
wake of the crisis of hegemony brought about by the mass struggles of the 
1960s and the 1970s, especially the Black and Chicano liberation struggles 
and other militant movements by Third World peoples, the feminist, gay 
liberation, anti-war, counter-cultural, and militant working-class strug-
gles.20 Fascist movements expanded rapidly since the turn of the century 
in civil society and in the political system through the right wing of the 
Republican Party.

Trump proved to be a charismatic figure,21 able to galvanize and em-
bolden disparate neo-fascist forces, from white supremacists, white 
nationalists, militia, and neo-Nazis and Klans, to the Oath Keepers, the 
Patriot Movement, Christian fundamentalists, and anti-immigrant vigi-
lante groups. Encouraged by Trump’s imperial bravado, his populist and 
nationalist rhetoric, and his openly racist discourse, predicated in part 
on whipping up anti-immigrant, anti-Muslim, and xenophobic senti-
ment, they began to cross-pollinate to a degree not seen in decades as they 
gained a toehold in the Trump White House and in state and local gov-
ernments around the country. Paramilitarism spread within many of these 
organizations and overlapped with state repressive agencies. In Oregon, 
for instance, the state Republican Party tapped armed right-wing militia 
to provide security for its events.22 In New Mexico, an armed fascist militia 
organization, the self-proclaimed United Constitutional Patriots, linked 
up with border patrol agents in armed patrols along the border with Mex-
ico in 2019. In April that year, they took it upon themselves to arrest some 
300 border crossers.23 The Southern Poverty Law Center reported a total 
of 954 hate groups in 2017, up from 917 the year before, and 689 “extreme 
antigovernment groups.” According to the Center, “a spate of protests in 
liberal cities following the election allowed the militia movement, part of 
the larger antigovernment sector, to thrust itself into the spotlight of urban 
America in a significant way for the first time since the Oath Keepers de-
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ployed militants to protect mostly white-owned businesses in Ferguson, 
Missouri, in 2015.”24

Yet Trumpism was but a dramatic (in the literal sense, as in drama, the-
atrics) intensification of—rather than a departure from—the far-right 
agenda of repressive capitalist globalization that dates back to the rise of 
Reagan and Thatcher governments in the United States and the United 
Kingdom. Trumpism and other far-right responses to the crisis of global 
capitalism sought to create a new balance of political forces in the face of 
the breakdown of the short-lived global capitalist historic bloc. We may be 
seeing the rise of Caesarism as discussed by Gramsci, in which a charis-
matic figure steps in to resolve an unstable stalemate in the balance of social 
and political forces or in a conjuncture of hegemonic breakdown. Gramsci 
noted that a Caesarist solution could arise without a Caesar, without any 
great “heroic” and representative personality, and in the absence of imme-
diate mass repression. Instead, it may involve more authoritarian forms 
of parliamentary government that may or may not involve a rupture with 
constitutional order further on.

Trumpism and other such movements are a contradictory attempt to 
re-found state legitimacy under the destabilizing conditions of capital-
ist globalization. Nation-states face a contradiction between the need to 
promote transnational capital accumulation in their territories and their 
need to achieve political legitimacy. As a result, states around the world have 
been experiencing spiraling crises of legitimacy that generate a bewildering 
and seemingly contradictory politics of crisis management that appears as 
schizophrenic in the literal sense of conflicting or inconsistent elements. 
This schizophrenic crisis management also helps explain the resurgence of 
far-right and neo-fascist forces that espouse rhetoric of nationalism and 
protectionism even as they promote neo-liberalism. Trumpism and similar 
movements in Europe and elsewhere were not departures from but incar-
nations of an emerging dictatorship of the TCC. In the United States, 
the TCC was delighted with Trump’s neo-liberal policies but divided over 
his brash, buffoon-like conduct and his neo-fascist political inclinations.25 
To paraphrase the great Prussian military strategist, Carl von Clausewitz, 
who famously said that “war is the extension of politics by other means,” 
Trumpism, and to varying degrees other far-right movements around 
the world, were the extension of capitalist globalization by other means, 
namely by an expanding global police state and a neo-fascist mobilization.

Its nationalist discourse notwithstanding, the Trump regime was not 
opposed to capitalist globalization (he was himself a member of the TCC) 
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but in fact pursued a program of neo-liberalism on steroids and “globaliza-
tion by other means,”26 involving an intensification of neo-liberalism in the 
United States together with a heightened role for the state in subsidizing 
transnational capital accumulation in the face of stagnation and overaccu-
mulation. Trump’s populism and protectionism had little policy substance; 
it was almost entirely symbolic—hence the significance of his fanatical 
“build the wall” rhetoric, symbolically essential to sustain a social base for 
which the state can provide little or no material bribe. Such “symbolic 
capital,” as French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu would call it, is necessary 
under these conditions to reproduce material rule of the TCC and its 
agents.27 There is indeed a mounting backlash against capitalist globaliza-
tion among the popular and working classes and more nationally oriented 
sectors of the elite, as well as from right-wing populists, as evidenced in 
the rise of right-wing populist movements throughout Europe that call 
for a withdrawal from globalization processes. These developments under-
score the highly conflictive nature of global capitalism and uncertainty as 
to further globalization in the face of the explosive contradictions and the 
widespread opposition that it generates.

When Trump did impose tariffs on imported steel and aluminum in 
2018, and then further tariffs the following year, for instance, he was 
opposed by much of the TCC and the political elite in the United States, 
including much of his own Republican Party and even sectors of the steel 
industry that relied on cheaper imported steel for the production of inter-
mediate and finished steel products.28 Indeed, support for the tariffs came 
principally from trade union bureaucrats; Trump’s move was really about 
appeasing his restless working-class social base. Recall, as well, that his pre-
decessors, from Clinton, to Bush, and then to Obama, all closely identified 
with neo-liberal globalization, also imposed tariffs at one point or another 
in their administrations. More generally, the tendency under way towards 
an expansive global police state, neo-fascist mobilization, and schizo-
phrenic crisis management, were quite evident well before Trumpism and 
were not tied to it.

Twenty-first-century fascism cannot be understood as a nation-state 
project in this age of global capitalism—in the sense not that it could not 
take hold in a single nation-state but that its impulse springs from the 
crisis brought about by a capitalist globalization that has integrated all 
nation-states into the circuits of global capital and involves a transnational 
mobilization of far-right and neo-fascist forces. This is important because 
much recent discussion on neo-fascism frames it in just such terms and 
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emphasizes nationalism as an immanent feature of fascism. Yet as I have 
emphasized above, and in distinction to the twentieth century, the current 
nationalist discourse among far-right groups is entirely political-ideological 
insofar as the programmatic content of far-right forces such as Trumpism 
and others seeking to win the state is decidedly not national but global, 
albeit under the changing conditions of crisis and the breakdown of 
hegemony.

Neo-fascist groups in civil society such as the white nationalists in the 
United States may promote an inward national program, but these civil 
society groups by themselves do not amount to fascism as a system. For 
fascism to emerge, as I have already discussed, these groups must fuse 
with (transnational) capital and the state, yet the TCC has no interest in 
economic nationalism. Capitalist globalization has generated mass dis-
content and insecurity. The anti-globalism and economic nationalism 
espoused by far-right groups—and used by those groups in their recruit-
ment strategies in a toxic mix of racism and nationalism—reflects real 
social discontent. The contradictions of capitalist globalization, as I have 
emphasized, take on distinct political expressions, including the rise of a 
far Right bidding for state power and new political alliances and coalitions 
that threaten to tear asunder ruling-class consensus around globalization. 
The pretense of economic nationalism disrupts global supply chains and 
undermines TCC interests. It opens up severe splits in ruling blocs, erodes 
the ruling groups’ capacity to rule, and heightens the political crisis.

Beyond the United States, an International of twenty-first-century 
fascism seemed to be emerging. Far-right and neo-fascist groups around 
the world, for instance, celebrated the October 2018 electoral victory of 
Brazilian fascist Jair Bolsonaro. Former Trump advisor and neo-fascist 
organizer Steven Bannon served as an advisor to the Bolsonaro campaign,29 
while Italy’s extreme-right interior minister Matteo Salvini declared in an 
exuberant tweet that was shared by U.S. neo-Nazi leader Richard Spencer 
that “even in Brazil, the citizens have sent the Left packing.” The Guardian 
of London warned in its headline coverage that “Trump joy over Bolson-
aro suggests new rightwing axis in Americas and beyond.”30 Beyond such 
political agents of twenty-first-century fascism as Bannon or Salvini, the 
TCC had banked on Bolsonaro and was delighted with his victory. As in 
the United States under Trump, Bolsonaro proposed the wholesale pri-
vatization and deregulation of the economy, opening up the Amazon to 
lumber, mining and transnational agribusiness interests, regressive taxation 
and general austerity, alongside mass repression and criminalization of 
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social movements and vulnerable communities opposed to this program. 
The day after Bolsonaro’s victory, noted one observer, the “world’s capital-
ists are salivating over the new investment opportunities” that Bolsonaro 
promises.31 Capital markets and Brazilian funds spiked on the world’s 
stock exchanges the day after his electoral victory. Here we see the “wages 
of fascism” for a global capitalism in crisis.

Global Reformism: Saving Capitalism from Itself

There is growing alarm among reformist elements of the transnational 
elite that worsening inequalities threatens the stability of global capital-
ism and that there must be some sort of redistribution. These elites have 
been scrambling to find ways to reform the system in order to save capi-
talism from itself and from more radical challenges from below. In 2017, 
Mark Bertolini, the CEO of Aetna, a $250 billion healthcare company, 
warned, “Doing nothing, in the current model around capitalism, will 
destroy capitalism. When 65 percent of people under the age of 35 believe 
that socialism is a better model, we have a problem. So unless we change 
it, it will change—and maybe not in a good way.”32 These concerns may 
become more widespread as the system spirals into deeper crisis. “A crisis 
exists, sometimes lasting for decades,” observed Gramsci. “This means 
that incurable contradictions have come to light within the structure 
and that the political force positively working to preserve the structure 
itself are nevertheless striving to heal these contradictions, within certain 
limits.”33 Marx and Engels similarly noted in The Communist Manifesto 
that elements among the capitalist class are “desirous of redressing social 
grievances in order to secure the continued existence” of their rule.34

Unlike the neo-fascist response to the crisis, the reformist strategy calls 
for imposing some restraint on the immediate goal of profit making in the 
interests of securing the overall stability of capitalist rule. In the view of 
the reformers, it is not the capitalist system itself but its particular insti-
tutional organization that is to blame for inequalities. They believe the 
system can be reformed by policies such as those proposed by Thomas 
Piketty in Capital in the Twenty-First Century,35 a book received upon its 
release in 2013 by wild enthusiasm on the part of the academic, media, and 
political establishment precisely because it converged with the reformist 
agenda of a rising number of transnational elites and intelligentsia. The 
would-be reformers call for a limited re-regulation of global market forces, 
mildly redistributive measures such as increased taxes on corporations and 
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the rich, a more progressive income tax, the reintroduction of social welfare 
programs, and a “green capitalism.”36 They were also concerned that 
extreme levels of inequality would undermine the prospects for growth and 
profit making. The Organization of Economic Cooperation and Develop-
ment (OECD), the club of the 34 richest countries, for instance, warned 
in a 2015 report that the “global inequality gap” has “reached a turning 
point.” The report did not have much to say about the social injustice that 
such inequality represents, nor about the mass suffering it brings about. 
It did, however, highlight that “high inequality drags down growth,” and 
recommended raising taxes on the rich.37

Tellingly, some of the very economists and policy makers who designed 
the neo-liberal program and pushed it on the world through such transna-
tional state institutions as the World Bank, and the International Monetary 
Fund, and the U.S. and other powerful national states, are now leading 
critics of “market fundamentalism,” a phrase first coined by George Soros. 
A Hungarian-born billionaire financier and speculator, Soros achieved 
notoriety in 1992 when he threw the British economy into a tailspin by 
unloading some $10 billion worth of pounds onto international currency 
markets, making him a profit of $1 billion overnight. The Wall Street 
tycoon first coined the phrase “market fundamentalism” in his best-selling 
1998 book, The Crisis of Global Capitalism, which argued that blind faith in 
market forces was leading to widening inequalities and ongoing crises that 
threatened the stability of the system.38 Another leading voice among the 
reformers is Joseph Stiglitz, who as senior vice president and chief econo-
mist of the World Bank from 1997 and 2000, helped impose neo-liberalism 
around the world, but then came out against neo-liberalism in the wake 
of the 1997–98 Asian financial crisis. More recently, Lawrence Summers 
joined the ranks of the reformers. Previously, he displayed impeccable 
neo-liberal logic in 1991 by claiming, as chief economist at the World 
Bank, that dumping toxic waste in Third World countries would bring 
economic benefits. “I have always thought that the under-populated coun-
tries in Africa are vastly UNDER-polluted [sic],” wrote Summers, “their 
air quality is probably vastly inefficiently low compared to Los Angeles 
or Mexico City.” From the World Bank, Summers went on to design free 
trade and other neo-liberal policies for the Clinton and then later the 
Obama administrations.39 Fast forward to 2012; Summers argued that 
escalating inequality should be tempered because it is fueling a growing 
disillusionment with capitalism.40
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Perhaps most emblematic of the neo-liberals-cum-reformers is Jeffrey 
Sachs. As a consultant for international financial institutions and govern-
ments Sachs designed and imposed the very first neo-liberal structural 
adjustment program, on Bolivia, in 1985. The program decimated Bolivia’s 
poor: purchasing power dropped by 70 percent nearly overnight, unem-
ployment shot up to 25 percent as thousands were fired and strikes made 
illegal, and throwing millions into untold hardship as nearly all social 
welfare benefits were swept away.41 The succession of mass popular upris-
ings against Sachs’s program eventually culminated in the indigenous 
revolution that brought Evo Morales to the presidency in 2006. From 
Bolivia, Sachs went on to pioneer the “shock program” of structural adjust-
ment in Russia following the collapse of the Soviet Union, resulting in an 
overnight drop of 50 percent in the GDP, a tenfold increase in poverty and 
a spike of 75 percent in the mortality rate for workers. He drafted programs 
for the transition to capitalism in Poland and elsewhere in Eastern Europe, 
including overnight austerity and the wholesale transfer to private banks 
and corporations of large blocs of formerly state assets.

As global capitalism entered into crisis, these and other one-time 
apostles of neo-liberalism have framed the public agenda on global poverty 
and inequality. Their books have become best-sellers and standard texts 
in university courses.42 They have helped to establish the hegemony of a 
mildly reformist discourse within this agenda that actually embraces the 
continuation of a campaign to open up the world to transnational capital 
within a new framework of transnational regulation and mild redistribu-
tion through taxation and limited social safety nets. As case in point, the 
reformers promoted the United Nation’s Millennium Development Goals 
(Sachs served as chief UN strategist for the Goals), which were promulgated 
with much fanfare in 2000 at the United Nations Millennium Summit. 
The Goals put forth a set of eight development goals to be achieved by 
2015, among them: a reduction by half the proportion of people living in 
extreme poverty and who suffer from hunger; universal primary education; 
a reduction by two-thirds the mortality rate among children under five and 
by three-quarters the maternal mortality rate; halt and reverse the inci-
dence of major diseases; promote gender equality and the empowerment 
of women, and so on. However, the prescription put forth to achieve these 
lofty goals was based on a more thoroughgoing privatization of health 
and educational systems, further freeing-up of the market from state reg-
ulations, greater trade liberalization and more structural adjustment, and 
the conversion of agricultural lands into private commercial property—in 
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other words, an intensification of the very capitalist development that has 
generated the social conditions to be eradicated.

The transnational elite reformers appear now to pin their hopes on the 
possibility that the global economy can be regenerated and further crisis 
averted through large-scale investment in worldwide infrastructure and 
in a “green capitalism” that involves environmental technologies. “Unlike 
accumulation by repression, green capitalism has the capacity to restore a 
degree of democratic legitimacy and incorporate important sectors of the 
environmental and social movements into a new hegemonic bloc,” argues 
Jerry Harris in a reply to my analysis of militarized accumulation:

Talk of a Green New Deal is rapidly spreading in U.S. media and polit-
ical circles [while] the Chinese state and the country’s green energy 
private sector have begun to exert leadership. Combined with the One 
Belt One Road project to build massive new infrastructure throughout 
the Global South, a new strategic direction for transnational capital-
ism begins to appear, one which is in harmony with the imperatives of 
growth and markets.43

It is certainly plausible that digitalization or a “green capitalism” will unleash 
a new round of capitalist expansion that could temporarily offset the crisis 
of overaccumulation. However, even assuming that “green capitalism” is not 
an oxymoron and may actually forestall ecological holocaust,44 such expan-
sion would not necessarily push back the threat of a global police state. 
For that to happen it would have to involve a worldwide redistribution of 
wealth downward that could diminish global inequalities, exclusion, and 
immiseration, and therefore attenuate the system’s imperative of expand-
ing social control and repression. Absent such a redistribution, there is 
no reason to expect that TCC investment in a private, for-profit alterna-
tive energy industry or infrastructure would resolve the plight of surplus 
humanity and the precariat.45 Similarly, it is certainly feasible that digitali-
zation may have a different impact on the global economy and global labor 
than that discussed in Chapter 2, or that reform policies may counter the 
current tendency towards the expansion of surplus and precarious labor. 
This is to say that whether or not a global police state becomes entrenched 
is contingent on the outcome of the struggle among social forces and their 
distinct political projects.

The hope placed in a “green capitalism” embraced by enlightened elites, 
in this regard, reflects liberal approaches that tend to assume that the crisis 
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of humanity can be resolved without a confrontation with the powers that 
be in global society, and that groups and classes whose interests are fun-
damentally antagonistic can be brought together in some unified project 
on the basis of moral persuasion or an appeal to reason. The underlying 
assumption seems to be that those who rule over us need only be enlight-
ened by this appeal to ethics and reason—or that they need only be told 
that a course other than global police state is in their own long-term stra-
tegic interests—rather than a struggle to build counter-power from below 
and dethrone these rulers. Yet it must be reiterated time and again that 
it is capital’s implacable drive to accumulate that leads it to plunder the 
environment, to expropriate land and resources, to waste and pillage com-
munities everywhere, and to impose a global police state to contain the 
explosive contradictions of an out-of-control system.

This all comes down not to technical considerations such as green tech-
nology or politics from above, as reformist elites become aware of the threat 
of ecological collapse, but to the outcome of social and class struggle. Redis-
tribution and ecology must be forced on the system through mass struggle 
from below. Let us recall that the original New Deal in the United States, 
from which the Green New Deal movement in that country takes inspi-
ration, was forced on the ruling groups by mass working-class struggles. 
Alliances with reformers among the transnational elite may be important, 
but so too is pushing beyond the reformist approach to the global crisis. 
This approach is entirely inadequate because it bypasses the questions of 
power and of corporate control over the planet’s productive resources that 
are at the very heart of global capitalism and its crisis. Any resolution to 
this crisis requires a radical redistribution of wealth and power downward 
to the poor majority of humanity. Social justice requires a measure of 
transnational social governance over the global production and financial 
system as a necessary first step in this radical redistribution, which in turn 
must be linked to the transformation of class and property relations and a 
struggle for what ultimately must be an eco-socialism.

Widening splits among the ruling classes and the unraveling of the 
post-WWII international order open up new possibilities for those from 
below struggling for more far-reaching change to seek strategic political 
alliances. What position should the Left and progressive forces put forward 
with regard to the reformist elite? The threat of neo-fascism and ecological 
collapse poses the need for broad class alliances, or united front politics. 
Historically, such fronts have subordinated the Left to the reform-oriented 
and “democratic” bourgeoisie. We need urgently to build a united front 
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against fascism to push back the global police state. But any strategy of 
broad anti-fascist alliances is also necessarily a f ight against the TCC. Efforts 
to forge such a united front must foreground a clear and sharp analysis of 
global capitalism and its crisis. It must strive for popular and working-class 
forces to exercise their hegemony over any such alliances.

History has shown us that the major changes have come at times of 
acute crisis, when the ruling groups are divided, and when there are pow-
erful mass social movements from below. The major reform movements of 
the 1930s and the 1960s, for instance, came out of militant mass struggles 
placing demands on the state and elites for radical change. If particular 
corporate groups (e.g., the alternative energy industry) and reformist ele-
ments among the transnational elite can be brought on board a project of 
radical transformation this is both welcome and necessary, but not at the 
expense of substituting an anti-capitalist and socialist agenda with a liberal 
agenda of mild reform. This is not an argument against reform. We must 
fight for any and every reform that helps people survive the depredations 
of global capitalism and that pushes forward environmental policies and 
democratic liberties. But given the depth and nature of the crisis, I am not 
convinced that this time around anything short of the overthrow of capi-
talism can prevent our destruction.

Revitalizing the Left

As capitalist crisis throws more people into uncertain futures, socialism 
appears to be increasingly viewed in a favorable light, especially among 
youth. In the United States, where anti-communism and the celebration 
of capitalist individualism has long dominated popular consciousness, one 
2019 survey found that 61 percent of U.S. citizens between the ages of 18 
and 24 viewed socialism in a positive light, as well as over 50 percent of 
millennials.46 Dominant groups have taken notice of the increasingly pop-
ularity of socialism. In his 2019 State of the Union speech, U.S. President 
Donald Trump declared that the United States would “never be a socialist 
country,” while Speaker of the House Nancy Pelosi repeatedly declared 
that “We [the Democrats] are capitalists.”47 The TCC has also taken 
notice. In a 2019 letter to the bank’s shareholders, the head of JP Morgan, 
billionaire Jamie Dimon, attacked socialism as “a disaster” that produces 
“stagnation, corruption, and authoritarianism”48 (seemingly oblivious to 
the fact that global capitalism is producing chronic stagnation, widespread 
corruption, and a free fall into authoritarianism). These spokespeople from 
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the ruling groups would certainly have no reason to speak about socialism 
were it not back on the popular agenda.

How to get to eco-socialism? As socialism regains its popularity, there 
has recently been an explosion of works in the English language on what a 
post-capitalism future may look like and how we would get there.49 But we 
are far indeed from moving from the ideas put forth in these works to mass 
socialist movements around the world. We are “now in the phase of the 
‘autumn of capitalism’ without this being strengthened by the emergence 
of ‘the people’s spring’ and a socialist perspective,” contended Samir Amin 
in 2018.50 It is true that the failure of elite reformism and the unwilling-
ness of the transnational elite to challenge the predation and rapaciousness 
of global capital have helped to open the way for the far-right response 
to the crisis. The political and economic elite, if they are unable to sta-
bilize capitalism through moderate reform, will be all too willing to turn 
to authoritarianism and neo-fascism to secure capitalist control. And if a 
program of mild reform alongside capitalist globalization fails to resolve 
the plight of masses of people, some of these masses will embrace the 
neo-fascist alternative in a desperate bid for stability, as is now happening. 
If the Right has been deft to draw on the well-known nationalist, populist, 
xenophobic, and racist repertoire to channel rising anxieties and transform 
mass anti-systemic sentiment into support for neo-fascist and authoritar-
ian programs, we cannot lay all the blame on the failure of elite reform. 
The Right has in part been empowered to do so by the failure of the Left 
to develop and defend a viable alternative.

A global revolt has spread since the 2008 collapse, ranging from Occupy 
Wall Street, Black Lives Matter, the immigrant rights movement, the 
Dakota Access Pipeline protests, and fast food workers’ struggles in the 
United States, to the leftist parties Podemos and Syriza in Europe, Extinc-
tion Rebellion in the United Kingdom, the Yellow Vest movement in 
France, the Arab Spring in the Middle East and North Africa, the Shack 
Dwellers’ Movement and other poor people’s campaigns in South Africa, 
the radical Chilean student movement, mass worker struggles in India and 
China, and the uprising against the military regime in the Sudan, among 
many others. This global revolt has certainly been uneven. It has come in 
waves that are often followed by repression, cooptation, and dissipation. 
Some of these, such as the Arab Spring movements, have taken tragic 
turns, while far-right forces have been able to mobilize mass discontent as 
well. In many of these revolts, social movements seem to have been clear 
on what they are struggling against—the Mubarak dictatorship in Egypt, 



the global police state

134

austerity in Europe, the privatization of education in Chile, the 99%, and 
so on. But in many cases, the absence of a concrete, viable socialist-oriented 
program and of political organizations that could push such a program 
has helped the dominant groups and their representatives to undercut the 
revolt.

These lessons are brought home in Latin America, where the “Pink 
Tide” (left turn) that took place early in the new century raised great 
hopes and expectations. The Pink Tide governments were swept to 
power in elections that took place on the heels of mass rebellions against 
neo-liberalism. These governments challenged and even reversed the most 
glaring components of the neo-liberal program. Yet the structural power 
of transnational capital, and especially of global financial markets, over 
the effort by states and social movements to undertake transformations is 
enormous and pushed the Pink Tide states to accommodate these markets. 
These structural constraints along with U.S. and local right-wing hostility 
cannot be underestimated. Nonetheless, and leftist rhetoric aside, the Pink 
Tide governments based their strategy on a vast expansion of raw material 
production in partnership with foreign and local contingents of the TCC.

The model of “assistencialism” which was developed involved social 
assistance programs based on capturing and redistributing surplus gener-
ated by an expansion of mining, carbon-based energy resources, large-scale 
agribusiness, and mega-infrastructural projects to extract these resources 
and export them to the world market, rather than by a more fundamental 
transformation of property relations or a more direct challenge to the pre-
rogatives of transnational capital. With the exception of Venezuela during 
the height of the Bolivarian Revolution, what stood out was the absence 
of any shift in basic property and class relations despite changes in polit-
ical blocs, a discourse in favor of the popular classes, and an expansion of 
social welfare programs. The spread of transnational corporate mining and 
agro-industry brought about a greater concentration of land and capital 
and heightened the structural power of the TCC over leftist states. As a 
result, the Pink Tide countries became ever more integrated into the trans-
national circuits of global capitalism and dependent on global commodity 
and capital markets.

The popular masses were clamoring for more substantial transforma-
tions. The turn to the Left did open up space for these masses to push 
forward their struggles. Yet states often suppressed demands from below 
for deeper transformation in their drive to attract transnational corporate 
investment and expand extractivist accumulation. These states demobi-
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lized social movements, absorbing their leaders into the government and 
the capitalist state, and subordinated their mass bases to the Left parties’ 
electoralism. Because there were no more substantial structural transfor-
mations that could address the root causes of poverty and inequality, these 
social programs were subject to the vagaries of global markets over which 
the Pink Tide states exercised no control. Once the 2008 world financial 
crisis hit, they came up against the limits of redistributive reform within 
the logic of global capitalism. The extreme dependence on raw materials 
exports threw these countries into economic turmoil when global com-
modities markets collapsed, undermining governments’ abilities to sustain 
social programs and generating political tensions that helped fuel popular 
protest and open up space for a right-wing resurgence.51 There emerged an 
evident disjuncture throughout Latin America—symptomatic of the world-
wide phenomenon on the Left—between mass social movements that are at 
this time resurgent, and the institutional and party Left that has lost the 
ability to mediate between the masses and the state with a viable project 
of its own.

These observations point to a broader discussion on why the Left’s 
response to crisis has been so weak relative to that of the far Right that 
I cannot explore here. In the West, a part of the story is the embrace 
by significant portions of the Left of the limitations set by postmodern 
identitarian politics that celebrated a world of “differences” and endless 
fragmentation, in which capitalism, at most, became “just another” among 
the multiplicity of oppressive systems. Although the heyday of postmod-
ernism may have passed, the political behavior patterns that came with it 
is still very much present in popular social justice struggles in the West. 
What Reed regards as “infrapolitics,” that flows from celebrating this frag-
mentation and romanticizing “everyday resistance,” makes it impossible to 
build any type of unity around a common program.52 Similarly, Srnicek and 
Williams critique “folk politics” in their study Inventing the Future. “Under 
the sway of folk-political thinking, the most recent cycle of struggles—
from anti-globalization to anti-war to Occupy Wall Street—has involved 
the fetishization of local spaces, immediate actions, transient gestures, and 
particularisms of all kinds,” they observe. “Rather than undertake the dif-
ficult labor of expanding and consolidating gains, this form of politics has 
focused on building bunkers to resist the encroachments of global neo-
liberalism. In doing so, it has become a politics of defense, incapable of 
articulating or building a new world.” The utopian potentials “inherent 
in twenty-first-century technology,” they conclude, “cannot remain bound 
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to a parochial capitalist imagination: they must be liberated by an ambi-
tious left alternative.” Yet leftist movements often eschew programs and 
organizations that involve representation: “Leftist movements under the 
sway of folk politics are not only unlikely to be successful—they are in fact 
incapable of transforming capitalism.”53

Such identitarian politics should not be confused with struggles against 
particular forms of exploitation and oppression that different groups face. 
Ethnic, racial, gender, and sexual oppression are not tangential but con-
stitutive of capitalism. There can be no general emancipation without 
liberation from these forms of oppression. But the inverse is just as critical: 
all the particular forms of oppression are grounded in the larger social 
order of global capitalism that perpetually regenerates these oppressions. 
Postmodern narratives and identitarian politics alienated a whole genera-
tion of young people in the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries 
from embracing a desperately needed Marxist critique of capitalism at the 
moment of its globalization. The best identitarian politics can aspire to 
are symbolic vindication, diversity (often meaning diversity in the ruling 
bloc), non-discrimination in the dominant social institutions, and equita-
ble inclusion and representation within global capitalism.

The transnational elite was all too willing to embrace such a politics of 
“diversity” and “multiculturalism” in the wake of the mass struggles of the 
1960s and 1970s as a strategy to channel the struggle for social justice and 
anti-capitalist transformation into non-threatening demands for inclusion, 
if not outright cooptation. The strategy served to eclipse the language of 
the working and popular classes and of anti-capitalism. It helped to derail 
ongoing revolts from below. To beat back the descent into global police 
state and twenty-first-century fascism, we need to bring together the 
multiplicity of fragmented struggles, which requires moving beyond iden-
titarian and “folk” politics. As vital rebellion now breaks out everywhere, it 
is urgent to revitalize a Marxist critique of global capitalism and its crisis 
as a guide to an emancipatory working-class politics that can win over the 
would-be social bases of twenty-first-century fascism.

This challenge is ironically facilitated by globalization, which has 
also helped generate deeper organic linkages between the oppressed and 
exploited across national and regional borders, giving rise to a truly global 
working class. This working class in all its diversity, and whose 3.2 billion 
members in countless ways pursue everyday survival strategies and mount 
resistance to exploitation and oppression, must become the major agent in 
the struggle against the global police state and for a socialist future. Already 
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globalization has helped generate an emerging transnational unionism. 
“Globalization may have opened as many doors as it closed,” notes Munck. 
“At the most basic level, the globalization of communication has countered 
one of the most formidable barriers to global action. With email, social 
media, and other online platforms, workers enjoy better tools to organize 
across countries.” Indeed, he concludes, “globalized capitalism may have 
created the basis for a new global working class, not only in material con-
ditions but also in consciousness.”54 In recent years, workers from many 
different countries have joined transnational unions, sometimes through 
mergers of what were national-based unions and at other times by forming 
entirely new worker organizations. The International Trade Union Con-
federation brought together 207 million workers from 163 countries in 
2019. The IndustriALL global union, a merged industrial global union, 
had in that year 50 million members and 800 affiliated national unions 
around the world.55

Beyond those formally organized, as digitalization continues to fragment 
and individuate the labor process, a key challenge for the reconstruction 
of emancipatory projects is solidarity among workers who experience 
individuated isolation with those who face extreme vulnerability in pre-
carious employment and those who are excluded and therefore not in a 
position to withdraw their labor. The conditions that the lumpenprecar-
iat face, combined with the isolation and individuated nature of cognitive 
workers, suggest that the axis of class consciousness and collective agency 
surely must involve a shift from isolated points of production to everyday 
life, communities, and the political system. How do we link a politics 
of everyday life to projects of collective emancipation beyond the local, 
keeping in mind the fragmentation of struggles, whether at the local or 
world level, that are always specific and conducted in particular places 
and subject-matters, such as ecology, women’s rights, social services, and 
community demands? Any fight-back will have to challenge exclusion and 
struggle against precarious work arrangements alongside the more tradi-
tional struggles of those who may be formally employed. The repertoire 
of global working-class and popular struggles must involve strategies, in 
addition to strike activity, for the widespread disruption of the system, 
insofar as those excluded cannot fight by withdrawing their labor.

A hopeful sign of what may be to come in this fight-back took place 
on May 8, 2019. On that day, Uber drivers in cities around the world 
went on strike to protest low wages that the company pays its drivers 
and against their status as “independent contractors,” which allows the 
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multi-billion-dollar company to avoid providing health care, pension, or 
any other benefits, and to shift to the drivers themselves the burden of 
maintaining the means of production (their cars). Billed as the opening 
salvo in an emerging labor movement of “gig workers”, the worker action 
was notable on four accounts. First, it involved precisely those precari-
ous workers whose labor places them at the very cutting edge of global 
economy, the so-called “platform” or “gig economy.” Second, it was truly 
global, with reports of work stoppages from the United States, Brazil, Aus-
tralia, Nigeria, Costa Rica, Kenya, the United Kingdom, and elsewhere, 
suggesting a hitherto unseen transnational coordination and solidar-
ity. Third, the workers clearly understood how to confront capital: their 
stoppage was timed to take place on the same day as Uber’s Initial Public 
Offering (IPO) and may have been responsible for the IPO’s disappointing 
results.56 Finally, the action showed that even the most atomized workers 
as those in the ride-hailing industry are—or may become—conscious of 
their collective interests and able to collectively confront capital.

A New International?

In my view, if we are to face the onslaught of the neo-fascist Right, the 
Left worldwide must urgently renovate a revolutionary project and a plan 
for re-founding the state. It must do so across borders under an umbrella 
forum that puts forth a minimum program around which popular and 
working-class forces can unite, and that establishes mechanisms to articu-
late struggles across nations and regions to coordinate a fight-back against 
the ravages of a predatory global capitalism. Such a forum or organization 
must be for and by these global working and popular classes, one that is not 
open to the TCC and its agents, that is explicitly opposed to global capital-
ism, that is predicated on system change, and that puts forth a minimum 
program and a renewed socialist vision that incorporates the idea of an 
ecological socialism. Eco-socialism is predicated on a fundamental prop-
osition: achieving ecological equilibrium and an environment favorable to 
life is incompatible with capitalism’s expansive and destructive logic. A 
non-ecological socialism is a dead end, and a non-socialist ecology cannot 
confront the present ecological crisis.57

In fact, a number of calls have gone out in recent years for the for-
mation of a new world party or International.58 Just a month before his 
untimely death, the political economist Samir Amin published a call for 
the establishment of a global Fifth International in a “Letter of Intent 
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for an Inaugural Meeting of the International of Workers and Peoples.”59 
The World Social Forum (WSF) was founded in 2001 as a “movement of 
movements” in the wake of the late twentieth-century upsurge of struggles 
against globalization. It brought together hundreds, perhaps thousands of 
social movements from around the world in annual meetings to network 
and share the experience of their varied struggles. However, the WSF 
explicitly rejected a political program and thus contributed to the separa-
tion of left political parties and organizations from mass social movements. 
For a fight-back to be successful, we need to build a program around which 
a united front against fascism can be organized.

Whereas the First, Second, Third, and Fourth Internationals were all 
umbrella international organizations for socialist political parties, the 
WSF prohibited political parties from participating. I concur with Amin 
that we need to “establish a new Organization and not just a ‘movement’” 
or a “discussion forum.” Any new forum, in my view, must incorporate 
both social movements and left political organizations and parties. This is 
to say that a new International would be distinct from the first four and 
also from the WSF, which was an international of social movements only. 
Commitment to a minimum program and to joining forces around such 
a program with political parties may be tough for social movements to 
swallow. It is true, as those who shy away from building or even working 
with left political organizations observe, that the “vanguardist” model 
of revolution in the twentieth century (as an aside—this was less due to 
Lenin’s approach than to a fetishization of that approach) involved control 
of social movements from below by political parties that sought to snuff 
out their autonomy, and moreover, that some left political organizations 
in and out of the government in the new century continue to seek such 
control over social movements from below.

Any new International will have to deal with the matter of elections 
and of the capitalist state. We have learned that subordinating the popular 
agenda to winning elections will only set us up for defeat, even if we must 
participate in electoral processes when possible and expedient, and even as 
the electoral arena may be a strategic space of struggle. But we have also 
learned from recent experience of the leftist party Syriza in Greece and 
the Pink Tide governments in Latin America, as well as social democratic 
governments that came to office around the world in the late twentieth 
century, that once a left force wins government office (which is not the same 
as state power … state power is imposed structurally by transnational capital), it 
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is tasked with administering the capitalist state and its crisis and is pushed 
into defending that state and its dependence on transnational capital for 
its reproduction, which places it at odds with the same popular classes and 
social movements that brought it to power.

Clearly, a new International must put forth a model of revolution-
ary struggle in which social movements from below exercise complete 
autonomy from political parties and from states that may be captured by 
such parties. If the Left attempts to control or place brakes on mass mobi-
lization and on autonomous social movements from below, if it suppresses 
the demands of the popular masses in the name of “governance,” pragma-
tism, or electoral strategies, it will be betraying what it means to be the 
Left. It is only such mass mobilization from below that can impose a coun-
terweight to the control that transnational capital and the global market 
exercise from above over capitalist states around the world. The matter is 
one of the ability of autonomous mass social movements from below to 
force states to undertake transformations that challenge the prerogatives of 
transnational capital. This in turn involves rethinking the triangular rela-
tions among states, left parties, and mass social movements as part of any 
revitalized left program. We need a global organizational framework that 
can help close the disjuncture between the resurgence of mass social move-
ments and the institutional or party Left.

I have strived in this study to provide a theoretical understanding of 
the system of global capitalism and the processes of transformation that 
this system is currently experiencing. A renewed socialist Left cannot be 
at the political forefront of the global revolt if, as Elbaum reminds us, it 
is not at the same time at the intellectual forefront of the study of global 
capitalism.60 To reiterate, as the popular revolt breaks out everywhere, we 
must put forward a revitalized Marxist critique of global capitalism and 
its crisis as a guide to an emancipatory working-class politics that can win 
over the would-be social bases of twenty-first-century fascism and establish a 
working-class hegemony in the revolt. What are the fissures in the system? 
What is the structure of power and how are the ruling groups organized 
worldwide? What viable forms of struggle from below for system change 
does this new epoch offer? And critically, how can a revolutionary ecolog-
ical socialist movement play a critical role in the global revolt?

We must remember that the dictatorship of transnational capital 
is reactive. It is the breakdown of global capitalist hegemony that has 
prompted the TCC to impose a global police state. When the next big 
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economic collapse hits, the Left and resistance forces from below must be 
in a position to seize the initiative and to push back at the global police 
state. Capital may be on a tactical offensive, but it is at this time on the 
strategic defensive, insofar as it is responding to a crisis that it cannot 
resolve. Can we turn its strategic defensive into our strategic offensive?
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