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Political Economy and Globalization

Richard Westra presents strong arguments in support of his claim that far from being a

retrenchment of capitalism, the neo-liberal era represents a transition away from capital-

ism. His book is a must read for anyone interested in the general course of the global cap-
italist economy after World War IL.

Robert Albritton, Professor Emeritus, Political Economy

York University, Toronto, Canada

Based upon distinguishing capitalism from other economic systems, as well as analysis of
capitalist change across its stages of development, Richard Westra argues that the eco-
nomic tendencies we refer to as globalization constitute a world historic transition away
from capitalism. Westra forcefully rejects claims from both Right and Left sides of eco-
nomic debate that globalization embodies the ultimate world diffusion of capitalism. He
concludes that the choice facing humanity is no longer between capitalism and socialism
but between socialism and global barbarism.
The argument is meticulously interwoven through four key foci of political economy:

*  The role of Marx’s Capital in producing knowledge of capitalism,

+  The periodizing of capitalism and study of its historical models,

*  The altering trajectories of production and finance under current globalization,
»  The place of socialism in a progressive future.

A central point of the book is that determinations over the capitalist substance of existing
economies demand precise understanding of how in its basic operation capitalism
manages to secure the economic reproducibility of human society in the first place. To
make the case for the passing of capitalism from history the volume draws upon the novel
Japanese Uno approach to Marxian political economy.

From the pages of Political Economy and Globalization emerges a grim picture of our
human future should current economic trends persist. It also offers a positive vision for
socio-material betterment in redistributive, eco-sensitive socialist societies of tomorrow.
This is a must read book for scholars, students, progressive policy makers and activists.

Richard Westra has taught at universities around the world including Queen’s Univer-
sity and Royal Military College, Canada, International Study Center, UK and College of
the Bahamas, Nassau. He is currently Associate Professor of Political Economy at
Pukyong National University, Pusan, South Korea.
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Preface and acknowledgments

The impetus for this book is what I have witnessed (agonizingly) as the truly
intellectually impoverishing treatment the world economic trends euphemized as
“globalization” have received in both popular (to be excused) and academic lit-
eratures. The root of this is the studied retreat from theoretical analysis in
academia as questions of ontology and epistemology in social science have
increasingly been sidestepped as passé or politically uninspiring. Book after
book, for example, suggests in the Preface that readers are welcome to “skip the
theoretical section” and just get to the empirics. This, as if one can navigate the
empirical world essentially rudderless and, in the so-called information age,
make sense of it. Part of the story here is certainly the festering impact of post-
modernism with its attacks on so-called “meta-theory” and exhortations for us
all to scurry off and exercise our revolutionary élan subverting meaning in texts.
Another part of the story is the unraveling of Soviet style experiments with
socialism; this accompanied by strident claims from the reinvigorated Right, that
we have entered an age of the “end of ideology™, where “pragmatics” and “con-
sensus” reign; and that, as former British Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher so
sanctimoniously proclaimed “there is no alternative™ to capitalism and “the
market”. A further component of the story has been the narrowing channels of
intellectual debate and cross-fertilization of ideas fomented on the one hand by
the strict ideological (sic!) patrolling of key social science disciplines and, on the
other, by major conduits for dissemination of knowledge — academic journals
each with their self-anointed intellectual censors ensuring that only those per-
spectives falling within their own limited horizons make it into the public
domain. The outcome of these trends, while empowering the intellectual Right
(or is the latter an oxymoron?), have been emasculatory for Left debate, more
specifically its Marxian contingent, given that it is from creative thinking by that
tradition that humanities’ only real hopes for not only a progressive future, but
arguably survival, reside.

The questions where the merging of these trends have had the greatest reper-
cussions and which are, in fact, the direct concern of this book, are those swirl-
ing around capitalism and globalization. Capitalism in the eyes of neoclassical
economics is unquestionably forever. It is forever because it is programmed into
our behavior as self-aggrandizing cost-benefit maximizing human beings. In the
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claim that economics is the “science” of human behavior, neoclassical eco-
nomics naturalizes capitalism as ecclesiastics did the Divine Right of Kings.
While, today, in stating otherwise, we are unlikely to lose our heads at the feet of
Divine inquisitions, we are more than likely to lose our tenure. Thus, for the
gamut of writings on globalization that draw in one way or another upon the
neoclassical tradition, globalization is necessarily capitalism. What is rather
befuddling, however, is that Left writings on globalization also assume almost as
axiomatically as neoclassical economics that globalization is capitalism and
debate largely proceeds uncritically from that position to questions of the direc-
tion globalization qua capitalism is taking: And, of course, on recounting the ills
of capitalism and the extent to which so-called globalization compounds these.
In this book it is that very premise of globalization as capitalism which is
problematized and challenged. The challenge draws upon the powerful altern-
ative tradition of economic theory of Karl Marx. What is important to grasp is
that it is not only neoclassical economics which, predictably, enforces the exclu-
sion of Marxian economics from academic debate: Though that is a large part of
the story. The fact is, in North America and Western Europe, Marxism tends to
be the preserve of political scientists, sociologists, historians, philosophers, and
anthropologists; but rarely is Marx taken seriously as an economist. In challeng-
ing the premise of globalization as capitalism the present volume draws upon a
major, original development of Marx’s economic writing originated in Japan. As
we shall see this Japanese intervention offers a strong defense of Marx as an
economist par excellence and his monumental Capital as the foundation of a
genuine economic theory of capitalism shorn of ideological hubris. But, in
defending Capital as the basis of a new economics, this book has to revisit
thorny questions of ontology and epistemology in the political economic under-
standing of our world; questions which have been largely purged from social
science debate. Therefore, while the central subject focus of this book is political
economy, by necessity it offers an interdisciplinary read. And, in weaving the
discussion around the Japanese approach to Marxian economics, given the
eliding of this approach in Left globalization debate, whether readers agree or
disagree with the position this volume takes, they are promised something new.
Challenging received wisdom that globalization is simply capitalism makes
for a lonely world. There is, unfortunately, little in the way of like-minded polit-
ical economic scholarship to draw upon. However, the writings and intellectual
support of Robert Albritton and Tom Sekine have been invaluable and I would
not have been able to write this book without availing myself of their path-
breaking contributions to Marxian political economy. Some thanks are also in
order: I am particularly grateful to members of a Toronto, Canada based study
group, including Robert Albritton, Nchamah Miller and John Simoulidis for their
instructive comments on parts of the manuscript. I also spent many an evening
during multiple visits to Tokyo over the past several years discussing aspects of
each chapter of this book with Tom Sekine. Final completion of the manuscript
was during my sabbatical affiliation from September 2008 at Focus on the
Global South (FOCUS) and Chulalongkorn University Social Research Institute
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