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I. Two preliminary questions?

A. Is contemporary China a capitalist society?

B. It the U. S. a socialist society?  (The Donald Hodges thesis)

II. Definitions of capitalism 

A. Economic structures:

Private ownership of means of production, wage labor and the market constitute the dominant economic institutions

B. Class

Society controlled by the economically dominant capitalist class

C. Ethical

A society dominated by motives associated with "possessive individualism"  (C. B. Macpherson): a person's worth is regarded as the ability to extract as much as possible from nature and other people to satisfy infinite desires for personal consumption

D. Behavioral

An economic order that gives priority to the endless accumulation of capital (Wallerstein)

E. Historical

The economic system that began to develop in Europe five centuries ago, which has since expanded to include virtually all of the present world (world-systems theory)

III. What is Socialism?

A. Economic structures

An economy in which some form of public ownership of means of production has replaced private ownership

B. Class

Society controlled by the working class, or at least by a political party that represents the interests of the working class

C. Ethical

A maximally egalitarian society consistent with economic feasibility and/or a maximally democratic society

D. Behavioral

E. Historical

1) A society that has superceded capitalism, retaining the strong points of capitalism while eliminating its major defects

2) A society in transition from capitalism to a "higher stage of communism " where people work according to ability, consume according to need.

IV. The Case of China (Capitalist?)

A. Economic structures:

Private ownership of means of production, wage labor and the market constitute the dominant economic institutions

No--half the labor force is engaged in agriculture; the land has not been privatized.  In the industrial sector, state-owned enterprises contribute about as much "value-added" as do private-sector enterprises

B. Class

Society controlled by the economically dominant capitalist class

No--there now exists a capitalist class, but it is by no means in control of the economy or the society.  

C. Ethical

A society dominated by motives associated with "possessive individualism"  

Not clear: Certainly this trait is far more pronounced than it used to be; at the same time there is much concern on the part of the government about inculcating correct "values."  Social unrest, which is extensive, often appeals to socialist values

D. Behavioral

An economic order that gives priority to the endless accumulation of capital 

Not clear: China certainly wants to develop, and has been doing so at an impressive rate.  The administration of Hu Jintao is now stressing a sustainable development, and is critical of the earlier "maximal growth" orientation.  

E. Historical

The economic system that began to develop in Europe five centuries ago, which has since expanded to include virtually all of the present world 

Not applicable.  China is certainly now, more than ever, integrated into the world capitalist system, but all the pieces of the world capitalist system need not be capitalist.

V. The Case of China (Socialist?)

A. Economic structures

An economy in which some form of public ownership of means of production has replaced private ownership

Yes: public ownership replaced private ownership following the Revolution of 1949 and its consolidation in the 1950s.  Private ownership has been reintroduced, but is not (yet?) dominant.

B. Class

Society controlled by the working class, or at least by a political party that represents the interests of the working class

Not clear: The CP is now, officially, the party of all the people, and has admitted some capitalists into membership.  Whether or not the government programs will ultimately be in the best interests of the workers (and peasants) remains to be seen.

C. Ethical

A maximally egalitarian society consistent with economic feasibility and/or a maximally democratic society

No--it would be hard to maintain that China is maximally egalitarian or maximally democratic.  However, the egalitarianism of the Maoist economy was far from efficient.  The introduction of market mechanisms has increased inequality, but also overall wealth, and has succeeded in raising millions out of poverty.

D. Behavioral

E. Historical

1. A society that has superceded capitalism, retaining the strong points of capitalism while eliminating its major defects.      

Not clear: Both the strengths and defects of capitalism have been introduced.  Whether the government has the ability--or the will--to mitigate the defects remains to be seen.

2.A society in transition from capitalism to a "higher stage of communism " where people work according to ability, consume according to need.

Not clear--but not inconceivable.  The "higher stage of communism" requires (relative) abundance.  China is far from that, but if it should succeed in becoming a "well-off society" that has struck an appropriate balance between rural and urban life (an alternative conception of modernity), and achieves environmental sustainability, it might well evolve to this "higher stage," where people's economic anxieties have been allayed, and their principle motive for working is the intrinsic satisfaction of the work itself and one's sense of having a responsible role in society.

VI.  The Donald Hodges thesis

A. Background: I heard about this first at the San Miguel conference of the Center for Global Justice, summer 2004, in conversation with David Barkin.  I subsequently checked out a copy of Hodges's book, America's NewEconomic Order from the Loyola library.  It had been published in 1996 by Avebury Press.  I found it to be a disturbing book.

B. Statement of the basic thesis: Not all social revolutions are political and violent.  America's socialist revolution occurred through a peaceful, creeping, corporate takeover that dates from World War I and matured around 1955.  It was an inconspicuous revolution in which America crossed the threshold to a new society giving the edge to a class whose income took the form of employee compensation instead of returns from capital. (40)

C. Antecedents:

1. Berle and Means--separation of ownership from control [The Modern Corporation and Private Property (1932)]

2. James Burnham--The Managerial Revolution: What is Happening in the World (1941)

a. Burnham, a militant Marxist, who had graduated at the top of his class from Princeton, was one of the founders of the Socialist Workers Party in the U.S.

b. Became ferociously right-wing, writing Suicide of the West: An Essay on the Meaning and Destiny of Liberalism (1961); later received a "Freedom Medal" from Ronald Reagan.

c. Hodges dedicates his book to the memory of his "Teacher and Mentor at New York University, before He Became a Cold Warrior"

3. John Kenneth Galbraith, who, in his Economics and the Public Purpose (1973), not only reaffirmed his position that the "technostructure" now controls modern corporation, but called for "a new socialism" that would involve:

a. Socializing the "retarded industries" of contemporary capitalism: health care, shelter, local transportation as well as arts and humanities

b. Socializing the private parts of the military-industrial complex, then eventually, 

c. Euthenasia of the stockholder (261)

1) "The stockholders, as we have seen, have no function.  They do not contribute to capital or to management; they are the passive recipients of dividends and capital gains."

2) Convert fully mature corporations into fully public corporations, compensating stockholders with fixed, interest-bearing securities

D. Hodges's thesis more fully explained

1. Hodges not sanguine, as Galbraith is, about our ability to compel the technostructure to act in such a way that is ultimately beneficial to society.

2. He argues that this "new class"

a. Has aligned itself with the capitalist class, which it now dominates, against the working class.

b. Exploits the working class via compensation that bears no relation to market compensation

c. This new class, the privileged "salariat," now sees organized labor as its principle enemy, and is now obsessed with cutting taxes and reducing welfare spending

VII. The United States According to Hodges (Capitalist?)

A. Economic structures:

Private ownership of means of production, wage labor and the market constitute the dominant economic institutions

No--public corporations are now the dominant economic structure.  Stock ownership is diffuse, and much of it is held by mutual funds and pension funds.  Stockholders no longer control these corporations, so are not really "owners."

B. Class

Society controlled by the economically dominant capitalist class

No--the "salariat" or "technostructure" is now the dominant class.  It has allied itself with the capitalist class, but it is the dominant power. 

C. Ethical

A society dominated by motives associated with "possessive individualism" 

      Yes

D. Behavioral

An economic order that gives priority to the endless accumulation of capital 

Yes--even more so than capitalism, since growth takes precedence even to profit maximization under the new order

E. Historical

The economic system that began to develop in Europe five centuries ago, which has since expanded to include virtually all of the present world 

From a world-systems perspective, this could be viewed as capitalism, but it is a "capitalism" in which the major means of production have been "socialized" and a new class, whose income based on their labor, has gained control

VIII. The United States According to Hodges (Socialist?)

A. Economic structures

An economy in which some form of public ownership of means of production has replaced private ownership

Yes--corporate ownership

B. Class

Society controlled by the working class, or at least by a political party that represents the interests of the working class

Yes and no: Society is controlled by one segment of the "working class," namely the technostructure, which exploits the rest of the working class.

C. Ethical

A maximally egalitarian society consistent with economic feasibility and/or a maximally democratic society

No

D. Behavioral

E. Historical

1. A society that has superceded capitalism, retaining the strong points of capitalism while eliminating its major defects.      

The first clause is true, but not the second.

2.A society in transition from capitalism to a "higher stage of communism " where people work according to ability, consume according to need.

No

IX. Summary Evaluation of Hodges' thesis

A. The U.S. is not "socialist."  That Hodges knows this is evident from his cynical definition: "Until there are more compelling reasons to do otherwise, let us take socialism to mean a new and more sophisticated arrangement for both appropriating and concealing the origins of the economic surplus."

B. Is the U.S. capitalist?

1. Clearly the contemporary economy, dominated as it is by multinational, "public" corporations, is substantially different from the traditional model, not only of Marx but of neoclassical economics as well.  

2. Has it deviated enough to require a new designation?

C. Does it matter what we call it?

1. The name isn't important, but the underlying phenomenon to which Hodges points certainly is.

2. It matters enormously when contemplating a possible transition from "capitalism" to a more egalitarian, more democratic, more rational system whether or not the "technostructure" comes to see itself as having common interests with the rest of the working class, or whether it sees itself as in fundamental opposition to this class.

3. It matters in the U.S.--and it matters in China--since it can be argued that it is this class, far more than the emerging capitalist class, that poses the gravest threat to China's future as a genuinely socialist society.

