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From the Editor
This is the first part of an exhaustive reply to contributions and interrogations on the question: Has Capi-
talism entered its Decadence since 1914? that have been published by ‘A Free Retriever’s Digest’. 

Source references have been included in footnotes and with the graphs. A separate table on page 28 pro-
vides a list of the most relevant publications and works referred to. Quotations from Marx and Engels have  
been translated directly from German language editions. The contents of the forthcoming, second part of  
this exposition are listed on page 30, where a shortlist of related online articles can be found as well. Our 
translation from French has been proofread both  by the  author  and the  contributor  it  specifically  ad-
dresses. We thank Link for his genuine support.

With this contribution we hope to advance a discussion within the proletarian internationalist milieus that  
we esteem of major importance: to achieve a solid appreciation of contemporary capitalism in its historical  
trajectory, based on the scientific approach of Marx and Engels. 

Critical comments and contributions are welcome.

H.C., January 31, 2022.

Preface by the Author
This contribution is part of the debate on questions concerning the obsolescence of capitalism. It recalls the  
general framework of this discussion and replies to the ideas developed by Link as well as to an important 
question asked by Aníbal.

Link is an element claiming to be part of the political  filiation of the  Communist  Left.  He shares many 
analyses with Mark Hayes, which are available on  the latter’s blog  . He also discusses on the respective 
forums  of  the  International  Communist  Current   (ICC)  and  the  Internationalist  Communist  Tendency 
(ICT),  to  which  he  is  politically  close,  but  without  sharing  all  their  analyses  –  in  particular  on  the  
foundations of the entry of capitalism into its phase of obsolescence set out by the ICC (1) – and while 
considering that the answers of the latter are superficial   (2): his concern at the moment consists therefore 
in “rethinking the decadence of capitalism”. Hereafter we discuss the essential ideas of these reflections.

Aníbal runs an internationalist political and social forum  , publishes works on the web   and contributes to 
debates in the revolutionary milieu. We agree with him that it is anachronistic to start the obsolescence of  
capitalism with the first world war, as the communist movement stated at that time. What distinguishes us  
from Anibal is that he pushes this phase into the “near future”, whereas we think it begins at the threshold 
of the 21st Century.

C.Mcl., January 2022.

1) “The development of capitalism in the recent period clearly raises question about the meaning of decadence and obsolescence 
and in particular the views of development in capitalism, i.e. the historic course, cycles of crisis, war and reconstruction, and the 
consequent theory of a final phase – decomposition. All of these now appear insufficient to explain actual development and, as 
C.Mcl says, reflect an unwillingness to look at the empirical evidence.” (Link  ).
2) “Over the recent period, I have also been engaged in various discussions on the ICC forum to try to clarify our understanding 
of issues but have found comrades for the most part to be unaware of the details of her theory and unwilling to respond in any 
depth to the empirical facts I have raised about population and economic growth (i.e. facts similar to C.Mcl.’s text: Has 
Capitalism entered its Decadence since 1914?  ).” (Link  ).
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1. Questioning the Obsolescence of Capitalism 
Consistent with his materialist, historical and dialectical analysis, Marx defines the entry of a society into 
its phase of obsolescence from the moment when its social relations of production become obsolete and 
slow down the development of the productive forces, whereas these same relations accelerated and gener-
alized them during its ascending phase.

This theoretical corpus, coupled with the devastation wrought by imperialism and the First World War, 
convinced the  communist  movement  that  the  capitalist  system had  run its  course.  The  period  of  the 
Thirty Disastrous Years (1914-1945) , combining a strong economic slowdown and a procession of wars,  
crises, revolutions and totalitarianisms, will largely confirm this diagnosis well synthesized by the two slo -
gans of the time: ‘Wars and Revolutions’ and ‘Socialism or Barbarism’ .

However, against all odds – Marxists expected a new crisis and a third world war to break out after 1945 –  
the trajectory of capitalism progressively invalidated this framework of analysis: the productive forces de -
veloped strongly throughout the world, as did the standard of living of wage-earners, revolutions hardly  
multiplied and the third world conflict did not break out for more than three-quarters of a century.

Faced with these facts, some people remain dogmatic in their old analyses, denying or minimizing the  
changes that have taken place, while others try to bring a new understanding. (1) Like us, Link is one of 
the latter. The essence of his reflections can be summarized in the following two reflections: “I do not accept  
that decadence is purely a decline as shown by empirical economic data. It is  also political and social, and this is  
why I would like to understand why you appear to suggest that the world market, imperialism, state capitalism are  
not signs of decadence.” (Link).

1. He remains convinced that the changes that occurred in capitalism at the beginning of the 20 th Century 
signal its entry into its phase of obsolescence, but as he recognizes that the productive forces in the 20 th 

Century have developed more rapidly than in the 19 th Century, he abandons the traditional Marxist 
conception according to which the obsolescence of a mode of production manifests itself in its  eco-
nomic infrastructure by a brake on the development of the productive forces. (2) Moreover, like the 
group Internationalist Perspective (IP), he reverses this definition by affirming that it is no longer 
the brake but the acceleration of the development of the productive forces that would constitute the  
reason for the entry into decadence of capitalism. (3) 

2. He then argues that certain superstructural changes that occurred at the time of the First World War 
in the political, social and imperialist domains, as well as certain economic mechanisms, are sufficient  
to characterize the change of period. To cite: the constitution of the world market, the advent of state 
capitalism, indebtedness, world and regional wars, armament, increased exploitation, ideological con -
trol of the working class, imperialism, immigration to the central nations… (4)

1) In the former, we can classify the classic groups of the Communist Left like the ICC (International Communist Cur-
rent) or the ICT (Internationalist Communist Tendency)... and, in the latter, others like IP (Internationalist Perspective, 
etc.) or sympathizer-dissident individuals (like Link or Anibal).
2) “So, on the basis that capitalism must always continue to accumulate and grow, then perhaps we should not see decadence as 
an issue of quantitative change, i.e. economic decline, but of qualitative change, i.e. the political and social changes demanded by 
the change in the economic environment.” (Link  ).
3) “It is the enormous growth it has achieved so far that is now a threat to humanity and to the natural world. Growth today is 
more destructive than productive precisely because we can see today the major impacts that this growth is having upon our envi-
ronment and on humanity.” (Link  ).
4) “As I said previously, I am inclining therefore to a preference for the term obsolete where it can no longer be seen as progressive 
for humanity and where political changes such as state capitalism, ideological control of the working class, wars of attrition and 
economic issues such as imperialism, debt, increased exploitation, increased waste production, development of business theories 
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After recalling what Marx meant by the obsolescence of a mode of production, its identification at the be -
ginning of the 20th Century by the communist movement as well as the range of current debates within the  
Communist Left on this question, we will explain how this turning point in the evolution of capitalism 
can no longer be located at the time of the first world war and why we can identify it at the threshold of  
the 21st Century. We will illustrate the pertinence of historical materialism in the understanding of the evo -
lution of modes of production and will reply to the innovations that Link wants to introduce. Finally, we  
will clarify what the real changes in capitalism were at the beginning of the 20 th Century. 

play an increased role.” (Link  ).

2. Obsolescence according to Marx, 
the 3rd International and the Communist Left

Marx and Engels elaborated the materialist and historical conception of the evolution of societies by identi -
fying the dialectic between the social relations of production (1) and the productive forces (2), a dialec-
tic which defines, for all class societies, an ascending phase where these relations energize these forces and  
a phase of obsolescence where these same relations slow them down.

On four occasions, Marx judges that capitalism has reached its apogee and is entering its phase of obsoles -
cence. The terms he uses to describe this process are unambiguous: “a period of senility”, “a regressive social  
system”, “an obstacle to the development of the productive forces”, “a system that is more and more surviving”. Here 
are these four successive observations:

1. This historical sentence was first pronounced in the  Communist Manifesto in 1848:  “The productive  
forces at the disposal of society no longer serve to further (bourgeois civilization and) the bourgeois property rela -
tions; on the contrary, they have become too powerful for these relations, by which they are fettered (…) The  
bourgeois relations have become too narrow to comprise the wealth created by them. (…) Society can no longer  
live under this bourgeoisie, in other words, its existence is no longer compatible with society.“  

2. Then, in a letter to Engels of October 8, 1858, Marx specifies the qualitative criteria for determining 
the moment of the apogee of capitalism, namely the creation of  “the world market, at least in its broad  
outlines, and production conditioned by the world market” . In his opinion, these two criteria have already 
been met for Europe: in 1858, Marx believes that the socialist revolution is ripe on the continent, but  
not yet for the rest of the globe, which he considers to be still in its ascendant phase: “The proper task of  
bourgeois society is the creation of the world market, at least in outline, and of a production based on that market.  
Since the world is round, the colonisation of California and Australia and the opening up of China and Japan  
would seem to have completed this. For us, the difficult question is this: on the Continent revolution is imminent  
and will, moreover, instantly assume a socialist character. Will it not necessarily be crushed in this little corner of  
the earth, since the movement of bourgeois society is still in the ascendant on a much larger terrain?”

3. While writing the manuscripts of his third book on Capital , Marx thought, once again, that capital-
ism was entering its phase of obsolescence: “Here the capitalist mode of production falls into a new contra-
diction. Its historical profession is the ruthless, geometrically progressive deployment of the productivity of hu -

1) These are wage labor in the capitalist mode of production, serfdom in feudalism, slavery in antiquity, tribute in tribu-
tary societies (royal, Asian, etc.). They are social relations in that they bring together a dominant class that draws its re-
sources from the productive labor of the dominated classes: surplus value in capitalism, feudal rent, free labor of slaves, 
tributary taxes. They are relations of production, that is to say social relations under which the essential of the produced 
wealth is created within each mode of production.
2) Marx defined three components to the productive forces: men, nature and the means of production (machines, sci-
ences, techniques and organization of work).
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man labor. It becomes unfaithful to this profession as soon as, as here, it hinders the deployment of productivity.  
In doing so, it only proves anew that it is becoming decrepit and outliving itself more and more.” (3)

4. Two years before his death, Marx made a similar diagnosis in the second draft of a letter to Vera Zas-
soulitch: “(…) the capitalist system in the West is fading, and the time is approaching when it will be only an  
"archaic" formation.” (4)

However, Marx would come back several times to these premature judgments regarding the durability of  
capitalism and its continued development. Thus he wrote in the Neue Rheinische Zeitung, at the end of 
1850, that “in the presence of this general prosperity, in which the productive forces of bourgeois society are develop -
ing with all the luxuriance that is possible within the bourgeois relations, there can be no question of a real revolu -
tion.”

Engels concluded this research in 1895 by openly admitting that “History has proved us wrong and all others  
who thought similarly. It has made clear that the state of economic development on the Continent was then by no  
means ripe for the abolition of capitalist production; it has proved this by the economic revolution which, since 1848,  
has affected the entire Continent...” [...] “If even this powerful army of the proletariat has still not reached the goal, if,  
far from winning the victory by one fell blow, it must slowly advance by hard, tenacious struggle from position to po -
sition, this proves once for all how impossible it was in 1848 to bring about the social transformation by simple over -
powering.” (5)

In its turn, the Third International decreed the opening of the phase of obsolescence of capitalism, this  
time following the outbreak of the First World War: “On the basis of its assessment of the world economic situa-
tion the Third Congress was able to declare with complete certainty that capitalism had fulfilled its mission of devel -
oping the productive forces and had reached a stage of irreconcilable contradiction with the requirements not only of  
modern historical development, but also of the most elementary conditions of human existence. This fundamental  
contradiction was reflected in the recent imperialist war and further sharpened by the great damage the war inflicted  
on the conditions of production and distribution. Obsolete capitalism has reached the stage where the destruction that  
results from its unbridled power is crippling and ruining the economic achievements that have been built up by the  
proletariat, despite the fetters of capitalist slavery. [...] What capitalism is passing through today is nothing other  
than its death throes.”  (6)

The theoretical foundations of this “period of capitalist decline” have never been unanimous: they range from 
Lenin’s theory of imperialism, to Luxemburg’s saturation of extra-capitalist markets, to Grossman’s and  
Mattick’s various explanations of the fall in the rate of profit.

But there is something more fundamental: whatever the divergences on its explanatory foundations, if this 
diagnosis posed more than a century ago constituted the best analytical framework for understanding the  
evolution of capitalism – at least until the immediate post-World War II period... this was less and less the  
case afterwards! Indeed, while capitalism has pauperized the colonial world since the industrial revolution  

3) Marx, Capital, Volume III (Hamburg, 1894), Section III, Ch. 15 (MEW Bd. 25, p. 272), and: “But each particular histori-
cal form of this process [i.e. the labor process] further develops the material foundations and social forms thereof. Having reached a  
certain stage of maturity, the particular historical form is stripped away and makes way for a higher one. That the moment of such  
a crisis has come becomes evident as soon as the contradiction and opposition between the relations of distribution, hence also the 
definite historical form of the relations of production corresponding to them, on the one hand, and the productive forces, the pro-
ductive capacity and the development of its agents, on the other, gains breadth and depth. A conflict then arises between the mate -
rial development of production and its social form.” (Ibidem, Section VII, Ch. 51 (MEW Bd. 25, p. 890)
4) Shanin, 1983: Late Marx and the Russian Road. Marx and ‘The Peripheries of Capitalism’ , Routledge and 
Kegan Paul, p.103. [see also the notes to Marx’s “Drafts for a reply to the letter of V.I. Zassulitsch”, February - March 1881, 
in MEW Bd. 19, p. 384-406 (German)]
5) Engels, 1895: Preface to Marx’s The Class Struggles in France, 1848 to 1850 . (MEW Bd. 22, p. 509–527)
6) Extract from the second point of the Theses on Comintern Tactics entitled: The period of capitalist decline. It was 
voted at its Fourth Congress (1922). Source: Theses, Resolutions and Manifestos of the first four congresses of the 
Third International, Ink Links / Pluto Press, London 1983.
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by limiting its development to a dozen or so Western countries (to which Japan and Russia will be added 
later), for some decades already, nearly half the world’s population (especially in Asia) is swept up in the  
vortex of an enlarged accumulation implying a formidable development of the productive forces (both ma -
terial and human), as well as real improvements in the living conditions of wage earners. Similarly, while  
in the developed countries these conditions had remained dramatically low for the vast majority of the  
population during the 19th Century, as a result of strong social pressures during the 20 th Century, capital-
ism had to concede to this same majority improvements that allowed access to standards of living never 
imagined in the previous century. This evolution has also created an important middle class that has stabi -
lized the socio-political structures of the capitalist system. 

This raises, not two possibilities as Link   thinks: “This raises 2 possibilities, either a) decadence has not actually  
started or alternatively b) that the concept of decadent capitalism needs rethinking” , but six as we started to exam-
ine in our study on Capital Accumulation in the 20th Century (7):

1. Either  not  adhere  to  the  very  concept  of  obsolescence  of  capitalism,  like  the  Bordigists  and some 
groups of the German-Dutch left, ... which does not prevent them from defending class positions! In -
deed, the idea that the obsolescence of capitalism since 1914 would constitute an indispensable frame -
work for defending proletarian positions is a legend peddled by the International Communist Cur-
rent (ICC) to frighten those who would question this framework of analysis. In reality, there is no diffi-
culty in coherently defending the positions outlined by the Communist Left without having to adhere 
to the idea of the obsolescence of capitalism since 1914. We underline this on purpose because such  
fears are frequent among the elements close to this organization which makes this dogma the nodal  
point of all its positions and analyses: “...recognizing the continued growth of capitalism in decadence should  
lead to seeing dangerous political aberrations in rejecting reformism, national question, its interpretation of his -
torical materialism and so forth.” (Link  ). (8) 

2. Either deny this tremendous development of the productive forces in the 20 th Century by denying real-
ity and/or disputing empirical data as the International Communist Current did before its 20th Con-
gress in 2013 and as it still largely continues to do today, even if it very partially acknowledges some 
realities with lip service. 

3. Or invert the definition put forward by Marx in order to evacuate the contradiction, i.e. to affirm that 
the obsolescence of capitalism would be characterized, not by a brake, but by an unprecedented devel -
opment of the productive forces, a development so important that it engenders wars and irreparable 
ecological disasters putting humanity itself in danger. This is the choice made by the group Interna-
tionalist  Perspective (IP).  Without repeating all  the arguments of the latter,  this approach is very  
much appreciated by Link: “This is why we have been looking at other views on decadence but we are all criti-
cal of the ICC’s approach and have developed ideas which in my opinion are more in line with IP’s as per the text  
I sent.” Ironically and without acknowledging it, this analysis of IP is widely taken up by the ICC these  
days... whereas the latter had been strongly critical of this approach until now! 

4. Either abandon the classical explanations of the obsolescence of capitalism, while proposing a theoreti -
cal and historical deepening that allows to understand this momentary absence of a brake on the de -
velopment of the productive forces in the 20th Century. This is the choice we made until 2017-2018, by 
appropriating the analysis published on ‘Capitalism and Economic Crises’. (9) It is also the choice made 
by Link, but with completely different arguments that we will discuss in this contribution. 

7) See: L’accumulation du capital au XXème siècle – I   (Version 2 – May 2011; online in French and Spanish).
8) We have extensively deconstructed all the pseudo “arguments” put forward by the ICC to justify its dogma of the en-
try of capitalism into decadence since 1914 in our article series: The Falsehoods of the International Communist Current 
(ICC) — A Critique  . [English translation on ‘A Free Retriever’s Digest’, Ch. 1-3, version of June 2021]
9) See: M. Roelandts - Dynamiques, contradictions et crises du capitalisme   (Cf. ‘Note de lecture  ’ in Controverses, No-
vember 2010) (French)
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5. Or have the political courage of Marx and Engels, that is, to recognize one’s error in the face of the for -
midable development of capitalism, to postpone the advent of obsolescence into the future and to re -
consider the dynamics of capitalism since its origins. This is the option we have chosen for the last four  
or five years, (10) following a series of reflections that we set out in part in this contribution. It is also  
the choice made by Anibal well before us. 

6. Or, finally, try to marry fire and water by maintaining the diagnosis of a brake on the development of  
the productive forces on a Luxemburgist basis to explain the obsolescence of capitalism since 1914 (i.e.  
the insufficiency of pre-capitalist markets) ... while trying to explain, in an equally Luxemburgist way,  
the strong accumulation of capital since then (i.e. the  sufficiency of pre-capitalist markets)! It is for 
this double language that the International Communist Current has recently opted.

The present contribution pursues four objectives:

a) To reply to options 3 and 4 followed by Link in an attempt to resolve the contradiction between the di -
agnosis of the obsolescence of capitalism since 1914 and the tremendous development of the productive  
forces since then; 

b) To refute the confusions on the nature of the changes that occurred to capitalism at the dawn of the  
20th Century propagated by the ICC, and which are often resumed in this debate, either in whole or partly;

c) To clarify our own approach (option 5 above) and answer Link’s questions about the analysis that un-
derlies it; 

d) Finally, to explain the structural reasons why we believe, contrary to Anibal, that capitalism is gradu-
ally entering its phase of obsolescence on the threshold of the 21st Century.

10) See also: 250       Years of Modern Capitalism       (Ch. 1-3; sources); English translation on ‘A Free Retriever’s Digest’, version 
of November 2020.

3. Myths and Reality of the Changes of Capitalism in 1914
Following the ICC, whose main elements Link takes up, the latter puts forward a series of changes that  
would have occurred in capitalism at the beginning of the 20 th Century and that would validate the diag-
nosis of the entry of this system into its phase of obsolescence: the constitution of the world market ; the  
advent of State Capitalism;  indebtedness;  military spending and wars before and after 1914. We will 
show in what way they are erroneous or irrelevant.

3.1. The Constitution of the World Market
Link mentions the constitution of the world market  but without explaining to us how this opens the pe-
riod of obsolescence of capitalism. (1) We will  therefore wait for his explanation before discussing it in 
more detail. However, we will specify what is meant by ‘world market’ in order to respond to the confu-
sion spread by the ICC on this question.

In fact, if we can speak of the constitution of a veritable world market , it is indeed at the beginning of 
the 21st Century, after three decades of globalization, but absolutely not in 1914 because, at that time, we  
are still very far from it for the following five reasons:

1. The turning point between the 19th and 20th Centuries corresponds to the completion of the colonial 
market,  not  the  world market,  which  is  quite  different!  And  for  good  reason,  this  colonial  mar-
ket was not global as it is today: at the time, colonial markets were fragmented, reserved for their re-
spective metropolises and protected by high customs barriers. 

1) “It is my view therefore that the changes that took place at the start of the 20 th Century were about the completion of capital-
ism’s historic tasks of creating the world market and the domination of the capitalism class.” (Link  )
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2. Moreover, during the interwar period, this colonial market sank into generalized protectionism. We are  
therefore still very far from a completed world market! 

3. Then, with the decolonization following the Second World War, this market changed from being colo-
nial to being neo-colonial, since access to it was still privileged for the former imperialist metropo-
lises. 

4. Moreover, this neo-colonial market is going to be dramatically reduced (by almost two thirds) as a re -
sult of: the constitution of the Eastern bloc, which is withdrawing behind its Iron Curtain; the isolation 
of China and India in  “non-aligned” military-nationalist policies;  and a whole series of Third World 
countries which follow the latter more or less radically for varying periods of time!  (2) We are therefore 
still a long way from a world market that was completed during the Cold War! 

5. Finally, this fragmented and very limited neo-colonial market during the Cold War will only become 
truly international after the globalization induced by the neo-liberal turn, combined with the return of  
China to the Western sphere of influence during the 1970s, then that of India in the 1990s, and finally,  
that of the countries of the former Soviet bloc in the 2000s after the lost decade of the 1990s (cf. Graph  
2 below).

It is therefore profoundly erroneous to claim that the world market was completed by capitalism in 1914!  
Indeed, if  a dozen or so Western powers did indeed dominate the planet in 1914, they had in no way  
spread capitalism everywhere or constituted a world market! And for good reason, if the wage-earning 
population reached more or less half of the active population in the colonial metropolises, it represented  
less than 10% on a global scale. The ICC is now obliged to acknowledge this halfheartedly following the  
expansion of capitalism in many emerging countries and the development of wage labor within them!

All this is well illustrated by the following graph (Graph 1) showing this geo-economic bi-polarization of  
the world into two large entities brought about by the industrial revolution: a small number of developed  
countries and a huge underdeveloped Third World whose income gaps only increased until the Second 
World War, to then stabilize until 1990 ... which shows that, far from spreading over the entire planet, dur -
ing the 19th Century and most of the 20th Century, capitalism was concentrated in a few imperialist metrop-
olises, to which a few bridgeheads in the rest of the world were attached. It was only with the globaliza-

2) These countries are: Cuba, Vietnam, Cambodia, Laos, North Korea, South Yemen, Syria, Iraq, Afghanistan, Egypt, Al-
geria, Libya, Somalia, Mali, Guinea, Ethiopia, Mozambique, Angola, Congo, Nicaragua.
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Graph 1: Income gaps between countries from 1820 to 2020 

Source 1: http://piketty.pse.ens.fr/files/egalite/pdf/G36.pdf 
Reading. Income gaps between countries, as measured by the ratio between the average income of the 10% of the world's population living in the richest  
countries and the average income of the 50% of the world's population living in the poorest countries, have increased sharply between 1820 and 1960-
1980, before entering a phase of decline. Note. For the calculation of this ratio, the population of countries that straddle deciles is divided among these 
deciles as if they were several countries. Sources and series: see Th. Piketty, Une brève histoire de l'égalité (September 2021).

http://piketty.pse.ens.fr/fr/egalite
http://piketty.pse.ens.fr/files/egalite/pdf/G36.pdf


tion brought about by the neoliberal turn that a real world market was created, that capitalism then spread  
furiously to a whole series of countries and that the income gaps between countries rapidly narrowed from 
the 1990s onward, as the graph below also shows!

All this is even better illustrated by the following graph (Graph 2), which measures the share of exports in  
total goods produced (GDP). This share is very small (barely 7%) until the middle of the 19 th Century be-
cause countries develop behind strong protectionist barriers. It doubled during colonial capitalism, then 
fell dramatically during the interwar period and remained very low during the “Thirty Glorious Years” 
(1945 – 1975). It was not until 1975 that international trade exploded and that a veritable and interdepen  -
dent world market was created with value producing chains spread across the whole planet   . We are there-
fore a thousand miles from the legend conveyed by the ICC, and unfortunately taken up by Link, on the 
‘constitution of the world market in 1914’.

3.2. The Advent of State Capitalism
Certainly, the phases of obsolescence of previous modes of production have seen a phenomenon of state  
hypertrophy in all areas of society, but this does not necessarily imply that every significant increase in the 
role of the state is a marker of a phase of decadence, proof of this must still be provided. Thus, to claim  
that all forms of state capitalism within capitalism would be a plaster on a wooden leg, a palliative for  
“each national capital, deprived of any basis for powerful development”  (Platform of the ICC), in short, a stopgap 
measure to keep capitalism afloat, is a profound error.

It is true that fascist, Stalinist (in the former so-called “socialist” countries) or related state capitalisms (as  
in many Third World countries) could support this thesis. However, such examples were limited to partic -
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Graph 2: Total exports/GDP for three groups of countries (1827 - 2015)

Source 2: https://voxeu.org/article/trade-globalisation-last-two-centuries 
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ular phenomena specific to the 20th Century: (a) the transformation of the defeat of the revolutionary wave 
in 1917-23 into a Stalinist hydra in Russia; (b) the building of Nazi and Fascist regimes in Germany and  
Italy, which completed the defeat of large-scale social movements; and (c) the establishment of the Cold  
War after the Second World War, which polarized the world between an imperialist bloc that included all  
the developed countries and one that brought together some very fragile economies. It is in such a context  
that these examples could support the thesis of a “state capitalism as a marker of decadence” until the 1950s – 
1970s. However, the subsequent evolution of capitalism did not confirm it, and this for eight essential rea -
sons:

1. All of these poorly performing forms of state capitalism have progressively and virtually disappeared 
from the planet  over  time.  More,  after  the Second World War,  it  was state capitalisms with mixed 
economies (Germany and Japan), nationalist-militarized (South Korea, Taiwan) and even certain Stalin -
ist state capitalisms from the end of the 1970s, such as China, then Vietnam and Laos, that performed  
best in terms of economic growth! 

2. The phenomenon of the emerging countries,  which developed on the favor of the neo-liberal  turn  
(1970s-80s), has definitively buried this theory, since a significant number of countries – to the point  
where they represent almost half of the world's population – have experienced powerful economic de-
velopments on the initiative and under the direction of their States! 

3. Even more devastating for the theses of the ICC, the cases of China, Vietnam and Laos disprove its  
other postulates, asserting that a political apparatus of the ‘Stalinist state capitalism’ type backed by  
the army would constitute proof of its structural weakness and that its operating logic and rigidity  
would make it  unreformable,  thus rendering its  implosion inevitable.  Indeed, these three countries  
have not imploded, they have reformed, but they have also experienced very high growth rates for  
nearly four decades, and even rates never seen in the history of capitalism since the end of the 1970s in  
China. (3)

4. There is also another legend peddled by the ICC, which consists in making people believe that State in -
tervention in all areas of society is a characteristic of the twentieth century compared to the previous 
one, a legend unfortunately also taken up by Link (4) ... whereas this State intervention was also very 
important in the nineteenth century. We will  give five significant examples, but others could be in -
voked:

a) Thus, it suffices to read Marx and some good history books to realize that the creation of the prole -
tariat was not spontaneous but that it took many laws and fierce interventions of the State to tear the  
peasants from the rural world in order to transform them into factory workers and to force them to re-
main in their state of over-exploited employees: private appropriation of the land in the countryside 
and suppression of the commons; prohibition to leave one’s job in the factory under penalty of judicial  
condemnation; introduction of a ‘livret d’ouvrier’ (“labor booklet”) controlling the workforce, etc. (5)

3)  One could very well argue that this political implosion within the former Eastern bloc is more the consequence of Per-
estroika than of the ‘rigidity’ of Stalinism. And for good reason, the choice in these three Asian countries to privilege 
growth through economic reforms, rather than political reforms as in the Eastern countries, will allow them to “buy the 
adhesion of the population” and stabilize their political regimes, whereas the loosening of the political stranglehold in 
the societies of the Soviet glacis, without bringing them a solution in terms of growth, will increase their instability. Ironi-
cally, the ICC – which claims to be Marxist – has not even been able to see that by emphasizing economic over political re-
form, the Chinese approach is more “Marxist” than Gorbachev’s Soviet approach!
4) Cf.: “…the emergence of state capitalism which ended the domination of the private capitalists of the 19 th Century and intro-
duced a new phase of economic and social control over the economy and classes in society…” (Link  ).
5) See Wikipedia: Employment record book  .
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b) European imperialism, so characteristic of the 19 th Century, was essentially carried out by States: 
colonialism was first and foremost the violent imposition of a State against other peoples or States.

c) If the English industrial revolution relied on small individual producers, for the following coun-
tries, the need to mobilize more important capital quickly made the banks intervene first (France, Bel -
gium...), and then the States (Germany, Japan, Russia...), in order to guarantee the economic catching 
up of these countries.

d) Until the middle of the 19th Century, the economic development of the small number of future de-
veloped countries in Western Europe took place behind protectionist barriers erected by the States. As 
for the United States, this protectionism lasted until the First World War! In other words, the country  
that would become the worlds leading economic power developed behind state protectionism through-
out the period preceding the First World War!

e) It is often forgotten that the public debt, which is said to be so characteristic of the 20 th Century, 
was already very high in the 19 th Century, as the following graph for the United Kingdom shows. In 
effect, we can see that the leading country of this period became so thanks to a staggering public debt  
which was spread over almost two centuries!

5. Theoretically, with regards to the writings of Marx and Engels in the ‘Anti-Dühring’, they never con-
sidered the development of state capitalism as a mark of the decadence of a mode of production. On  
the contrary, they repeatedly emphasized that this phenomenon represented progress in the centraliza-
tion and development of the productive forces, that it was the ultimate form taken by capitalism on the 
threshold of socialist revolution: “At a further stage of evolution this form [i.e. joint-stock companies] also be -
comes insufficient: the official representative of capitalist society — the state — will ultimately have to undertake  
the direction of production. This necessity for conversion into state property is felt first in the great institutions  
for traffic and communication — the postal services, the telegraphs, the railways.  (…) This solution can only  
consist in the practical recognition of the social nature of the modern forces of production, and therefore in concil -
iating the modes of production, appropriation, and exchange with the social character of the means of production.  
(…) By transforming the vast majority of the population more and more into proletarians, the capitalist mode of  
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Graph 3: Public debt as a percentage of GDP – UK (1694 to 2018)

 Source 3: Global Financial Data, February 5, 2019 

https://globalfinancialdata.com/stocks-for-the-very-long-run-the-uk-100-and-327-years-of-british-equity-history


production creates the power which, under penalty of perishing, is forced to accomplish this upheaval. By push -
ing more and more for the transformation of the great social means of production into state property, it itself  
shows the way to accomplish this upheaval.” Theoretically, the canons of Marxism are thus a thousand 
miles away from this “theory” of the ICC according to which state capitalism would be only a plaster  
on a wooden leg, a palliative for “each national capital, deprived of any basis for a powerful development” . 

6. Still on the theoretical level, to postulate that state capitalism is the expression of a capitalism that has  
entered into decadence is, in reality, only another version of the old antiphon of the dominant ideol -
ogy, which makes the free market the essence of capitalism and state intervention its perversion. Noth -
ing could be further from the truth, because, like money, capitalism has no smell: it doesn’t matter un-
der which political regime it operates, as long as the latter guarantees the proper functioning of its  
profit pump! Indeed, capitalism has been associated with almost every political regime imaginable:  
slavery, monarchy or plutocracy during the industrial revolution, and fascism, Nazism, military-na -
tionalism, democracies, petro-monarchy or Stalinism in the 20 th Century. 

7. Empirically, this thesis is totally invalidated. Indeed, if it is correct, we should see a good correlation  
between the weakness of the economy and the importance of the state in it. However, the exact oppo -
site is true, as illustrated by the graph below: the more the State is economically present, the higher the  
GDP per capita! Once again, the reality of the facts is the opposite of the idealist postulates of the ICC:

8. Finally, let us emphasize the existence of a gaping contradiction between the ICC'’s position on state  
capitalism and its own foundational writings. Indeed, in its pamphlet on The Decadence of Capital-
ism, in an attempt to prove that the development of the productive forces has been held back, this or -
ganization compares actual  world industrial production between 1946 and 1959 with the industrial 
production achieved if the growth rate calculated between 1939 and 1944 in the United States were ap -
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Graph 4: Public expenditure versus GDP per capita (World, 2013)

Source 4: Our World in Data (2015)

https://ourworldindata.org/


plied, because, the ICC asserts, the latter growth rate “provides an appreciation of the technical capacities  
actually acquired by society”. Since the result estimated in this way is much higher, the ICC triumphantly 
concludes that there is a brake on the development of the productive forces! However, this growth rate  
obtained during the Second World War in the United States between 1939 and 1944 was achieved un-
der the aegis of an almost absolute state capitalism and of a staggering military production (in 1944, al -
most half of the American GDP was due to this type of production). Therefore, if the ICC considers  
that this rate of growth  “provides an appreciation of the technical capacities really acquired by society” ,  it 
should urgently revise its analyses on the ‘palliative – wooden leg’ character of state capitalism as well  
as on the unproductive character of armament, since this rate is obtained thanks to a hyper-militarized 
state capitalism!

Faced with the evidence of all these facts (and we could put forward many others), it would have been nec -
essary to show political courage, to abandon this obsolete theory elaborated by the  Communist Left of 
France   (a theory well summarized in the article  “The Evolution of Capitalism and the New Perspec-
tive” of its last review in 1952) (6) and to engage in a work of theoretical deepening, which has always 
been refused by an ICC preferring to drone on about its political ancestors, maintaining a corpus which 
has turned out to be ever more erroneous since the end of the Second World War! 

3.3. Indebtedness
Here again Link repeats a legend that the ICC has never bothered to prove: it claims that debt is character -
istic of a decadent twentieth century in contrast to the healthy economic activity of ascendant capitalism in  
the nineteenth century. So let us look at the public debt of the two leading countries in the 19 th and 20th 

Centuries: the United Kingdom and the United States. 

Graph 3 above already shows us that this thesis is totally erroneous for the United Kingdom; more, the re -
ality is even the exact opposite, since, compared to the average debt (70% of GDP, or 0.7 on this graph)  
over the whole period (1694-2018), public debt is much higher before 1914 than after! This conclusion is re -
inforced if we use an even more precise indicator, as in graph 5 below, namely the market value of public  
debt (what the State actually has to repay to its creditors):

If we now look at the debt service, i.e. the annual cost of the debt for public finances (interest paid to credi -
tors compared to tax revenues), the conclusion is even clearer: the weight of the public debt was much 
greater before 1914 than after!

6) Original title: L’évolution du capitalisme et la nouvelle perspective  . Marco, Internationalisme n° 46, 1952.
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Graph 5: Market value of public debt since 1694 – UK

Source 5: https://voxeu.org/article/323-years-uk-national-debt 
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The same is true for the United States when we compare the U.S. national debt (what the U.S. government 
owes to its creditors) to government revenues (tax revenues). This ratio gives us the number of years it  
would take for the entire national debt to be repaid (provided that the US government stops borrowing 
and uses its revenues only to reduce the national debt). Once again, the ICC’s (and Link’s) thesis is in no 
way verified: the US public debt is just as high (or even slightly higher) during the so-called “ascending pe-
riod before 1914” as (or than) during the so-called “decadent period after 1914”!

What about total debt? Since the state is not the only actor in the economy, we must also examine the debt  
of companies, finance, households and the country vis-à-vis other nations. Here, the calculations are more  
delicate because, while the data are well known for the British and American central banks (see previous  
graphs), they are less well known for all the other economic actors and, above all, they go back much fur -
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Graph 6: Debt service – UK (1698 - 2017)

Source 6: https://odi.org/en/insights/lessons-from-the-uk-spending-review/ 

Graph 7: Public debt to tax revenue ratio – USA (1791 - 2019)

Source 7: https://blog.independent.org/2019/09/16/u-s-national-debt-hits-crisis-levels/ 
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ther in time. Nevertheless, according to a study carried out by Deutsche Bank for a panel of 12 developed 
countries (USA, Canada, Japan, Australia,  Germany, France, United Kingdom, Italy, Spain, Switzerland, 
Sweden and the Netherlands), no break can be identified before and after 1914 on the graph below. The 
ICC’s legend is therefore still not empirically validated!

3.4. The Wars before and after 1914
For the ICC (of which Link takes over the general idea without defending the whole of its argumentation) 
war in the 19th Century, “despite the calamities it brought with it, (...) was a moment in the progressive nature of  
capital”, whereas in the 20th Century, wars “are no longer moments in the expansion of the capitalist mode of pro-
duction, but express the impossibility of its expansion.” (7)  In reality, this “analysis” repeats the myth of the 
Pax Britannica from school textbooks and constitutes a real intellectual swindle full of omissions and a  
Eurocentric vision, as we shall expose with the help of the following six arguments:

1. Unfortunately for the ICC, capitalism in England does not date from the 19 th Century but from the be-
ginning of the 18th Century. (8) Why this omission? Quite simply because the 18 th Century in England 
does not correspond at all  to its ideological account: wars followed one another, all  financed by an 
enormous public debt (Graph 3) which was also used to pay for important military expenses, as illus -
trated by the following graph (Graph 9). It is only after the defeat of Napoleon in 1815 that the United  
Kingdom established its domination until the return of tensions at the end of the 19 th Century, but the 

7) International Review n°23 (1980), The proletarian struggle under decadence . [Extracts in Text Box no.1, page 27.]
8) [A brief summary of the industrial revolution in 18th Century England can be read in Text Box no.2 on page 27.]
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Graph 8: Median total debt as a percentage of GDP – 12 countries (1870 - 2015)

Source 8: Deutsche Bank Research (opens pdf)

https://www.dbresearch.com/PROD/RPS_EN-PROD/PROD0000000000503196/Imagine_2030.pdf


whole of the previous century was dotted with long, costly and deadly wars. Therefore, to discuss only 
the nineteenth century in order to characterize the war in the ascending phase of capitalism is a dis -
honest trick that takes the readers for fools.

2. The ICC claims that wars during ascendant capitalism would be  “limited to 2 or 3 generally bordering  
countries”, whereas in the 20th Century they are “wars generalized to the whole world.” Really? Let’s take 
the Seven Years’ War (1756-1763), it opposed two great coalitions that clashed on seas and lands in four  
continents:  Europe,  North America,  Asia  and Africa! (9)  It  killed more or  less 700,000 soldiers  and 
more than a million civilians! This is a far cry from wars “limited to 2 or 3 countries, generally bordering  
each other”!

3. Even if we consider only the 19th Century from 1815 to 1914, it takes a strong dose of blindness to de-
fend such a “theory”. In reality, yesterday’s international scene was just as armed to the teeth as to -
day’s is to the stars and cyberspace. Colonial wars and horrors were ruthless and the holocausts of Vic -
torian England were as barbaric as recent genocides. While Engels already spoke of the Crimean and 
Civil Wars as “industries of slaughter”, the ICC has the nerve to paint the nineteenth century in pink to  
better highlight the blackness of the twentieth century! This would be laughable if it did not concern  
tens of millions of corpses.

4. For once, let’s be kind and acknowledge that the ICC is right to underline the permanence of armed  
conflicts in the Third World after the peace regained in 1945 between the great powers. However, con-
cerning the ascendancy of Capitalism, the ICC omits to tell us about the colonial wars and the massive  

9) Great Britain and its allies (including Prussia, Portugal and the Iroquois Confederacy), on the one hand, opposed 
France allied with Austria, Spain, the Algonquian tribes, etc.
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Graph 9: Military expenditure as a percentage of GDP – UK (1692 - 2014)

Source 9: Our World in Data - military spending 

https://ourworldindata.org/military-spending


genocides of the colonized populations. Why reason on an international scale by including the Third 
World in the assessment of wars in decadence and why exclude the colonial world in ascendancy in or -
der to emphasize the peace in Europe between 1815 and 1914? Simply to make history fit its ideological  
discourse.  The ICC would do well  to educate itself  by reading Mike Davis’  Late  Victorian  Holo-
causts and to stop propagating a Eurocentric vision of wars and massacres in the 19 th Century that 
puts to shame the internationalism consubstantial to Marxism.

5. But there is worse, because this organization does not hesitate to pour in an abject cynicism when it  
presents wars in ascendancy as the price to pay for the development of capitalism, an evil for a good  
(“In this sense, despite the calamities it entails, war is a moment of the progressive nature of capital” ), whereas 
wars would constitute an evil for an evil in decadence! Nothing could be further from the truth, these  
wars and colonial genocides have in no way developed capitalism in the world, but have created a 
Third World that will be deindustrialized, plundered and dismembered at the cost of tens of millions 
of deaths, and whose incomes will diverge more and more from those of the developed countries until  
the current globalization (Graph 1)!

6. But it is not only on the level of facts that the ICC displays its duplicity, it is just as edifying on the the -
oretical level when it claims that wars in the twentieth century  “ceased to be ‘national’ as in the nineteenth  
century and became imperialist”?! And weren’t all the colonial wars during the 19 th Century imperialist? 
And wasn’t the carving up of the world between the great powers so imperialist that it took several in -
ternational conferences between the sharks of the time (including the one in Berlin in 1884-85 for the  
division of Africa) to ease the tensions that risked breaking out into open war at any moment? All this  
is distressing and shames the Communist Left.

Unfortunately, we cannot here develop a history of the nature and place of war in the evolution of capital -
ism, but what we have already said about it shows that it has nothing to do with a so-called cleavage be -
tween before and after 1914. 

3.5. Military Spending before and after 1914
Military expenditure is also used to try to validate the thesis that capitalism entered into decadence in  
1914, with two arguments:

a) This expenditure would be typical of the 20 th Century, whereas it would have been low before 1914; 
moreover, it would only increase today.

b) Military production would be unproductive for global capital and, in this sense, would participate in  
the slowing down and wasting of productive forces that are characteristic of the decadence of a mode of  
production.

Let us examine these two theses.

It is true that military expenditure is generally higher after than before the First World War, but this phe -
nomenon is more related to the increasing complexity of armaments and this divide is not valid for all  
countries, as we have seen for the United Kingdom (Graph 3), a country which was nevertheless a leader  
in the 18th and 19th Centuries! As for current military expenditure, it has only decreased in relation to the  
increase in GDP since the 1950s, as shown in the following graph, both at world level and for the USA,  
which accounts for half of it:
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What about the unproductive character of military production and thus its contribution to the slowing  
down of the growth of the productive forces characteristic of the decadence of a mode of production – and  
of capitalism since 1914, according to the ICC?

For the latter, if armaments are sometimes profitable for a particular country (in the case where one coun -
try sells its military production to another, for example), they are nevertheless unproductive at the level of  
global capital because they are not reused in the production cycle in the same way as other means of pro -
duction or consumption: either the armaments are used and destroy productive forces, or they are not  
used and rust in sheds. In other words, the increase in military expenditure would constitute a brake on  
the development of the productive forces in the twentieth century: the growing weight of unproductive  
costs would slow down economic growth. Let us try to verify these assertions.

First, let us note that the ICC is not consistent with its own theory. Indeed, it itself stresses that its reason -
ing is only valid at the level of global capital, not of a particular national capital, and yet, when it tries to il -
lustrate its theory, it relies on national capitals in particular! Thus, it claims that the better economic per -
formance of Japan and Germany after 1945 can be explained by their demilitarization and low military ex -
penditure, and that the lower economic growth of the USA, France and the UK can be explained by the ex -
cessive weight of this type of expenditure. However, according to its theory, exactly the opposite should be 
the case! In fact, the USA, France and the UK export a large part of their arms production ... which Ger -
many and Japan are obliged to pay a high price for. Arms production should therefore be profitable for the  
first three countries and unfavorable for the next two! Understand who can! 

But again, empirically, the correlation of the ICC is only true for Japan, which had low military expendi -
ture and better overall economic growth after the Second World War, relative to its GDP. However, the op -
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Graph 10: Military expenditure as a percentage of GDP – worldwide and USA (1947 - 2016)

Source 10: Our World In Data (2018) - military spending

https://ourworldindata.org/military-spending


posite is true for Taiwan and South Korea, which have incurred enormous military expenditure while ex -
periencing spectacular economic growth, as the following two graphs (Graphs 11 and 12) show. Moreover,  
how consistent is today’s ICC when it simultaneously states that China is spending heavily on the military 
while experiencing remarkable growth? In other words, there is no correlation between the weight of mili -
tary spending and economic growth, as the ICC claims... but, as usual, without ever demonstrating it. 
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Graph 11: Military expenditure as a percentage of GDP - 5 countries & worldwide (1947 - 2016)

Source 11: Our World In Data (2018) - military spending

Graph 12: Growth of GDP per capita of seven countries in the western hemisphere (1945 - 2018)

Source12: Our World In Data (2020) 
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4. What is the Horizon for Estimating the Obsolescence of 
Capitalism?

Link is worried about analyses that question the beginning of the obsolescence of capitalism in 1914 and  
that postpone its advent to the present period as we defend, or that estimate its advent in the near future  
as  Anibal   postulates. He is concerned about this because predictions are always difficult to make, espe -
cially since nothing in the present situation would indicate a clear trend, he thinks. (1) Link and Anibal 
therefore want us to clarify why we believe that the beginning of the obsolescence of capitalism begins  
with the 21st Century. (2)

Of course, making economic forecasts is always a very difficult exercise, and the best ones who have tried 
have often been wrong, including Marx, Luxemburg and Bordiga. Yet it is necessary from a militant point  
of view. Revolutionaries cannot wait quietly in their armchairs for history to unfold and then pronounce  
on its evolution! We are not academics afraid to make mistakes. We must be part of history in action. Thus,  
the Communist International in 1919 was right to diagnose the entry of capitalism into its phase of deca -
dence and to trace a revolutionary perspective. It was the best framework of analysis to understand the  
world and its evolution at that time and to try to change it in a revolutionary way. Moreover, all the eco -
nomic data (curbed economic growth, economic crisis of 1929...) and all the historical events (wars, state  
capitalism, fascism, Stalinism...) combined to confirm this diagnosis. Consistent with this analysis, almost  
all Marxists after 1945 thought that capitalism was going to experience a new economic crisis and that the  
third world war was going to break out soon. A time of  ‘Wars and Revolutions’,  ‘Socialism or  Bar-
barism’, such were the slogans of the time.

However, this was only briefly the case, at the time of the Disastrous Thirty Years (1914-1945). The ab-
sence of world war and revolution for more than three-quarters of a century now, the strong growth in the  
USA after the New Deal, in Europe and Japan after 1945, in some Asian countries and the Dragons in the  
1950s, in China from the mid-1970s onward, and finally in all the emerging countries for the last three to  
four decades – all this has overturned, in whole or in part, almost the entire framework of analysis laid 
down by the Communist International in 1919. The problem is not to be wrong (especially when everyone  
else is wrong at the same time), but to persist in the error when the situation changes.

If historical hindsight invalidates the diagnosis of the entry of capitalism into its phase of obsolescence  
during the First World War, on the other hand, a century later, an accumulation of factors tends to demon -
strate that we are probably witnessing such an event for the following six reasons:

1. World GDP per capita growth has slowed considerably since the 1960s: from 3.2% to 1.3% (Graph 13).  
This fall has been cushioned since the 1980s by the emerging countries, but they too have been experi -
encing a slowdown since the beginning of the 21st Century (Graph 16), starting with China (Graph 17). 
The decline is therefore structural, not cyclical, on a historical scale: half a century for the old devel -
oped countries (Graph 14) and two decades for the emerging countries. 

2. This observation of a long-term structural decline is reinforced when we examine the core of economic 
dynamics, namely the evolution of overall factor productivity gains (labor and capital productivity):  
these are declining everywhere, in both developed and emerging countries (Graphs 15 and 16). Indeed, 
this decline began after the Second World War in the United States, in the 1960s in Europe and in the  

1) “There appear to be many political analyses today that suggest that change is afoot but it is clearly a complex period with little 
clarity of direction and it seems to me that too often revolutionaries have been wrong in their predictions as to how capitalism will  
develop (including as I say Marx) and of working class revolution. Such forecasts worry me.” (Link  )
2) “Furthermore, the economic perception of decadence must also imply a purely economic cause for the onset of decadence itself. 
Luxemburg does this in the sense that the restriction of non-capitalist markets means a restriction on accumulation. However, 
neither the falling rate of profit nor the markets theory can identify a specific numerical level of the factors that trigger decadence 
or even crises. This period of decline must come out of a conjunction of factors rather than a single cause.” (Link  ).
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1970s in Japan (Graph 15). While this decline in the Triad has been partly offset by the rise in produc-
tivity gains in emerging countries since the mid-1980s, the latter have also been in decline since the be-
ginning of the 21st Century (Graph 16). In other words, the economic engine is now running out of  
steam everywhere in the world, albeit at different rates and intensities. For how long? For ever? For  
two or three decades? It is impossible to say for sure! However, the forecast is fairly certain, because  
historical hindsight is long enough to draw up reasonably good prospects, even if this means correct -
ing ourselves tomorrow if capitalism were to take a different course. 

3. This evolution is also reflected in the general living conditions of the population. While social strug -
gles have been able to wrest some of this prosperity to the benefit of the wage earners, this has no  
longer been the case since the 1980s in developed countries. This is translated in a decrease of the wage  
share of GDP (Graph 19) and a consequent increase in the rate of surplus value (Graph 20). Other un -
equivocal indices confirm this evolution: stagnation and even declines in life expectancy at birth or in  
certain age categories in some countries (USA, Russia, South Africa...), and, significantly, even the size  
of the population is beginning to decrease (in the USA and recently in the Netherlands)! The still sig -
nificant economic growth in the emerging countries, the development of the wage-earning sector and  
the consequent social struggles still allow concessions to be wrested from capital. We will probably  
have to wait two or three decades before we see a deterioration of living conditions and a generaliza -
tion of impoverishment on a world scale. 

4. The end of the geo-economic bipolarization of the world through the integration of half of the world’s  
population into the dynamics of accumulation on a global scale (emerging countries) has given rise to 
a true global market and a wage-dominated society within which the contradictions of capitalism will  
be deployed more and more in all their violence.

5. A new geopolitical bipolarization of the planet is taking place between China and the United States. In  
the medium term, it contains the danger of a third world war with terrifying prospects for the very ex -
istence of humanity, given the weapons that will be used. For the moment, however, it is contained by  
the considerable military advantage of the United States, the absence of historical defeat of the prole -
tariat in the developed countries (in spite of the profound retreat it has suffered) and the social con-
flicts in the emerging countries. 

6. Last but not least, the world is beginning to be confronted with major ecological issues as the planet’s  
load will  increase by another 3 billion inhabitants (Graph 21),  which will  significantly increase the  
stakes around vital resources as illustrated by this latest update of the model developed by the Club  
of Rome (Graph 22) and therefore the economic and imperialist tensions between all countries.

In other words, we believe it is reasonable to think that the phase of obsolescence of capitalism began with 
the entry into the 21st Century.
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Graph 13: World GDP per capita, annual and decennial growth (1960 - 2012)

Source 13: ResearchGate 

Graph 14: Real GDP per capita growth – UK and US

Source 14: http://gesd.free.fr/w18315.pdf 

http://gesd.free.fr/w18315.pdf
https://www.researchgate.net/figure/PIB-mondial-par-habitant-croissance-annuelle-et-moyenne-sur-10-ans-The-Shift-Project_fig3_334107560
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Graph 16: Evolution of Labor Productivity (1970 - 2019)

Source 16: https://www.conference-board.org/data/economydatabase (2019)

Graph 15: Total factor productivity growth: capital and labor (1890 - 2015)

Source 15: https://voxeu.org/article/secular-stagnation-versus-technological-shock-scenarios 

https://voxeu.org/article/secular-stagnation-versus-technological-shock-scenarios
https://www.conference-board.org/data/economydatabase
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Graph 17: Volume GDP growth and inflation in China (2000 - 2020)

Source 17: https://www.institutmontaigne.org/blog/coronavirus-avertissement-brutal-pour-leconomie-mondiale 

Graph 18: Innovation intensity index (1800 - 2000)

Source 18: Y. Besançon (Nov. 2015) Progrès technique, productivité et 
prospérité dans les pays développés

https://blogs.mediapart.fr/yves-besancon/blog/031115/progres-technique-productivite-et-prosperite-dans-les-pays-developpes
https://blogs.mediapart.fr/yves-besancon/blog/031115/progres-technique-productivite-et-prosperite-dans-les-pays-developpes
https://www.institutmontaigne.org/blog/coronavirus-avertissement-brutal-pour-leconomie-mondiale
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Graph 19: Wage share of world income (1970 - 2010)

Source 19: htt  p://hussonet.free.fr/mmh14w.pdf   

Graph 20: Evolution of the rate of surplus value in the UK (1760 - 2000)

Source 20: 250 Years of Modern Capitalism (Ch. 1)

https://afreeretriever.wordpress.com/portfolio/250-years-of-capitalism-a-reconstruction/3/
http://hussonet.free.fr/mmh14w.pdf
http://hussonet.free.fr/mmh14w.pdf
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Graph 21: World population growth in % and in absolute terms (1700 - 2100)

Source 21: Our World In Data (2019) 

Graph 22: Update of the Club of Rome Report ‘The Limits to Growth’ (1900 - 2100)

Source 22: 

https://ourworldindata.org/


As the material productive forces slow down structurally all over the world, as the conditions in which hu -
man productive forces live begin to deteriorate and as humanity faces major challenges from the plunder  
and destruction of nature ... we find it paradoxical and astonishing that Link   now wants to convince us of a 
theory about the eternal growth of capitalism: “My point was that this is precisely what has happened to capi -
talism over the past three centuries and that we cannot or should not expect capitalism to show economic decline in  
decadence because it is a system that must always grow.” By defending the entry of capitalism into decadence 
in 1914, Link is already going against history, but by adding the idea of permanent growth of capital -
ism, (3) Link is going against it twice over, since capitalism is beginning to slow down structurally every-
where in the world, even in the emerging countries.

C.Mcl., January 2022 (To be continued)

Source: En défense du matérialisme historique - Débat avec LINK et ANIBAL

3) “We should therefore recognise economic growth and increasing accumulation as a permanent feature of capitalism and in par-
ticular of its decadence, and not ground an understanding of decadence on the halt or reduction of economic growth. We should 
recognise that this ongoing growth of accumulation is part of the material conditions and part of the economic contradictions of 
capital.” (Link  ).
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Text Box 1: 
Wars in the ascendancy and in the decadence of capitalism, according to the ICC

“The first world war signalled this break between the two periods in the life of capitalism. (…) In the 19 th Century,  
war had, in general,  the function of ensuring that each capitalist  nation had the unity and territorial  extension  
needed for its development. In this sense, despite the calamities it brought with it, it was a moment in the progres -
sive nature of capital.  Wars were, therefore,  limited to two or three [generally neighbouring] coun tries…” In  the  
period of decadence of capitalism, by contrast: “(…) wars no longer derive from the economic necessity to develop  
the productive forces of society, but have essentially political causes: the balance of forces between the blocs. They  
are no longer ‘national’ wars as in the 19 th Century: they are imperialist wars. They are no longer moments in the ex -
pansion of the capitalist mode of production, but express the impossibility of its expansion. They no longer aim at  
dividing up the world, but at re-dividing the world in a situation where a bloc of countries cannot develop, but can  
only maintain the valorisation of its capital at the direct expense of a rival bloc: the final result being the degrada -
tion of world capital as a whole. Wars are now generalised across the whole globe and result in enormous levels of  
destruction for the whole world economy, leading to generalised barbarism.”  (MC & FM,  The proletarian struggle 
under decadence, in International Review no. 23, 4th quarter of 1980) [Back to page 15]

Text Box 2: The Industrial Revolution of the 18th Century in England
England registered twice as many patents between 1690 and 1699 as in each decade of the period 1660-1690. Thomas 
Savery’s patent for pumping water from coal mines was registered on July 2, 1698 and was perfected by Thomas New-
comen in 1705. The textile industry, which was the driving force behind the industrial revolution, experienced a succes -
sion of innovations: in 1733, it was John Kay’s flying shuttle that quadrupled productivity, then Lewis Paul’s spinning 
wheel machine (1738), James Hargreaves’ “spinning jenny” (1764), which this time multiplied productivity by twenty, 
Richard Arkwright’s “water frame” steam spinning machine (1768), Samuel Crompton’s “mule jenny” (1779), and fi-
nally Edmund Cartwright’s first mechanical and steam-powered loom (1785). At the end of the 18th Century, a worker 
on a spinning machine produced in one day as much as 400 craftsmen with a spinning wheel forty years earlier. The ef -
fect of productivity gains on cotton yarns divided their price by four between 1786 and 1801. There were then more 
than 50,000 workers operating on machines. Cotton imports increased fiftyfold between 1700 and 1780. At the begin -
ning of the 19th Century, the textile industry represented 8% of GDP, compared to 1% a century earlier. Iron production 
increased sixfold between 1788 and 1815, while at the same time costs were halved. The first factories appeared, like  
the mill in Northampton, equipped with 250 machines, which Edward Cave built into the first large spinning mill in 
1742. Thirty years later, Watt and Boulton opened their own mills in Soho. Steam engines allowed them to set up shop 
in a location other than the water’s power. Then a change of scale occurred with the factories that Richard Arkwright  
opened in Cromford, southeast of Manchester. In the 1780s, they already employed 5,000 workers. [Back to page 15]

https://www.leftcommunism.org/spip.php?article477
https://afreeretriever.wordpress.com/portfolio/discussion-contributions-on-the-question-of-capitalisms-decadence/7/
https://afreeretriever.wordpress.com/portfolio/discussion-contributions-on-the-question-of-capitalisms-decadence/8/
https://en.internationalism.org/ir/023_proletariat_under_decadence.html
https://en.internationalism.org/ir/023_proletariat_under_decadence.html
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Back-cover text
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general tendency and final result of this process is the exclusive world rule 
of capitalist production. Once this is reached, Marx’s model becomes valid:  
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The economic necessity of imperialism 
(Anton Pannekoek, ‘De Nieuwe Tijd’, May 5, 1916)

For a critique of the theory of the decadence of capitalism, Pannekoek is important because he has always opposed the  
view that capitalism would automatically and irreparably collapse. In  “The Economic Necessity of Imperialism” (‘De 
Nieuwe Tijd’, 1916) he summarizes his critique of Luxemburg’s underpinning of the saturation of the markets at the  
hand of Marx’s reproduction diagrams. We will not go into this further, but do point out that the ICC’s theory of deca -
dence relies on Luxemburg’s argument. Further, Pannekoek has taken down the tendency of the rate of profit to fall as  
a theoretical underpinning of Grossman’s and Mattick’s crises theory as well. Instead of an automatic and irreparable  
collapse of capitalism and an economic necessity of imperialism, Pannekoek argues that the periodic crises arise from  
the imbalance between economic factors inherent in capitalism. Instead of an economic necessity of imperialism, he  
posits a social and political necessity that follows from the power of big capital. Only at the margins of his reflections  
Pannekoek speaks of an end to capitalism in a then – in 1916 and 1946 respectively – distant future: through the ex -
haustion of the “material” conditions for the expansion of production. In 1916 these are “unlimited quantities” of raw 
materials in nature; in 1946 he already speaks of “the raw adventurous methods of capital – which on all continents  
are in the process of destroying the fertility of the earth” . (1) Not unimportant, and even highly topical in the light of 
the current environmental and health crises. The second material condition mentioned by Pannekoek that capitalism 
would no longer be able to fulfill is that of a labor force in “sufficient” quantities to expand production. (F.C., January 
2021)

1)  P. Aartsz (Anton Pannekoek), De arbeidersraden  , Amsterdam 1946, p. 81.

Read the complete 1916 article by Anton Pannekoek
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Article Summary
This contribution is part of the debate on questions concerning the obsolescence of capitalism, that ‘A Free Re-
triever’s Digest’ has proposed in the English language area. It recalls the general framework of this discussion and  
extensively replies to the ideas developed by one of its participants (Link), who has come to fundamentally put  
the scientific approach developed by Marx and Engels into question. It provides an answer to an important ques -
tion posed by another contributor (Aníbal) as well: if extensive research cannot corroborate, but instead refutes  
that capitalism has entered into its decadence since the First World War (a view broadly held by the Communist  
International in its first years, including its left fractions at the time, and which is still adhered to by contempo-
rary groups laying claim to the political heritage of the latter) – how then should the historical trajectory of capi -
talism be correctly understood? Has capitalism at present reached its historical zenith, its phase of maturity, as  
Aníbal seems to claim, or has it already surpassed this historical datum and become obsolescent anyway, but  
since a later date? What are the valid criteria for such an assessment and how are they to be applied?

In order to develop his changed views on this question, the author has engaged in doing groundwork, which this  
first part expresses by systematically clearing away a number of obstacles that have been raised against a truly  
historical-materialist comprehension by protagonists of “capitalist decadence since 1914”, notably the ICC, and  
that do not fail to impact even upon its critiques (like Link).

This part therefor tries first to situate the creation of the world market; the nature and significance of state capi -
talism; the question of indebtedness throughout the history of capitalism; the role and impact of wars that, since  
1914 are supposed to constitute a historical brake on the development of the productive forces. It concludes by  
setting forth the reasons for which the author situates capitalism’s obsolescence at the beginning of the 21 st Cen-
tury.

The forthcoming, second part develops more deeply on the historical materialist approach of the evolution of soci -
eties; its concretization in the successive historic modes of production, and on the changes of capitalism since the  
First World War, by the successive productive orders that have shaped its trajectory.
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