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THE BOLSHEVIK LEADER, Vladimir Lenin, 
famously described the symptoms of 

what he called a revolutionary situation: 1) 
when there is a crisis in the prevailing system 
and it is impossible for the ruling classes to 
rule in the old way; 2) when the want and 
suffering of the oppressed classes have grown 
more acute than usual, and; 3) when as a con-
sequence the masses increase their historical 
action. These symptoms are clearly upon us 
as the crisis of global capitalism deepens. This 
crisis is an economic, or structural, one of 
overaccumulation and chronic stagnation. But 
it is also a political crisis, one of state legiti-
macy and capitalist hegemony.1 The Ukraine 
confl ict is not a cause but a consequence of 
this crisis. Here we want to take a more his-
torical and global perspective, moving beyond 
the “noise” of current headlines.

Capitalist states face spiraling crises of 
legitimacy after decades of hardship and social 
decay wrought by neoliberalism, aggravated 
by these states’ inability to manage the coro-
navirus health emergency, and the economic 
collapse it triggered. Global inequalities had 
already reached unprecedented levels prior to 
the outbreak. The extent of polarization of 
wealth and power, of deprivation and misery 
among the world’s poor majority, already de-

fi ed belief prior to the outbreak. In 2018, just 
seventeen global fi nancial conglomerates col-
lectively managed $41.1 trillion dollars, more 
than half the GDP of the entire planet. That 
same year, the richest 1 percent of human-
ity led by 36 million millionaires and 2,400 
billionaires controlled more than half of the 
world’s wealth while the bottom 80 percent 
– nearly six billion people – had to make do 
with just 5 percent of this wealth.2 

The global revolt has been underway 
for some years now. In the months prior to 
the outbreak of the coronavirus pandemic a 
“global spring” of mass struggles broke out 
all around the world.3 However, the 2019 
spring was but a peak moment in popular 
insurgencies that spread in the wake of the 
2008 Great Depression; a veritable tsunami 
of mass rebellion not seen since at least 1968. 
After the initial worldwide wave in the years 
immediately following, the protests ebbed 
and fl owed but did not die down, with a 
fresh wave breaking out in 2017. In the two 
years leading up to the pandemic more than 
100 major anti-government protests swept 
the world, in rich and poor countries alike, 
toppling some thirty governments or leaders 
and sparking an escalation of state violence 
against protesters.4 These protests involved 
students, workers, and often migrant work-
ers, farmers, indigenous communities, anti-
racists, prisoners and activists against mass 
incarceration, democracy and anti-corruption 
activists, those struggling for autonomy or 
independence, anti-austerity campaigners, 
environmental advocates, and so on.
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From Chile to Lebanon, Iraq to India, 
France to the United States, Haiti to Nigeria, 
and South Africa to Colombia, mass struggles 
appeared in many instances to be acquiring 
a radical anti-capitalist character before the 
pandemic lockdown pushed protesters off 
the streets in early 2020. But the lull was 
momentarily. Within weeks of the lockdown 
protesters were out in force again despite 
the quarantine and the dangers of public 
congregation.5 Whether mass mobilization 
from below effects a fundamental change in 
the system of global capitalism cannot be pre-
dicted beforehand. What is clear is that mass 
popular struggles against the depredations 
of global capitalism are now conjoined with 
those around the fallout from the pandemic 
and escalating international political and 
military tensions. Capitalist crises are times 
of rapid social change precisely because they 
generate intense social and class confl ict from 
below and from above.

Will the global revolt develop into a 
struggle to overthrow the capitalist system 
once and for all? Masses of people engaged 
in revolt are, for the most part, struggling 
not in pursuit of a larger political agenda of 
transformation, much less one that is guided 
by a theoretical understanding of global 
capitalism, but to resolve their most pressing 
problems of survival. The urgent challenge for 
emancipatory struggles in our view is how to 
translate mass revolt into a project that can 
challenge the power of global capital. Lenin 
was clear that the jump from a “revolutionary 
situation” to a revolutionary process requires 
other conditions not yet present, including 
a widespread belief that system change is 
attainable and worth fi ghting for, having a 
revolutionary ideology and program, and also 
organizations capable of leading the struggle. 
For this to take place, the mass movements 
and organic intellectuals who identify with 
them must resolve a number of weaknesses 
and limitations that threaten to undermine 
the potential for revolt. In what follows, we 
discuss four of these quandaries. Far from 

being mutually exclusive, they are interwoven 
and should best be seen as forming a larger 
unity in relation to the global class struggle. 
In particular, we will take the case of the Black 
Lives Matter-led mass anti-racist protests of 
2020 in the United States as illustrative of 
these quandaries.

Disjuncture and Fragmentation
First, there is an evident disjuncture between 
the proliferation of mass movements and 
popular uprisings around the world and an 
organized, and socialist-oriented left, that 
could serve as a rudder to help steer these 
struggles into a larger transformative project. 
The institutional and party left has steadily 
lost power and infl uence in recent decades, in 
part due to its own internal weaknesses, and in 
part due to the centrifugal forces of capitalist 
globalization itself, insofar as it disaggregates 
and atomizes the exploited classes and their 
social and political spaces. The existing 
fragmentation and sectarianism that all too 
often pervades the left debilitates popular 
struggles at a time of planetary crisis. If the 
left is to going to be in a position to intervene 
effectively in the upheavals that are upon 
us, it must undertake the task of criticism 
and must urgently renovate a revolutionary 
project and a plan for refounding the state. 
At the same time as the socialist left is so 
weak, global union membership has steadily 
declined, notwithstanding the current uptick 
in unioniziation drives in the United States 
and elsewhere, so that even as working people 
everywhere rise up the majority of workers 
remain largely unorganized.

To effectively fi ght back against global 
capitalism as the ultimate cause of the prob-
lems they seek to address, disjointed move-
ments must fi nd ways to come together into 
a larger emancipatory project, and develop a 
strategy to push such a project forward. This 
requires political organizations capable of 
articulating such a project in a double sense: 
articulate as in link together, and as in give 
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voice to it. To take the case of the Black 
Lives Matter (BLM) led civic uprising in the 
United States that again took off in spring 
and summer 2020, millions of mostly young 
people yearning for radical change risked life 
and limb to participate. We took part in the 
protests in the greater Los Angeles area. The 
energy and commitment of the protesters was 
overwhelming. Yet the protests showed a very 
low level of political development, with an or-
ganized left that could give it a more coherent 
anti-capitalist direction virtually nowhere to 
be seen and the politics of these courageous 
youth lacking clarity, cohesion, and direction.

The BLM movement became easy-and 
for middle-class elements among it, willing-
prey for cooptation by the powers that be, as 
we discuss below. In the absence of a larger 
critique of the capitalist state the movement 
died down as repression, cooptation, and 
fatigue took their toll. Without political or-
ganizations and a program-without the unity 
of the spontaneous with organization-move-
ments and mass actions over specifi c demands 
cannot be sustained and cannot mount a 
challenge to the system itself. “Neglecting, or 
worse still despising, so-called ‘spontaneous’ 
movements, i.e., failing to give them a con-
scious leadership or to raise them to a higher 
plane by inserting them into politics, may 
often have extremely serious consequences,” 
noted Italian communist Antonio Gramsci. 
“It is almost always the case that a sponta-
neous movement of the subaltern classes is 
accompanied by a reactionary movement 
of the right-wing of the dominant class, for 
concomitant reasons.” Indeed, to the extent 
that the left is unable to provide leadership 
around a transformative project the far-right 
is gaining ground rapidly.

The Straight-Jacket 
of the Nation-State

Second, economic globalization takes place 
within a nation-state-based system of political 
authority; transnational state apparatuses are 

unable to exercise any real political authority 
over the global system.6 This gives trans-
national capital enormous structural power 
over individual nation-states and the global 
economy. The impossibility of socialism in 
one country, already evident in the twentieth 
century, has been made all the clearer in this 
age of capitalist globalization. This is not to 
say that struggles at the nation-state level are 
futile. Since mass struggles unfold at the level 
of each nation-state, the only state power the 
masses can seize is that of the nation-state. 
As many have noted, however, these struggles 
must be part of a more expansive transnational 
counter-hegemonic project, including trade 
unionism, social movements, and political 
organizations that put forth a transnational 
and transformative project. Emancipatory 
struggles in the age of global capitalism thus 
must be simultaneously national and transna-
tional. They must identify and prioritize the 
class antagonisms within and across countries 
and regions. 

The national state is the point of con-
densation for tensions and contradictions in 
the social order and the political economy. 
This situation presents the left and popular 
forces with another set of challenges. Popular 
struggles that target the state run the risk of 
dissolving class-based demands into more 
abstract demands for democratization of the 
state. This often involves mere representation 
in public institutions along with an end to 
corruption. (To be sure, of course, demands 
for democratization and accountability are 
in the interest of the working class and the 
oppressed. It is when calls for citizen rights 
replace class demands that challenges from 
below set themselves up for cooptation.) 
Radical mobilizations too often become 
channeled into the state’s institutional pro-
cesses, coopted into an agenda of liberal 
reform that does little to challenge the social 
order. In these circumstances the class identity 
of movements of the working and popular 
classes become abstract designations, such as 
“people” or “citizens,” because under capital-
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ism citizens enjoy political equality even as 
they experience explicit economic inequality. 
The paradox of the capitalist system under 
formally democratic arrangements is just 
that: political equality before the state and 
socioeconomic dictatorship in the economy. 
Yet masses of people are able to see the state 
more easily than they see capital, as the state 
becomes the point of condensation for social 
and economic grievances, and at a time when 
the capitalist state has a radically diminished 
capacity to meet the demands from below in 
the face of crisis.

The case of the 2020 anti-racist uprising 
in United States is illustrative of the dilemma. 
The movement targeted the police as the 
source of violence affl icting Black and poor 
people and consequently called for its defund-
ing. This is understandable; after all, it was 
the police who carried out the extra-judicial 
execution of George Floyd. It is the police 
who come into direct contact with those 
dispossessed and marginalized and who are 
responsible for controlling them. However, 
the police are only the visible frontline of the 
capitalist state. They are a coercive instru-
ment to control surplus labor, the poor, and 
the working class, disproportionately drawn 
in the United States from racially oppressed 
groups. Capitalists and elites whose wealth 
and power are protected by the police do not 
go into the streets to confront poor Black 
people and workers; they command quietly 
from corporate boardrooms, foundations, 
and government offi ces. We cannot do away 
with police violence and mass incarceration 
without doing away with surplus labor; that 
is, doing away with the system that relegates 
tens of millions in the United States (and 
several billion worldwide) to the margins as 
surplus humanity.

The Dead End of Identitarianism
The two quandaries discussed so far form 
a unity. Mass movements generated by the 
very contradictions and deprivations of the 

capitalist system target the state as it becomes 
the point of condensation for social and 
economic grievances. The absence of radical 
political organizations and an organized left 
makes it diffi cult for these movements to 
move from a struggle for democratization and 
redistributional demands to a larger attack on 
capitalist relations of production. But there 
is more at work here. Why is the potentially 
catalytic language of class so absent? The two 
previous quandaries cannot be separated from 
the third: the infl uence, and perhaps even the 
hegemony, over mass struggles of identitarian 
paradigms that, rather than enhance, have 
eclipsed the language of class and critiques of 
capital.7 These paradigms did not develop in a 
vacuum. They emerged in the late twentieth 
century out of the collapse of the old Soviet 
bloc, the defeat of the left, the demise of 
Third World nationalist and revolutionary 
projects, and accompanying repression of 
radical working-class and popular struggles. 
The triumph of neoliberalism found its philo-
sophical alter-ego in a post-modernism that 
undermined ideas of broad solidarity, working 
class struggle, and socialist projects.8

A key part of the story here in our view is 
the betrayal of the intellectuals, for no struggle 
of the oppressed can be without its organic 
intellectuals and the battles to come are as 
much theoretical and ideological as they are 
political. Many intellectuals who previously 
identifi ed with anti-capitalist movements 
and emancipatory projects withdrew into an 
identitarian politics of reform and inclusion, 
a set of political and cultural practices, radi-
cal only in language, that are at best liberal 
and that end up shoring up the hegemony 
of capital. It was the mass struggles of the 
1960s and 1970s themselves that helped 
representatives from the oppressed groups to 
join the ranks of the professional strata and 
elite. In academia, it opened up space for a 
new intellectual petty-bourgeoisie whose class 
aspirations became expressed in post-modern 
narratives and identitarian politics, while in 
the larger society it found resonance among 
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aspiring middle-class and professional/
managerial elements that sprung from the 
mass movements.

As these narratives became hegemonic 
in the academy and bled into broader society, 
they shaped the common sense understanding 
of racial, gender, and other forms of oppres-
sion. Identitarian politics should not be con-
fused with struggles against particular forms 
of exploitation and oppression that different 
groups face. Ethnic, racial, gender, and sexual 
oppression are not tangential but constitutive 
of capitalism. There can be no general eman-
cipation without liberation from these forms 
of oppression. But just as critically, all the 
particular forms of oppression are grounded 
in the larger social order of global capitalism 
that perpetually regenerates them. In these 
narratives, Marxism and class analysis were 
increasingly deemed “Eurocentric/Western 
ideology” and by extension, any universalist 
emancipatory project was rejected. In its place 
was a universe of particulars and the celebra-
tion of “differences” and fragmentation (into 
essencialized identities and single-issue social 
movements) so that there is no underlying 
principle of human social existence, no collec-
tive subject capable of social transformation, 
indeed no emancipatory project that could 
unite a majority of humanity. Any under-
standing of exploitation requires the tools of 
Marxist political economy, yet this approach 
was maligned as “class reductionism” so that 
any underlying structural causes of oppression 
could not be identifi ed.

The most identitarian politics can 
aspire to is symbolic vindication, diversity 
(often meaning diversity in the ruling bloc), 
and equitable inclusion and representation 
within global capitalism. It is no wonder 
that alongside the economic restructuring 
of capitalist globalization since the 1980s, 
the emerging Transnational Capitalist Class 
(TCC)9 responded at the cultural level to 
the popular and revolutionary uprisings 
of the 1960s and the 1970s by embrac-
ing “diversity” and “multiculturalism” as a 

strategy to channel the struggle for social 
justice and anti-capitalist transformation 
into non-threatening demands for inclusion 
if not outright cooptation, and in this way to 
reconstruct capitalist hegemony. The ruling 
classes managed to accommodate what con-
tentious politics fl owed from the identitarian 
paradigm, neutering through cooptation the 
demands for social justice and anti-capitalist 
transformation. Dominant groups would now 
welcome representation in the institutions 
of capital and power while continuing to 
suppress (violently, if necessary) struggles to 
challenge capitalist imperatives. 

To return to the matter of the 2020 
anti-racism protests in the United States, the 
Black proletariat that launched the rebellion 
had to be contained.10 There was a felicitous 
meeting of aspiring professional/managerial 
and middle-class elements from below with 
the ruling groups from above around the new 
“racial justice” agenda. The dominant groups 
now funded and championed the conception 
of racism put forth by a new “anti-racist” 
politics as bias, personal aggression, racial 
disproportionality in the distribution of re-
wards and penalties, and a lack of inclusion 
and representation.11 Opposition to racism 
as personal injury and “micro-aggression” 
eclipsed any critique of the macro-aggressions 
of capitalism and the link between class 
exploitation and racial, gender, and other 
forms of oppression.12 Devoid of any critique 
of capitalist exploitation that linked race to 
class, the 2020 anti-racist uprising was swiftly 
coopted from above and from within. The 
protesters focused on disproportionate police 
violence against racially oppressed communi-
ties and called for defunding police depart-
ments. Yet racist police are an extension of the 
capitalist state. They exist to defend property 
from the propertyless and dispossessed who 
in the United States come disproportionately 
from racially oppressed communities. In the 
big picture, the solution is not to reform law 
enforcement since this means enforcing a 
legal system that under capitalism is intended 
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to protect the rich from the poor and dispos-
sessed through criminalization.

Beyond the demand for police reform 
(and in the absence of an organized left that 
could channel discontent towards a sustained 
challenge of the capitalist system), young 
people in the streets came to center their 
participation on little else than eradicating 
the symbols of racism and oppression. They 
upturned statues and monuments of historical 
fi gures and cultural icons associated with the 
history of racism. Upturning monuments is 
an act of symbolic or discursive justice that 
by itself is not a fundamental threat to the 
system, so long as these acts can be isolated 
from demands for more fundamental social 
and economic transformation, which is why 
they were quickly embraced by many political 
and corporate elites. Changing the names of 
military bases that are often named after racist 
historical fi gures as the protesters demanded 
may have been satisfying in terms of symbolic 
justice. Yet it did not change the fact that 
these bases housed military forces that exist 
to intervene around the world on behalf of 
capital and empire, and that Black people are 
overrepresented in the military because they 
are overrepresented in the ranks of surplus 
labor and enjoy the least opportunity for sat-
isfying employment in the civilian economy.

The powers that be embraced the lan-
guage of struggle against “systemic racism” as 
the phrase became emptied of any real sub-
stance. Political and economic elites touted 
their commitment to “racial justice.” CEOs 
of major global banks and corporations whose 
policies perpetuate racial inequality “took the 
knee” and declared their “solidarity” with ag-
grieved communities, as did Democratic and 
Republican Party stalwarts, as they attempted 
to commodify and convert “Black Lives Mat-
ter” into a corporate logo.13 “Racial justice” 
now became big business. In the wake of the 
mass uprising state, corporate, and founda-
tion donors and rich individuals committed 
a mind-boggling $10 billion to BLM-related 
causes.14 The campaign from above and from 

within aimed to marginalize the radical 
anti-capitalist impulse and to promote Black 
capitalism and professional development, to 
channel the uprising away from working-class 
struggle and into lobbying, electoral demands, 
professional development, and inclusion.15 
This is a textbook case of Gramsci’s concept 
of passive revolution: efforts by dominant 
groups to bring about mild change from 
above in order to defuse mobilization from 
below for more far-reaching transformation. 
Integral to this strategy is the cooptation of 
leadership from below and the integration of 
that leadership into the dominant project.16 
Passive revolution comes into play whenever 
the hegemony of the bourgeoisie begins to 
disintegrate and a period of organic crisis 
develops.

The Threat of Fascism 
and Global Police State

The fourth quandary that mass struggles from 
below face is the threat presented by far-right 
strongmen and authoritarian projects that, 
animated by the ongoing crisis, compete 
for support among the popular and work-
ing classes. There has been a rapid political 
polarization in global society since the 2008 
global crisis between an insurgent far-right 
and an insurgent left. Yet the far-right has 
proven more effective in mobilizing disaf-
fected populations and has made signifi cant 
political and institutional inroads. There is a 
paradox here in need of explanation. Many of 
the fascist-leaning leaders, such as Philippine 
president Rodrigo Duterte or Indian prime 
minister Narendra Modi, enjoyed high ap-
proval ratings at the same time as they pushed 
forward policies that hurt workers and the 
poor and unleashed repression against op-
position forces.17 Charismatic fascists such 
as former U.S. president Donald Trump and 
Brazilian president Jair Bolsonaro garnered 
genuine mass support. This paradox refl ects, 
in part, the polarization between the left and 
the far-right.
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But there is a larger story at play. The 
key to authoritarian and neo-fascist appeal 
is the promise to avert or reverse downward 
mobility and social decay; to restore some 
sense of stability and security in the face of 
escalating capitalist crisis. As popular dis-
content has spread, far-right and neo-fascist 
mobilizations play a critical role in the effort 
by dominant groups to channel mass discon-
tent away from a critique of global capitalism 
and towards support for the TCC agenda 
dressed in populist rhetoric. Fascism seeks to 
rescue capitalism from its organic crisis, that 
is, to violently restore capital accumulation, 
establish new forms of state legitimacy and 
suppress threats from below unencumbered by 
democratic constraints. As with its twentieth 
century predecessor, the project hinges on 
the psychosocial mechanism of displacing 
mass fear and anxiety towards scapegoated 
communities and often contrived external 
enemies. Its discursive and ideological rep-
ertoire involves extreme nationalism and the 
promise of national regeneration, xenophobia, 
doctrines of race/culture supremacy, alongside 
violent racist or ethnic mobilizations, martial 
masculinity, millennialism, militarization of 
civic and political life, and the normalization, 
even glorifi cation, of war, social violence, and 
domination. 18

The appeal to fascism offers people 
from the dominant racial, ethnic, religious, 
or national group an imaginary solution to 
real preoccupations; even though its a false 
one. In this age of globalized capitalism there 
is little possibility to provide real solutions, 
so that the “wages of fascism” appear to be 
entirely psychological. The destabilization 
of those sectors of the working classes that 
had previously enjoyed some stability, and the 
precarious condition that a majority of work-
ers now share, is a powerful structural shift 
that exercises a newfound centripetal pull 
on working class unity, cutting across racial, 
ethnic, and national divisions. However, the 
centrifugal forces militating against that unity 
are numerous, including racist and national 

chauvinist manipulation from above, the 
relative absence of a socialist left that could 
provide an alternative, and liberal identitarian 
politics that eschews the language of class and 
a critique of capitalism.

The United States provides a case study 
in these contradictory dynamics. The condi-
tions of unemployment, the dismantling 
of the social safety net, deteriorating living 
standards, and social decay generate anger 
and despair that that have helped fuel fascist 
politics. These politics express in distorted 
form this despair and contempt, and touch 
a raw nerve among significant numbers 
of white workers by acknowledging and 
validating their economic and social anxiet-
ies. While the Democratic Party cast itself 
during the Trump years as the defender of 
democracy against fascism, the Democrats 
have in fact played a major role in bringing 
about the conditions for fascism. They have 
done this through three decades of neoliber-
alism at home and wars abroad, along with 
an opportunistic embrace of identity and 
representational politics. It is telling that in 
the areas abandoned by capitalist investment, 
especially the agricultural breadbaskets and 
the deindustrialized rust belt of the Midwest, 
many counties switched from Obama in 
the 2012 presidential elections to Trump in 
2016. Yet neither does the identitarian left 
offer anything to white sectors of the work-
ing class. To the contrary, these workers are 
written off as racists that are simply lashing 
out to defend their “white privilege” or, in the 
now infamous words of the 2016 Democratic 
presendential candidate Hillary Clinton, as 
“baskets of deplorables.”

The identitarian left encourages these 
working class sectors to identify only with 
their white identity, rather than with their 
interest as workers, and thus end up stoking 
white nationalism, thus making them more 
susceptible to fascist appeals. The problem 
here is not a struggle against racism, for that 
must be front and center of any emancipatory 
project. Rather, it is the separation of race 
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from class, the substitution of working-class 
politics for one based on essentialized iden-
tities, in which everyone belongs to one or 
another identity group in which all members 
are assumed to share the same interests. Yet 
the only chance that popular resistance forces 
have to beat back the threat of fascism is to 
put forward an alternative interpretation of 
the crisis based on working-class politics 
that can win over the would-be social bases 
of fascism.

Conclusion: Seizing the Crisis
The Covid-19 pandemic has accelerated the 
crisis of capitalist rule more that anyone could 
have predicted. This generates enormous 
political tensions that must be managed by 
ruling groups in the face of societal disintegra-
tion and political collapse in many countries. 
It animates geopolitical confl ict as states seek 
to externalize social and political tensions and 
accelerates the breakdown of the post-WWII 
international order, increasing the danger 
of international military confl agration. The 
Russian invasion of the Ukraine has paved 
the way for a more sweeping militarization 
of what was already a global war economy. 
Geopolitical tensions and international con-
fl icts are tragic for those caught up in them. 
But they also legitimate expanding military 
and security budgets and open up new oppor-
tunities for capitalist profi t making through 
war, political strife, and repression. Almost 
overnight following the Russian invasion, 
the U.S., EU and other governments around 
the world allocated billions of dollars in ad-
ditional military spending and sent streams 
of military hardware and private military 
contractors into Ukraine.19 The Russian inva-
sion has provided the ruling groups, especially 
those of the core Western states but also from 
those countries whose governments have not 
condemned Russia, to ratchet up the global 
police state, waging permanent low-intensity 
warfare to disarticulate popular insurgency 
from below.20

The TCC and its state agents are acutely 
aware the humanity is now entering a state of 
de facto civil war. “The convergence of more 
information and more people with fewer 
state resources will constrain governments’ 
efforts to address rampant poverty, violence, 
and pollution, and create a breeding ground 
for dissatisfaction among increasingly aware, 
yet still disempowered populations,” stated a 
2019 U.S. Army report. “A global populace 
that is increasingly attuned and sensitive 
to disparities in economic resources and 
the diffusion of social infl uence will lead to 
further challenges to the status quo and lead 
to system rattling events.” These “system 
rattling events,” include “the Arab Spring, 
the Color Revolutions of Eastern Europe, 
the Greek monetary crisis, BREXIT, and the 
mass migrations to Europe from the Middle 
East and North Africa.”21

We are clearly before the type of revo-
lutionary situation described by Lenin, in 
which the prevailing system is in crisis, the 
suffering of the oppressed has grown more 
acute, and the masses are stepping up their 
historic action. As the crisis deepens, the 
poor and dispossessed will continue to rise 
up in countless struggles. But in the absence 
of a clear program that targets the system, 
or a left that could help channel uprisings 
against the underlying causes of distress and 
deprivation, we are likely to see desperation 
erupt into racial, ethnic, religious, and other 
forms of aggression, as well as increasing so-
cial violence among the oppressed themselves. 
Fueled by the anomie and nihilism of global 
capitalist culture and a gangster capitalism 
from above, people whose very existence is 
at risk will develop survival strategies that 
put them in a position to be criminalized by 
a capitalist state.

On the other hand, it is during moments 
of crisis that working-class agency can be 
most effective in bringing about structural 
change. Crises are key conjunctures when 
significant structural-and in rare historic 
moments, systemic-change becomes possible. 
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Short of revolution, the popular classes must 
struggle now to prevent the ruling groups 
from turning the crisis into an opportunity for 
them to resuscitate and deepen the neoliberal 
order and reconstruct their hegemony once 
the dust from the pandemic settles. Despite 
our sobering discussion on the challenges 
that emancipatory projects face, the crisis of 
ruling class hegemony opens up enormous 
prospects for a viable counter-hegemonic 
project. The struggle from below is to push for 
something along the lines of a global Green 
New Deal as an interim program alongside 
an accumulation of forces for more radical 
system change.22

A Green New Deal, a call fi rst put out 
in the United States, proposes combining 
sweeping green policies, including an end 
to fossil fuels, with a social welfare and pro-
worker economy that would include mass 
employment opportunities in green energy 
and other technologies. A global Green New 
Deal may help lift the world out of economic 
depression as it simultaneously addresses the 
climate emergency and generates favorable 
conditions for an accumulation of counter-
hegemonic forces. But a global Green New 
Deal is not enough. As ecological collapse 
continues, the corporate and political elite 
have already set about to appropriate the very 
concept in order to legitimate the oxymoron 
of “green capitalism” and the dangerous illu-
sion that capitalism can be made ecofriendly 
and “sustainable.”23 If humanity is to survive, 
global capitalism must ultimately be over-
thrown and replaced by ecosocialism.

Capitalist crises may originate at the 
deepest level as a structural contradiction, but 
they are played out in the terrain of politics, 
culture, and ideology. A counter-hegemony 
depends in part on how the crisis is under-
stood and interpreted by masses of people. 
This in turn depends, in signifi cant part, on 
a systemic critique of global capitalism and 
on organic intellectuals, in the Gramscian 
sense: intellectuals who attach themselves to 
and serve the emancipatory struggles of the 

popular classes, and who are committed to 
putting forth a critique of capitalism as part 
of the larger effort to overcome the quandaries 
we have discussed.
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