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The central merit of Chris Harman’s latest, and unfortunately his last work, is undoubtedly the tenacity with which he holds to the Marxist theory of crisis, and applies it to the period of capitalist development since Marx’s death. Over and again the narrative comes back to the tendency for the profit rate to fall, and this suggests that Harman has managed to do something that many other Marxists have not; namely to rank the tendencies in order of importance and to stand over this empirically. While Marx never explicitly developed such a hierarchy, the entire thrust of his arguments depended on it. The profit rate is, after all, the heart of accumulation, and any tendency towards its diminution must therefore take precedence. Armed with this central insight ‘Zombie Capitalism’ sets out to achieve a number of interlocking objectives. The opening chapters develop a coherent position within political economy, as Harman simultaneously lays out the Marxist analysis, and provides a sort of ‘readers guide’ to comrades who may be grappling with the material for the first time. 

Developmental Tendencies 

Numerous controversies are outlined and assessed, as Harman moves from Marx’s central categories to the dynamics of the system as a whole. For Marx, scientific understanding was premised on unearthing necessary developmental tendencies, and it is precisely this method that is utilised in Zombie Capitalism. Debates over the ‘labour theory of value’, and the ‘transformation problem’ are impressively assessed. However unlike the ‘naval gazing’ of more scholarly contributions, Harman never strays too far from his pedagogical (instructional) and/or empirical concerns. Marx’s own ‘research programme’ was always based on historical developments, and Harman’s great achievement is to draw together the strings of Marxist thinking up to the present. To provide a complete summary in this short review would again be impossible. Instead I will merely try to capture a flavour of Harman’s exposition by looking at the relation of Marx to Adam Smith. 

The Logic of Competition
For liberals such as Smith, an atomistic ontology (of isolated individuals) meant that an ‘invisible hand’ always brought the economy back to equilibrium. For Marx, on the other hand, the social realm is always developmental and it is this processural understanding of society that marks the greatest break with the classics of ‘bourgeois political economy’ (Smith and Ricardo). Writing in the 1770’s, the world that Smith surveyed was one in which a nascent capitalist class had only just begun to compete with a myriad of self-employed artisans. In this environment it was easy to foreground the competitive struggle between producers, and yet for Marx this misses a much more fundamental cleavage that resides at the heart of capitalist relations. From Marx’s perspective, what Smith had realised was that competition has a powerful logic that must be appreciated. What he failed to understand however was that this competition has developmental tendencies that would eventually undermine his rosy account. 
Capitalist production relies on a class of propertyless wage-labourers who must sell their labour-power (ability to work) on the open market. Once a wage is paid, the capitalist enjoys the property rights to the fruits of this labour and the return to the capitalist is always greater than the amount he pays for it (the value of labour is greater than the value of labour-power). Over time capitalist competition leads to winners and loses, and as the winners accumulate the ‘dead labour’ of their workers they quickly outstrip the artisan in his/her ability to compete. This suggests that rather than competition continually bringing the social order back to equilibrium, the existence of an expropriating class allows the requisite mechanism (surplus extraction) to change initial conditions on an on-going basis. For the bourgeois Smith, competition was to be harnessed in the interests of all, as its disciplining logic applied primarily to producers. For the iconoclastic Marx on the other hand, these conclusions are decisively altered once one understands that intra-class competition is always mediated through the prism of class conflict. 

Contradiction and crisis

Indeed, once we begin to analyse the articulation of class conflict and intra-capitalist competition we are firmly in the realm of contradiction and conflict, and Harman makes a considerable contribution to understanding their interrelations. For Marx, contradiction is writ large into the developmental tendencies of capitalist production. The potential for disproportions in inputs and outputs makes it inevitable that the system will tend towards boom and bust, and when this is conjoined with antagonistic class relations it becomes extremely difficult to bring production and consumption into continual alignment. Wages are both a cost to be minimized and a source of demand, and as individual capitalists succeed in driving down their costs, they inevitably increase the likelihood of crises for the class as a whole (an inability to find demand). Each individual capitalist acts rationally only to find their collective actions leading to disaster, and this essentially inverts the Smithian metaphor, as the ‘invisible hand’ now continually undermines the rationality of the system. 

Long-Run Tendencies

This is a classic case of the unintentional consequences of intentional action and Marx was convinced that between them, the tendencies towards overproduction and disproportionality were sufficient to render capitalism inherently unstable. Yet neither of these tendencies spoke to the long-run dynamic of the system as a whole. After all, capitalism could continue indefinitely on the basis of recurring booms and busts, and one of the merits of Harman’s discussion is to show just how functional crises are for reorganising capital. Yet to the suggestion of perpetual accumulation, Marx dealt a devastating blow as he once again took-up the ‘unintentional consequences’ of class conflict and intra-capitalist competition. The overwhelming need for competitiveness forces each capitalist to develop their means of production, and this generally leads to an ever increasing emphasis on capital investment. Capital investment simultaneously increases productiveness and reduces the amount of socially necessary labour embodied in commodities. 

If any individual can develop such labour-saving technology they will undoubtedly profit as they set about undercutting rivals and capturing market share. Once again however, there are negative consequences for the employing class as a whole, as rivals eventually adopt the new technology and in-so-doing unintentionally reduce the profits for them all. The substitution of capital for labour (the rising organic composition of capital) unwittingly drives down the only source of class-wide profits, as the laws of the market ensure that over time the value of capital is only ever transferred to the final commodity. 

Prices must reflect labour-values, and the necessary conclusion is that labour-power is the only commodity capable of producing extra value, as this alone is not (completely) subject to the laws of the market. Appreciating the interrelations of class conflict and competition pushed Marx’s analysis far beyond anything available in his predecessors, and laid the ground for our understanding today. 

Countervailing tendencies

Marx was convinced that capitalism would eventually undermine itself as the pressures of contradiction and conflict became too much. Indeed this process would, he thought, be precipitated by a final tendency, as the forces of competition lead to an ever greater concentration of the accumulation process. Marx’s genius was to see that competitive processes eventually lead to monopoly (or at least oligopoly), and this suggested that the ‘capitalism’ of the 1770’s would be very different from that of the 1900’s. As this process unfolded Marx foresaw increasing polarisation as capital became concentrated and the numbers of the disposed grew. What he failed to see, however, was that this process also had (countervailing) tendencies that would help to sustain the system- at least for a time. Competitive accumulation eventually led to massive conglomerations, and as this occurred competition was transposed to the global stage, and new relations with the State developed. 

Monopolistic (State) Capitalism

States began to play a role that Marx could not have appreciated, and approaching this from the perspective of the debate on imperialism, Harman assesses the merits of his successors (Hilferding, Lenin, Luxemburg and Bukharin) whilst skilfully developing a position of his own. This discussion is too complex to develop at length here. But in essence, Harman suggests that States are inextricably linked to their national capitals, and that this relation will change in line with the needs of successful accumulation. 

In the early phase, States needed to do little more than protect the ‘rules of the game’, and in these circumstances, it is not at all surprising that a minimal ‘night watchman’ became the norm. However as ‘winners’ began to emerge this became increasingly inadequate, and over time the States role changed in two important ways. On the one hand, they played a far greater role in direct accumulation, as the portion of State controlled GDP (gross domestic product) grew from less than 5% to around 30-40% (in the developed economies). On the other hand, the most developed States began to engage in forms of competition, which mirrored those in the economy, but with one crucial difference- the competitors had the ability to wage war, and all too often this is what occurred. Military competition (war and arms spending) was the inevitable outcome of ‘monopoly capitalism’ as the States control of ‘violence’ made them indispensible accomplices in the drive for resources on the global stage. Warfare was henceforth to become the Janus face of accumulation, and this suggests that the role of the State must continually be monitored if one is to achieve an understanding of the system as a whole. 
Underlying Mechanisms

Zombie Capitalism does this admirably. Indeed, one of the books great strengths is that nothing is off limits, as we come to appreciate how the ‘Great Depression’, the rise of Fascism, and the ‘Post-War Boom’ can all be made intelligible through the prism of Marx’s framework. This is not to suggest some overarching teleology or predetermined outcome. Merely that in order to separate the real from the ephemeral, one must look below the surface at the deeper relations in society (re)production. Harman certainly achieves this. Indeed one of his most successful ploys is to introduce a world historic event (the Great Depression for example), discount myriad surface explanations, before introducing the underlying mechanisms that inevitably explain it. Doing this allows one to clearly grasp the logic of the system. And this in turn lays the foundations for the ‘permanent arms economy’, the analysis of Soviet ‘State-Capitalism’ and all the other explanations associated with the IS tendency’s articulation of military and economic competition in late (monopolistic) capitalism. 

Moreover, it enables one to see just how sick (in both senses) capitalism really is, as a combination of its long-run tendencies have essentially caught the system in a noose. While profit rates have always had a tendency to fall, this could traditionally be offset by the boon of cheap capital as competitors went under. Today however, this option is increasingly off-limits, as conglomerates become too ‘big to fail’ and capital is forced to look for other ways to sustain its profits.
Fighting Back

Here we come finally to the metaphor in the title, as Harman compares capitalism to a half-dead monster that is out of control. To Marx’s vivid picture of a life-sucking vampire, we now have an equally powerful metaphor for this nightmarish system. Yet rather than finishing on this note of despair, Harman characteristically wanted to fight. The final section (of his final book) is not a fatalistic summary of our collective woes, but an inspiring rallying-call to ‘overcome’. 

The global crisis he had long predicted had finally arrived and it is fitting that as one of the world’s pre-eminent Marxists he had lived long enough to see his analysis vindicated. For Harman however, this would have been scant consolation. What he really wanted, after all, was the end of a system that was set to wreak yet further havoc on the people of the world. Capitalism causes nothing but misery and while Zombie Capitalism is a fitting epitaph to a man who truly understood the horrific nature of the capitalist system, the real achievement lies in his life-long efforts to decisively overcome it.  
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