Raevin Jimenez

Book Review

Wood, Ellen M. Empire of Capital. New York: Verso, 2003.


Ellen Meiksins Wood’s Empire of Capital is both an account of the changing trends in imperialist ideology and an argument for the increasing role of the nation state in the new global system.  As capitalism has evolved and with it global conditions both conducive and oppositional to the new global system, the role of the state in legitimating and facilitating expansion and annexation too has changed.  According to Wood, this expanding role of the state in global economic affairs is in opposition to the common misconception that the state has faded into the background, incapable of exerting control over multi-national corporations or the affairs of other nations.  Additionally, Wood argues that while the new imperialism is largely credited to pure economic influence, the American state applies a considerable degree of extra-economic force to expansionist efforts, and that much of imperialism remains political.  Wood’s argument is developed through an historical account of changes in the rhetoric surrounding imperialism, the use of extra-economic force as well as current circumstances indicating the existence of a powerful and extensive American Empire.  While the historical evidence provided is selective and the work in places tends towards a fatalist inevitability, Wood’s account of imperialism is highly logical and well proved.  


Wood begins her historical synopsis of imperialism with the Romans, whose primary contribution to the ideology of Empire is res nullius, or the contention that where land is found unoccupied, it may be annexed and put to Roman use.  Res Nullius serves as a theme throughout the book, as Wood traces the development of the concept of “just” annexation.  The next major alteration comes from the Dutch Hugo Grotius, who suggested that imperialism should be opportunist in nature and proposed a theory of justified wars stemming from the individual’s most fundamental natural law of self-preservation.  Individuals, whose rights precede and therefore supersede civil society, have the right to pursue wars intended to right wrongs and gain territory.  Within the framework of Grotius’s theory, wrongs in need of righting included trade monopolies or any other impediment that deterred Dutch dominance in trade.  As territory was concerned, Grotius adhered to Roman res nullius, arguing that land left unused could be claimed by the Dutch.   For Thomas More, however, res nullius was insufficient for his theory of imperial expansion, but rather argued that land could be annexed where occupied and in use but not exploited and improved to the extent it would be if brought under British control.  What was more, such land could be taken by force where necessary.  As the indigenous population was concerned, More advocated absorption of native populations into British colonial society if they could be made to conform to British rules and way of life.  If the indigenous people resisted, it was just for the British to drive them away from annexed land.  This action, he believed, was necessary and within the legitimate use of force in order to uplift such people from a state of barbarism to the standards of British civil society.  More’s theory would contribute to British annexation of Ireland as well as expansion into the New World.  Indeed, Wood proposes that British imperialism in the Americas was initially intended to follow the Irish example, but vastly different circumstances resulted in a divergent approach.  John Locke justified the new pattern of British imperialism by carrying res nullius to its logical conclusion.  According to Locke, it was not only justifiable to take land in use, but that the British were entitled to the land based on the idea that they were the only force capable of adding sufficient value to the land for it to be used efficiently.  If in America there was no system of proper commerce and no standards by which to improve land, then there were no claims to property.  Even where land was used intensively, its use by Native Americans could not rival its potential in the hands of the British and therefore was not owned by the natives but was rather available for annexation through colonial expansion.  Wood argues that Locke’s proposals brought imperial ideology to a level based almost entirely on economics, value added becoming a stronger argument for expansion and annexation than just wars or the will of God.  


The chapters concerned with the historical evolution of imperialism provide a measure against which to compare the new American imperialism to which Wood dedicates the remainder of the book.  Compared to Dutch, British and Roman imperialism, Wood suggests that global economic imperialism may appear to function beyond the control or even influence of the nation state.  However, she contends that the new imperialism is equally reliant upon the mechanisms of the state and their ability to exact their extra-economic force on resistant economies.  To the argument that multi-national corporations function above the level of national politics, Wood responds that every corporation, regardless of their degree of internationalism, has an individual nation-state that they call home and with whom they must cooperate in order to advance their mutual interests.  Indeed, globalization is a mechanism for alleviating the adverse affects of capitalist endeavors on a domestic economy, namely that of the United States.  Domestic market imperatives oblige US corporations toward overproduction, leading to stagnation and declining profitability.  In order to correct these issues, US corporations must find non-capitalist outlets upon which to inflict capitalist markets.  As Luxemburg suggested, this process of exploiting non-capitalist nations can never be a fully integrated global system because capitalism requires such non-capitalist markets in order to survive.  This is where the nation-state becomes indispensible to economic expansion.  The role of the state becomes the suppression of non-capitalist nations in order to prevent them from developing into capitalist economies, a task accomplished by financial speculation such as the Structural Adjustment Programs of the IMF, and where necessary by direct military intervention.  Coercive and suppressive acts by one state against another in order to establish dominance is what makes the system an imperialist one.  By this logic, Wood negates the concept of the evil multi-national and reasserts the place of the state in the system.  This is in direct opposition to the work of Okonto and Douglas
 on Shell oil, a prime example of a multi-national corporation functioning above and beyond the American state.  Perhaps exceptions (or examples of what is to come) like Shell exist and ought to be given credence in any work concerning economic imperialism, but Wood provides a case in point of her own: the US war in Iraq.  The economic implications of the war are readily apparent, and Wood credits oil for its role in drawing the US into the Middle East.  But the economics of oil, she writes, are also political.  If US-based multi-nationals control the oil supply, it becomes easier to contain the development of other leading industrial nations, and prevent their growth into economic rivals.  Additionally, Wood asserts that any excuse to occupy territory in regions of concern is a good one politically speaking.  Wood calls this the demonstration effect: the US is fully capable of invading and waging war against any country at any time for any reason, and the US wants the world to know that.  Similarly, Wood suggests that the North Korean status quo is ideal rather than threatening.  So long as the US, as the world power with, by and large, the greatest military is stationed in South East Asia, countries like Japan have no incentive to bear the expense of building a large, and therefore rival military of their own.  


By comparing the global economic system of the US to the imperialism with an economic component of prior global hegemonies, Wood successfully establishes US-led globalization as a form of imperialism.  She proves the use of extra-economic force in the interest of global capitalism, as well as the link between the interests of multi-nationals and the US nation-state.  She further solidifies the essential role of the state in the extension of a global economic system, and suggests that if this system is to understood or resisted, proper acknowledgement must be granted to the US state.
� Okonta, Ike, and Oronto Douglas. Where Vultures Feast: Shell, Human Rights, and Oil in the Niger Delta. San 


	Francisco: Sierra Club Books, 2001.





