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Abstract: 
 
This paper examines the relationship between various aspects of global governance, 
primitive accumulation, and liberal world order formation.  Over the last few years there 
has been renewed interest and debate in the concept of primitive accumulation. While 
positions remain contested on how to apply the concept to an understanding of current 
aspects of the global political economy, I seek to demonstrate how the concept can be 
employed to clarify some of the contradictions engendered by a liberal world order in the 
process of consolidation by asking a key question:  How far and in what ways is primitive 
accumulation linked to current manifestations of global liberal governance, human 
insecurity and aspects of power, production and social reproduction in the making of 
world orders?  The main contribution of the paper is a conjunctural periodization of 
primitive accumulation over the longue durée of liberal capitalism and a brief exploration 
of some of the tendencies characterizing our current conjuncture. 
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Introduction 
 
The “end of history” is still with us.  Indeed the architects of this reigning myth celebrate the 
triumph of liberal capitalism and continue to hold the floor in the contest of arguments over 
which system of politico-economic governance is likely to lead to growth, material security and 
human well-being.  Even as the Washington Consensus was in the midst of being discredited after 
a terrible record of economic and human failure, liberal authorities continued to argue that “free-
market” capitalism was the only alternative for social life-organization on a planetary scale.  
While even the World Bank and IMF recognized some of the dire social consequences generated 
by a reliance on market disciplines and incentives, the project of creating a liberal world order 
under the rule of capital is not to be abandoned but reaffirmed.  This logic has become all the 
more impervious since the terrorist attacks on the United States in 2001 and the resultant US 
National Security Strategy of 2002 that argues for a militant global strategy of transforming 
illiberal political economies into more market friendly societies capable of integrating their 
economies into the globalization project of transnational capital.  The reason for this shared 
worldview among both moderate and militant liberals is that liberal-democratic frameworks of 
governance offer the only incentive structure that encourages growth, and thus material security 
and human well-being.  This politico-strategic rationality is typically buffered by two other 
central claims.  The first is that liberal frameworks of economic governance maximize human 
freedom.  Indeed, at least since the time of Locke, “liberty” has come to be synonymous with the 
ownership of property so that giving the maximum possible scope of freedom to property owners 
is identified as the very essence of human freedom even in much of contemporary liberal 
discourse.  The second related claim is that the promotion and instantiation of economic 
liberalism will lead to a global peace since societies linked together by common patterns of 
economic exchange and similar conditions of existence will not wage war against one another.           
 
There is, however, an alternative and less sanguine hypothesis about the future prospects a liberal 
world order might engender for planetary life.  It holds that the new frameworks of power, 
production and social reproduction shaped by the discourse of economic liberals have 
strengthened the power of capital to discipline other social agents who do not derive their 
livelihood primarily by investments.  Such a view further holds that the transnational 
accumulation of capital and its facilitation by both public and private agencies has corresponded 
with an intensification of human insecurity such that the development of progressive and 
sustainable forms of production and social reproduction are limited and subordinated to the 
reproduction of capital as a going concern.  In this alternative conceptualization there is a 
substantive difference and complex relationship between the accumulation and reproduction of 
capital and the provision of human security (Bakker 2003).  In other words, critical IPE scholars, 
unlike their liberal contemporaries, argue that the profitability of capitalist agencies need not be 
viewed as automatically beneficial to human security and well-being, and may even come at their 
expense.  Indeed, there are countless cases where human security has been endangered by the 
reckless pursuit of profit by corporate executives anxious to meet or exceed the expectations of 
their quarterly earnings estimates.  This contradiction between the reproduction of capital and the 
progressive and sustainable reproduction of human life was not lost on one of liberal political 
economy’s most notorious critics: Karl Marx.    
 
Marx’s project was not only an attempt to understand the ‘laws governing the capitalist mode of 
production’ as a new social force, but also, and perhaps more importantly, to critique the liberal 
political economists of his time for obfuscating or ignoring how the transition to capitalist social 
property relations coincided with new and intensified forms of human insecurity.   For Marx, the 
social infrastructure of capital accumulation would not have been possible without a process of 
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primitive accumulation whereby a revolution in social property relations dispossessed direct 
producers of their traditional forms of production/social reproduction and largely forced them to 
depend on capital to achieve their means of existence.  That this process continues even in our 
own time is just starting to be recognized by critical IPE scholars who understand that many of 
the characteristics of current liberal world order resemble those of earlier revolutions in social 
property relations and the intensification of human insecurity that coincided with them.  This 
paper is intended to address the renewed interest in the concept of primitive accumulation by 
posing a key question: How far and in what ways is primitive accumulation linked to current 
manifestations of global liberal governance, human insecurity and aspects of power, production 
and social reproduction in the making of world orders?   
 
To begin answering this question I have organized this paper into three sections.  In the first 
section I want to provide a sketch of Marx’s radical understanding and critique of liberal 
conceptualizations of primitive accumulation.  Second, I will briefly look at some of the reasons 
for the renewed interest in the concept of primitive accumulation among critical scholars and 
argue that it is possible to theorize primitive accumulation as an ongoing feature of the longue 
durée of liberal capitalism.  In the third section I analyze some of the points of contact between 
global liberal governance, human insecurity and aspects of power, production and social 
reproduction in the making of a more liberalized world order.      

The Fairy Tale of Primitive Accumulation 
 
In the last section of the first volume of Capital, Marx critiqued and reformulated the concept of 
primitive accumulation primarily through an historical analysis of capitalist social formation in 
England.  The chief intention of this historical excursus in a volume otherwise concerned with 
theorizing the laws governing the capitalist mode of production was not only to demonstrate that 
capitalism was a specific mode of exploitation distinct from all earlier modes of human 
exploitation, but also to show that “no amount of accumulation, whether from outright theft, from 
imperialism, from commercial profit, or itself constitutes capital, nor will it produce capitalism” 
(Wood 1999: 37).  This was an important endeavour since a reigning myth sought to occlude the 
successive waves of violence complicit in the transition from feudalism to capitalism: 
 

This primitive accumulation plays in Political Economy about the same part as original 
sin in theology. Adam bit the apple, and thereupon sin fell on the human race. Its origin is 
supposed to be explained when it is told as an anecdote of the past. In times long gone-by 
there were two sorts of people; one, the diligent, intelligent, and, above all, frugal elite; 
the other, lazy rascals, spending their substance, and more, in riotous living. The legend 
of theological original sin tells us certainly how man came to be condemned to eat his 
bread in the sweat of his brow; but the history of economic original sin reveals to us that 
there are people to whom this is by no means essential. Never mind! Thus it came to pass 
that the former sort accumulated wealth, and the latter sort had at last nothing to sell 
except their own skins. And from this original sin dates the poverty of the great majority 
that, despite all its labor, has up to now nothing to sell but itself, and the wealth of the 
few that increases constantly although they have long ceased to work. Such insipid 
childishness is every day preached to us in the defense of property (Marx 1976: 873) 

 
That a discourse of original accumulation grew up as a ‘regime of truth’ advanced and 
promulgated by economic liberals to conceal, cover up, and ultimately exclude other experiences 
and knowledges is hardly surprising since to admit other possible knowledges would have 
completely destabilized their entire philosophical enterprise and the practices they animated well 
into the twentieth century (Keynes 2000; Perelman 2000; Polanyi 1957).  Thus this process of 
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failing to historicize, what we might call liberal occlusion, cannot be separated from power and 
the ability of economic liberals to constantly reproduce this myth in defense of property and 
others like it as ‘truth’.  Here we might find the origins of liberal epistemology insofar as liberal 
scholars tend to derive their truth claims by ahistorical hypothetical deduction – that is, building 
conceptual models and checking reality to see if human agency conforms to the model.  In 
contrast, by mobilizing historical knowledge, Marx was able, at least in part, to destabilize the 
regime of truth propounded by economic liberals.  He did so by revealing how the transition to 
capitalism would have been impossible without the expropriation of direct producers, the 
destruction of individual and collective forms of property, and ultimately the creation of free 
laborers who had ‘nothing left to sell but their skins’.     
 
For Marx, the social relations of liberal society not only masked the violent formation of 
capitalist social relations but over time, also came to be interpreted ‘by education, tradition and 
habit’ as the natural state of affairs rather than the product of historical struggles between 
opposing social forces or classes (Marx 1976: 899-900).  To underscore the occlusion of this 
historical process in Europe, Marx turned to an analysis of the ‘modern theory of colonization’ in 
order to demonstrate that capital is a social relation between a property owning class and a class 
of wage-laborers who, after being dispossessed of their own means of production and subsistence, 
had nothing left to sell but their capacity to labor for someone else.  European colonists 
discovered this ‘truth’ in their conquered territories since a class of free laborers did not yet exist 
and had to be created if capitalist exploitation was to supersede other forms of extra-economic 
exploitation or production.  Here, we find a deliberate attempt of the colonizing powers to induce 
a transformation in social relations whereby surplus labour could be expropriated primarily 
through economic as opposed to extra-economic means.  This process of the separation of the 
political and the economic is expressed perhaps most cogently by Wood who denotes the 
differing methods of surplus extraction under capitalist and pre-capitalist relations. 
 
Wood argues that under feudalism, lords (or in particular circumstances the absolutist state) relied 
on extra-economic coercion which she defines as “the military, political, and judicial powers that 
enable feudal lords to extract surplus labour from peasants” (Wood 1999: 2).  In contrast, under 
capitalist social relations, market compulsion replaces direct extra-economic coercion as the force 
compelling the direct producer to give up surplus labour.  Thus, for capitalist exploitation to 
pervade in the colonies there had to be a transformation in social relations that would create a 
new market dependence – a transformation that, due to resistance, had to be backed by the extra-
economic force of the colonizing state.  In addition, while the intent was to create capitalist social 
property relations which theoretically do not require extra-economic coercion in order to extract 
surplus labour, the reality of the situation demonstrates that “the coercive force of the ‘political’ 
sphere is ultimately necessary to sustain private property and the power of appropriation” (Wood 
1995: 29). Or expressed by a modern paragon of American liberalism: 
 

The hidden hand of the market will never work without a hidden fist. McDonald's cannot 
flourish without McDonnell Douglas, the builder of the F-15. And the hidden fist that 
keeps the world safe for Silicon Valley's technologies to flourish is called the U.S. Army, 
Air Force, Navy and Marine Corps.1 

 
What this suggests is that while the ‘silent compulsion of the market’ may take over as the 
compelling force for exploitation once capitalist social relations become more common, it is 
ultimately a social system underwritten by the state’s so called legitimate monopoly on the means 
of organized violence.   

                                                 
1 Thomas Friedman, "A Manifesto for the Fast World," The New York Times Magazine, March 28, 1999. 
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Indeed, the tactics and technologies that were mobilized to realize this transformation in social 
property relations were mostly of a coercive nature and depended, in one way or another, on the 
power of the state to hasten the dispossession of the masses, break the bonds of self-sufficiency, 
and the create a class of free laborers.  Needless to say, this process did not occur with any spatial 
or temporal uniformity, nor did it follow any ‘necessary’ sequential pattern or plan but was 
constituted in historical struggle.  For instance, the institution of wage-labor did not come about 
easily.  As Perelman vividly describes, even after being dispossessed of the means of production, 
people struggled to find alternatives outside of the wage labour system.  In 1572, even before 
capitalism had emerged as a significant economic force, a statute had to be enacted in England to 
prevent peasants from “drifting into vagrancy or falling back onto welfare systems.”  In order to 
do so, “beggars over the age of fourteen were to be severely flogged and branded with a red-hot 
iron on the left ear unless someone was willing to take them into service for two years.  Repeat 
offenders over eighteen were to be executed unless someone would take them into service.  Third 
offenses automatically resulted in execution” (Perelman 2000: 14).  Similarly, in his discussion of 
Speenhamland, Polanyi argues that this institution that essentially guaranteed the worker’s ‘the 
right to live’ became an obstacle to capitalist progress and was eventually repealed as few 
workers would labor for a wage if there was a viable alternative to acquire the means of existence 
(Polanyi 1957: 78).    
 
Thus the essential purpose of Marx’s excursus on ‘so-called primitive accumulation’ was 
threefold.  First, to demonstrate that liberal political economy confused two kinds of private 
property “one of which rests on the labor of the producer himself, and the other on the 
exploitation of the labor of others” (Marx 1976: 931).  Second, to demonstrate that capital is not a 
thing but a social relationship between owners of property and those who, having been stripped of 
property, must sell their labor-power to survive, create and reproduce.  And third, to note how this 
process coincided with intensified forms of human insecurity and was met with fierce resistance 
from affected populations.  Indeed, as many liberal political economists noted at the time of this 
great transformation in social property relations, the propertyless could not be spurred to work for 
someone else’s private gain unless all possible channels of achieving the means of existence 
outside of the market were removed or cut off.2 
 
According to Marx, the mechanisms deployed to accomplish this task varied both in the scale of 
their importance and the scope of their application.  However, following Harvey’s reading of 
Marx, it is possible to identify the following levers of primitive accumulation: 
 

…the commodification and privatization of land the forceful expulsion of peasant 
populations; conversion of various forms of property rights – common, collective, state, 
etc. – into exclusive private property rights; suppression of rights to the commons; 
commodification of labor power and the suppression of alternative, indigenous, forms of 
production and consumption; colonial, neo-colonial and imperial processes of 
appropriation of assets, including natural resources; monetization of exchange and 
taxation, particularly of land; slave trade; and usury, the national debt and ultimately the 
credit system (Harvey 2003: 76).  

 
In all their variety, these diverse mechanisms presented themselves as so many tactics leading to 
new forms of private power and, over time, changing conditions of existence for the vast majority 
of the world’s population.  However, now that capitalist social relations have pervaded much of 
the globe, many argue that the historical process of primitive accumulation is more or less 

                                                 
2 This line of thinking is replayed in its modern form in debates over workfare versus welfare. 
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complete and that there is little reason to be concerned with a discussion of Marx’s interpretation 
and critique of primitive accumulation.  Still, other scholars have attempted to remobilize this 
concept in an effort to understand many of the social processes in an age where the disciplines of 
neoliberalism continue to be applied by both public and private agencies.         

The Longue Durée of Primitive Accumulation 
 
Over the last few years there has been renewed interest and debate in Marx’s radical 
understanding of the concept of primitive accumulation.  For instance, the initial work by De 
Angelis (De Angelis 2001) has suggested a reinterpretation of Marx’s theory of primitive 
accumulation and has offered scholars a general overview and problematic of this concept.  
Perelman (Perelman 2000) has tried to demonstrate the ‘enduring importance’ of primitive 
accumulation by highlighting the ideological obfuscations of liberal political economy involved 
in justifying the ‘invention’ of capitalism.  Concerned with a ‘history of the present’ McMurtry 
(McMurtry 1998;, 1999), though never explicitly using the term primitive accumulation, has tried 
to demonstrate how the money to more money sequences of capital accumulation have threatened 
what he calls the ‘life economy’ or ‘civil commons’.  Harvey (Harvey 2003) has also weighed in, 
arguing that one element of what he calls the ‘new imperialism’ may be the increasing tendency 
of business enterprises to accumulate through dispossession.  Harvey uses this term instead of 
‘primitive accumulation’ because it suggests that the process of dispossession is ongoing rather 
than exclusively associated with the pre-history of capitalism.  Last, Bakker and Gill (Bakker 
2003), have also discussed the renewal of primitive accumulation in connection with their 
development of a feminist historical materialist ontology.            
 
Part of what might help us explain this renewed interest in primitive accumulation from critical 
scholars is an intensification of the commodification of life, nature, and human knowledge - what 
some have called ‘the new enclosures’ (Bowring 2003; May 2002; Miller 2001; Shiva 2001), the 
dismantling of the social welfare state generated in part by what some have called the ‘fiscal 
crisis of the state’, privatization campaigns in both core and peripheral regions of the world 
economy, the end of ‘communism’ as an alternative model of development in Russia and Central 
and Eastern Europe, the slow transition to capitalist forms of production/reproduction in China, 
and a general shift in the discourse of governance so that market solutions and forces are 
prioritized over and above alternative understandings of social purpose and life-organization. 
 
Yet despite this renewed interest and the fact that Marx was particularly clear about ‘primitive 
accumulation’ representing a revolution in social property relations there is still confusion over 
whether the separate moments of ‘primitive accumulation’ ultimately represent one initial stage 
with a point of cessation  - what De Angelis calls historical primitive accumulation - or whether 
the mechanisms of primitive accumulation are ongoing as part of the capitalist dynamic – what he 
labels inherent-continuous primitive accumulation. (De Angelis 2001).   
 
Those who argue within the historical primitive accumulation vein contend that once the 
revolution in social property relations is legally and politically guaranteed by the bourgeoisie, the 
process is complete and the real forces or laws of accumulation can take over.  What this entails 
is that the mechanisms of primitive accumulation have a historical point of cessation since the 
continuance of human exploitation for profit can be carried out under market disciplines that not 
only disguise the origins of capitalist profit, but also the relations of dominance and power that 
made this mode of exploitation possible.  For instance, Zarembka argues that since the separation 
of the worker from the means of production characterizes both primitive accumulation and 
accumulation proper, the prefix ‘primitive’ is applied by Marx simply in order to describe the 
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historical transition from feudalism to capitalism (Zarembka 2002).  This seems to be clearly 
echoed in Marx when he writes that the separation “begins with primitive accumulation, appears 
as a permanent process in the accumulation and concentration of capital, and expresses itself 
finally as centralization of existing capitals…” (Zarembka 2002: quoting Marx, 6).    
 
The second perspective on primitive accumulation understands this process as immanent to 
capitalism itself and is most fully explored by De Angelis.  Here we not only find that 
mechanisms of primitive accumulation express themselves in different historical moments and 
through a diversity of levers or tactics, but also the argument that expropriation continues over 
time as part of the dynamic of capitalist development.  According to De Angelis’ interpretation of 
Marx’s critique of political economy, there is no substantive difference between accumulation 
proper and primitive accumulation since the former involves the constant reproduction of the 
dependence of the worker on capital while the latter entails the instantiation of this relationship 
primarily, though not exclusively, through extra-economic force.  Thus, while primitive 
accumulation and accumulation proper both have a common character in that both social 
processes prevent the worker from independently owning the process and product of his/her 
work, they can be distinguished by ‘the conditions and circumstances in which this separation is 
enforced’ (De Angelis 2001).  What De Angelis means by this is that the technologies of 
primitive accumulation are primarily associated with creating or renewing the separation that 
exists between the worker and the means of production/existence – thus making free laborers 
dependent on the sale of their labor power to capital.  Accumulation proper also reproduces this 
separation but it does so not primarily through extra-economic means but through the ‘silent 
compulsion of the market’.  But why then are technologies of primitive accumulation still present 
within societies where labor is more or less completely commodified and dependent on capital for 
the means of existence?   
 
De Angelis’ answer is that workers do not simply submit to the silent compulsions of the market 
but instead struggle to create what he calls ‘social barriers’ that attempt to collapse or mitigate the 
dependence of the worker on capital.  What this means is that resistance and struggle are 
constitutive elements of both accumulation proper and primitive accumulation.  For this reason, 
technologies of primitive accumulation continue to be useful for capitalists over time since 
workers are indeed ‘present at their own making’ and often fight for greater rights, privileges, and 
entitlements that can frustrate and indeed sometimes shrink or abrogate opportunities for profit 
making.  In other words, while not all working class gains will be subject to renewed bouts of 
primitive accumulation or the exertion of capitalist resistance, the possibility for the deployment 
of these technologies is ever present and are likely to intensify in proportion to the advances made 
by the working classes – especially those advances that significantly lessen working class reliance 
on capital and limit opportunities for private ownership and profit making.  In addition, there is a 
second and equally troublesome problem with the historical understanding of primitive 
accumulation: it fails to consider that the initial process of ‘simplifying’ the population into two 
classes – workers who attempt to survive by selling their labor-power for wages, and capitalists 
who live off of their legal claims of ownership to income generating assets – has not been fully 
accomplished on a global scale even in our time (Bernstein 2000).  By understanding primitive 
accumulation as a continuous process, one is able to recognize the similarities between the 
transition from feudalism to capitalism in Europe and the transitions taking place in various 
regions at this moment.   
 
But if it is possible to recognize that mechanisms of primitive accumulation are ongoing due to 
social barriers and moments of resistance to capitalist power, how might we periodize primitive 
accumulation over the longue durée of capitalist social relations?  Below I provide a brief 
conjunctural periodization of primitive accumulation over the longue durée of liberal capitalism. 
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1. Period of Decaying Feudalism and Rise of the Bourgeoisie (1400s – 1833) 

 In regards to primitive accumulation, the general character of this period is the 
beginning of social property transformation, particularly in England, and 
attempts, mostly legal, to mitigate some of the worst social dislocations caused 
by this movement of private appropriation.  Speenhamland was perhaps the most 
important resistance initiative here which at least guaranteed human beings the 
right to live when they could not find work.3  We also find in this period the 
separation between the political and economic, the rise of the bourgeoisie and the 
creation of liberal states.  

 
2. Period of Economic Liberalism and British Hegemony (1834 – 1929) 

 This period might be said to begin with the repeal of Speenhamland in England, 
what Polanyi called the ‘true birthday of the modern working class’ (Polanyi 
1957: 101).  Here we find a further extension of social property transformation in 
various regions of the globe and the breakdown of ‘the right to life’ in England as 
an impetus to work for owners of the means of existence/production.  However, 
also during this period we find that a significant social barrier to transnational 
accumulation is erected in the form of the Russian Revolution of 1917.     

 
3. Period of Embedded Liberalism and American Hegemony (1930 – 1972) 

 This period is characterized by political and economic responses to the Great 
Depression, the general mood that capitalism has been discredited as an 
economic system, and the threat that further social barriers to transnational 
accumulation will be erected in the form of either nationalist movements for self-
determination, alternative economic agendas such as import-substitution 
industrialization, or outright socialist revolutions as in Cuba or China.  Overall, 
we prefer to conceptualize this period as ‘the era of social barriers’ to the further 
expansion of a laissez-faire style of capitalism in so far as subordinate social 
forces were able to make greater gains against the rule and power of capital.     

 
4. Period of Disciplinary Neoliberalism and US Supremacy (1973 – present) 

 This period could be divided into two moments corresponding with the general 
social and economic crisis of the 1970s: 1) an attempt to rollback working class 
gains made throughout the period of ‘embedded liberalism’ in both the North and 
South (what I will refer to as a restoration) and a ‘market revolution’ in 
‘transition economies’ that has dispossessed the majority of the populace in these 
countries by privatizing assets previously held in common (what I will refer to as 
a revolution) and 2) a capitalist offensive to extend the rights of ownership 
through various new constitutional measures (Gill 1998). 

 
While all four periods are undoubtedly important, I am mostly concerned to demonstrate how 
processes of primitive accumulation are ongoing in the period of disciplinary neoliberalism and 
US supremacy and how these acts are linked up with an intensification of human insecurity, 
aspects of global governance and the formation of a more liberalized world order.  In the 
following section, then, I turn to some of these points of contact.   

                                                 
3 Up until 1834, the creation of a free labor market in England was prevented by Speenhamland (1795) 
whose purpose was largely to delay the full proletarianization of the English peasantry by ensuring that the 
poor at least had a ‘right to live’ through publicly provided allowances.   
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The Global Governance of Primitive Accumulation 
 
Over the past decade the concept of ‘global governance’ has received considerable attention, not 
only by mainstream and critical scholars, but also by politicians, lobbyists and policy-makers 
across a spectrum of political communities and institutions.  Among the academic community, 
there exists a plurality of competing perspectives on global change that mobilize the concept of 
global governance as an explanatory force for theorizing the emergence of a global civil society, 
the relocations of authority under conditions of globalization, continuities and transformations in 
global institutions, the restructuring of the global political economy, the importance of regimes 
for international cooperation, the role of informational and globalizing elites, and the possibilities 
for deepening democracy at the international level (Hewson 1999).  At a first level of abstraction, 
it is possible to divide these competing perspectives and their authors into two camps: those who 
are critical of global governance, question the historical origins of its emergence and ask whether 
more progressive alternative orders are possible, and those problem-solving theorists who follow 
a more positivist mode of inquiry and have the ultimate aim of giving - what we might call - 
‘advice to the Prince’ (Cox and Sinclair 1996: 88-90).4  Such advice consists of tactics and 
strategies that will enable authorities to govern more efficiently over populations while largely 
maintaining the same relations of force and power.   
 
Historically, it is possible to read the theorizations of this latter camp as only one moment, albeit 
an important one, in a series of ideas and practices bound up with the development of the science 
of government whose general problematic, according to Foucault, exploded in the sixteenth 
century and continued to evolve thereafter (Foucault 1991: 87).  For Foucault this problematic 
generally turned on a discussion of how to govern once ‘population’ and the production of 
‘wealth’, had been ‘discovered’ and the term economy acquired its modern meaning.5  In its 
broad contours this general problematic (how to govern) is still with us today but has undergone 
considerable refinement so that one interpretation or answer to this problem has achieved global 
currency.  Not surprisingly the character of this governance framework is overwhelmingly 
neoliberal in scope, purpose and application and implicates a series of ‘governors’ and their 
institutions in the production of a knowledge that seeks to address a specific problematic. The 
ostensible purpose of this growing body of knowledge is to figure out how to achieve human 
development and security in all of its intricacies by creating a more libearlized world order and 
enabling or unlocking the power of the private sector as a force for economic growth.  In this 
way, governance activities are to be directed towards creating a ‘capable state’ that has the 
‘ability to set the rules that underpin markets and permit them to function’ (World Bank 1997: 
34).  Thus viewed from the perspective of a science or art of government, the question of great 
import now is not necessarily how to govern but how to govern better and how to implement or 
instantiate this type of governance - especially in those regions of the globe whose governors 
have not yet uncovered the ‘right disposition of things’. Indeed, the most dominant institutions of 
global economic governance – the G8, WTO, IMF and World Bank Group – are implicated in the 
initiation, promotion, support and surveillance of neoliberal patterns of ‘good governance’ such 
that alternative voices, models or understandings of governance are excluded from possible 
consideration (Thomas 2001).  The class character of this project and its incommensurability with 
its stated objectives (human development and security) becomes all the more clear once the 
concept of ‘good governance’ is more closely scrutinized.   
 

                                                 
4 Cox (1996) was perhaps the first to make this distinction between critical and problem-solving theory. 
5 Foucault (1991) notes that previous to the 18th century, the term ‘economy’ was primarily identified with 
the family but eventually acquired its modern meaning with the discovery of ‘population’.       
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The concept of good governance is primarily understood in relation to corruption – one of the 
many reasons given for the persistence of poverty and the failure of development in many regions 
of the globe.  For instance, the presence of corruption or ‘the abuse of public authority or trust for 
private benefit’ is taken so seriously that the World Bank Group has initiated a ‘Youth for 
Governance’ educational program.6  The aim of this project is to target and train potential future 
leaders about the positive relationship between good governance and economic growth so that 
youth may participate in ‘anti-corruption associations that promote good governance’ once they 
have completed the program (World Bank 2002).  But the binary relationship between good 
governance and corruption obscures what is considered to be ‘good’ in ‘good governance’.  In 
other words, while ‘good governance’ implies the absence of corruption, it tells us very little 
about the order being produced when good governance is promoted and corruption is avoided.  
Thus, good governance should be understood as a project to construct a certain order - one that 
agencies of global governance believe will ultimately produce growth and economic 
development.  So what is this order being promoted and who does it privilege?   
 
Recognizing that ‘good governance’ has as its target a number of public (and even private) 
institutions, one way of addressing this question is to consider the concerns of the subject within 
the population whose agency is identified with growth and development: the investor.  The aim of 
‘good governance’ is to create and maintain the conditions necessary for nations, particularly 
underdeveloped countries, to attract investment and allow markets to flourish.  In other words, the 
aim of this transformative agenda is to ensure and secure a favorable investment climate for the 
operations of both domestic and transnational investors so that they may unleash their creative 
capacities and spur growth, and thus it is reasoned – development (World Bank 1997).  Indeed, 
recent initiatives noted and encouraged by UNCTAD demonstrate how states have ‘adopted 
market friendly policies, allowed market forces greater scope in resource allocation and 
strengthened standards for investor protection’ (UNCTAD 2001).  Once market friendly reforms 
have been initiated and practices of good governance have been put in place to monitor and 
enforce these reforms, a country can then begin to actively market its population to investors 
through national and sub-national investment promotion agencies – institutions that have 
proliferated throughout the 1990s (UNCTAD 2002).   
 
In addition to the politico-strategic rationality that underpins this modern logic of governance, 
part of what helps us explain this trend is the redefinition and importance given to the subject – 
investor – in the last decade of the twentieth century.  The investor as subject or its synonyms - 
free enterprise and capital – were not always conceptualized as life-giving forces associated with 
development.  After the Great Depression and throughout the incipient stages of the era of 
progressive constitutionalism, it was widely understood that the security and welfare of the 
population was not intimately connected with satisfying investors.  In fact, giving too much scope 
or power to capital was interpreted as being incommensurate with national development such that 
Keynes and others not only recognized that capital had to be subject to regulation and control, but 
also that state intervention in the economy was essential if governors wanted to avoid similar 
social calamities experienced during the Great Depression.  It was not until the crisis of the 1970s 
that a field of possibility was opened for a reinterpretation of the meaning of the subject - investor 
- in relation to both the state and civil society.  By the early 1990s, due primarily to a series of 
sustained attacks by orthodox neoliberals, the investor as subject managed to shake off its 
pejorative connotations and gained a new status as a privileged subject whose interests and 
concerns were once again to be considered paramount (Frank 2000; Harmes 2001; Nef 2000).           
 

                                                 
6 ‘The IMF and Good Governance:  A Factsheet.’  April, 2003.  Internet accessible at: 
http://www.imf.org/external/np/exr/facts/gov.htm  
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Thus, insofar as the institutions of global economic governance promote and monitor an order 
that privileges transnational and domestic investors, the concept of ‘good governance’ falls within 
two separate but interrelated discourses currently shaping the formation of a liberal world order.  
As identified by Gill these two discourses are those of disciplinary neoliberalism and new 
constitutionalism. The former is primarily concerned with promoting a pattern of economic 
development that relies on private market forces to discipline other social agents by extending 
and deepening the scope of capitalist power in the allocation and distribution of goods, services 
and labor.  The discourse of new constitutionalism is the juridical counterpart to disciplinary 
neoliberalism and is primarily concerned with practices that ‘lock-in’ neoliberal reforms and 
capitalist advances through binding legal mechanisms that constrain the limits of political 
possibility by establishing instruments of surveillance and threatening political actors and 
societies with penalties for deviance (Gill 2003: 116-38).     
   
However, while it is certainly possible to read these two discourses as the most dominant 
animators of current global governance practices, these practices should not be understood as 
either universal or consistent in all state and civil society complexes.  Nor should these discourses 
and the practices they animate be said to be completely immutable or lacking in contestation.  For 
instance, while the discourse of disciplinary neoliberalism is fundamentally concerned with 
advancing the interests of private market forces, it can incorporate new initiatives into its agenda 
such as working to empower women, bringing greater attention to environmental sustainability 
and advocating human security (Georgieva 2003; Murphy 2000; Ramphal 1995).  What should be 
noted, however, is that new ideas and practices can be incorporated or absorbed into the 
discourses of global liberal economic governance only insofar as they can be conceptualized as 
problematics solvable by market incentives or forces or are understood to be necessary for the 
efficient functioning of markets (ie: the need for some wealth redistribution to ensure equal 
opportunity and the creation of social safety nets).  Consequently, even when institutions such as 
the World Bank adopt progressive sounding language, the discourse that animates policy 
formation and implementation continues to be cast within a liberal framework – privileging the 
rights of property and their owners over the rights and concerns of other social forces who not 
only rely on their labor for survival and well-being but also public or collective forms of 
provisioning and risk management. 
 
While there is recognition that a number of institutions and agencies are implicated in global 
economic governance, the power to shape social, political, and economic outcomes as well as the 
scope and content of governance activity exercised by each agency differs.  As such, and 
recognizing that each institution is important in its own right, my primary concern here will be 
with the general framework being applied and how it is related to processes of primitive 
accumulation, liberal world order and human insecurity rather than emphasizing the specific 
institutions and agencies practicing within it.   

Primitive Accumulation and Liberal World Order 
 
One way of noting how processes of primitive accumulation are ongoing and linked to an 
intensification of human insecurity in the continued construction of liberal world order is to 
consider the two tendencies I identified when periodizing the era of disciplinary neoliberalism 
and US supremacy: 1) an attempt to rollback working class gains made throughout the period of 
‘embedded liberalism’ in both the North and South (what I will refer to as a restoration) and a 
‘market revolution’ in ‘transition economies’ that has dispossessed the majority of the populace 
in these countries by privatizing assets previously held in common (what I will refer to as a 
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revolution) and 2) a capitalist offensive to extend the rights of ownership through various new 
constitutional measures.   
 
In both restorative and revolutionary tendencies we find the instrument of privatization in play as 
a wider trend associated with the discourse of disciplinary neoliberalism and the belief that 
private patterns of ownership are superior to regimes where assets are held publicly:    
 

Over the past two decades, privatization has become a key ingredient in economic reform 
in many countries. In the last decade alone, close to one trillion US dollars worth of state-
owned enterprises have been transferred to the private sector in the world as a whole. The 
bulk of privatization proceeds have come from the sale of assets in the OECD member 
countries. Privatizations have affected a range of sectors such as manufacturing, banking, 
defence, energy, transportation and public utilities. The privatization drive in the 1990s 
was fuelled by the need to reduce budgetary deficits, attract investment, improve 
corporate efficiency and liberalizing markets in sectors such as energy and 
telecommunications. The second half of the 1990s brought an acceleration of 
privatization activity especially among the members of the European Monetary Union 
(EMU), as they started to meet the requirements of the convergence criteria of the 
Maastricht Treaty (OECD 2001: 43)  

 
In the era of disciplinary neoliberalism and US supremacy, the character of this process can be 
conceptualized as having two main forms: the first is a period of restoration, generally carried out 
in Europe, North America, and the South where social barriers managed not only to limit the 
power and scope of capitalist enterprise but also to force the extension of the civil commons: 
 

Neoliberal privatization, like its primitive predecessor, needs to overcome social barriers, 
this time not common customary feudal use rights, but rather Keynesian-social 
democratic restrictions on the unfettered freedom of capital, some of which lessened the 
dependence of the working population on the vicissitudes of the market and the needs of 
capital.  European social democracy, and to a much lesser extent the New Deal in the 
United States, led to the partial regulation of business, the nationalization of some large-
scale private enterprises, and both public services and income supplements that 
constituted an addition to the means of making a living available through the market 
alone (Nasser 2003: 27).   
 

Scholars typically note that this wave of privatization began in the North with Thatcher’s crusade 
to dismantle the British state but the actual origins of this period lay in the South in Chile under 
the dictatorship of Augusto Pinochet and his ‘Chicago Boys’.  Under military rule, the ‘Chicago 
Boys’ led one of the first large-scale campaigns to privatize the majority of Chile’s publicly 
owned assets without any semblance of fairness or democratic debate.  As remarked by a number 
of scholars, this process was replete with graft, cronyism, fraud and other forms of corruption that 
would later be repeated during the waves of privatization in ‘the transition economies’ of Russia 
and Eastern and Central Europe (Collins 1991).  Still, the social origins of this process can be 
traced back to England and the movement to dispossess the mass of English peasants through a 
coercive transfer of ownership.  As with previous bouts of primitive accumulation, the 
consequences for human security initiated by this restoration in social property relations as well 
as the adoption of other neoliberal policies have been absolutely devastating for working-class, 
peasant and poor communities who have largely been pushed to the margins of survival in Chile 
(Bidstrup 2002; Cooper 1998; Kay 2002; Taylor 2003).      
 
The case of former ‘communist’ countries undergoing a transition from centrally planned 
economies to an economic system based on the private ownership of social wealth provides an 
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exemplary case for considering the more revolutionary privatization tendency in our current 
conjuncture.  Indeed, the transition to market economies and the ongoing economic reforms and 
restructuring in post-Communist regions of the globe has been called the ‘greatest enclosure 
movement in history – virtually a continent-wide drive’ to create the social property foundations 
of liberal capitalism (Holmstrom 2000: 4).   
 
It is by now common knowledge that the tactics employed in the massive privatization campaigns 
of the transition economies involved considerable degrees of corruption, cronyism, force and 
fraud (Kaufmann 1997; Kolko 1997; Kotkin 1998).  However, what is more interesting from our 
perspective is the problematic it presented to the various organizations and social forces involved 
in transforming these economies.  The dialogue did not simply fall on how to revolutionize social 
property relations in these countries – including the procedural aspects of privatization – but more 
importantly, on how to make this expropriation appear legitimate.  The key problematic 
confronted by World Bank and IMF officials as well as other agencies implicated in the post-
Communist ‘shock therapy’ was how to justify the transfer of public property to a group of 
private owners:  on what basis or criteria could this be accomplished since there was recognition 
that both the state and employees had a strong claim to enterprise assets? (Milanovic 1990: 1)  Of 
course the discourse of economic liberalism is replete with justifications for capitalist private 
property, but nothing in the liberal arsenal could seemingly legitimate this massive and 
unprecedented transfer of social resources given that even political elites did not have the 
personal finance to purchase large state owned assets (Holmstrom 2000: 8). 
 
As it turned out, however, the academic debates did not keep up with the rapid transformations on 
the ground.  The wave of privatizations across the region was already in the process of creating a 
new class of owners before any concrete justification could be found for why this rather than that 
person should be entitled to own what was once public or state property.  In the face of the graft, 
bribery, political privilege and outright fraud that accompanied this massive transfer of assets, 
economic liberals could do little but express shock at the criminality involved in the process.  
However, because economic liberals began from the proposition that privately held assets are 
likely to be run more profitably and more efficiently than those with a public character, they were 
largely willing to overlook the outright theft by claiming that ‘the establishment of private 
property rights by corrupt means implies a single crime’ which, while regrettable, is necessary for 
the instantiation of a market economy (Kolko 1997: quoting Aslund, 268).  In other words, while 
economic liberals may be critical of the unjust means employed to effect this revolution in social 
property relations, they will celebrate its ends.      
 
Still, for a stable  transition to occur, not only did a capitalist class have to be created but also the 
juridical infrastructure that would both protect new owners (foreign investors included) and 
legitimate this new understanding of property.  And while there is a nascent capitalist class in the 
transition economies, the legal architecture to support the original and criminal transfer of public 
resources and the exact meaning of private property in post-communist states continues to be 
contested. 
 
As in the original enclosure movement, the dismal social consequences initiated by this renewed 
bout of primitive accumulation were particularly acute for the social forces excluded from the 
privatization of state enterprises, properties and monies.  Calling the first ten or so years of 
economic restructuring in post-communist societies an ‘era where change is rarely for better’ the 
UNDP has chronicled how important gains (an increase in personal liberties, the disappearance of 
hyperinflation etc…) have been overshadowed by severe forms of human insecurity in the region.  
Among the human costs noted by the UNDP’s report are: a sharp decline in life expectancy, high 
levels of morbidity such as an increase in common illness and the spread of HIV/AIDS, an 
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extraordinary rise in poverty and income and wealth inequalities, a loss of food security and an 
increase in malnutrition, a rise in crime, suicides and alcoholism, rising gender inequalities, the 
deterioration of public health and education facilities, and an intensification of unemployment, 
underemployment and the informalization of employment (UNDP 1999).  Thus, as was perhaps 
to be expected by anyone familiar with the pre-history of capitalism, the intensification of human 
insecurity experienced in the region coincided with a revolution in social property relations so 
that the social infrastructure of capital accumulation could be put in place. 
 
Outside of both revolutionary and restorative privatization campaigns, the second major tendency 
in our current historical conjuncture may be the legal act of extending the rights of ownership so 
that the civil commons are subordinated to and infringed upon by the needs of corporate 
profitability.  According to McMurtry, the civil commons can be defined as “the organized, 
unified, and community-funded capacity of universally accessible resources of society to protect 
and to enable the lives of its members as an end in itself” (McMurtry 1998: 376).  For McMurtry, 
this ‘civil commons’ has been built up over centuries by human struggle, experience, and effort.  
What is now taking place, according to McMurtry, is a sustained attack on this social fabric of 
security that protects and enables life by corporations that have a primary interest in opening ever 
more fields of profitable investment. For example, the patent laws of virtually every country in 
the world had to be amended to comply with the TRIPs agreement that extended the legal 
protection given to patent owners to a minimum of twenty years.  What this means is that 
corporations are now given monopoly privileges and pricing power for a greater length of time 
than was previously granted to them under earlier laws that served to protect property rights while 
taking into consideration the public’s interest in affordable public access to inventions.  The 
contradiction between this extension of property rights, the punitive regime that accompanies 
them and human security is perhaps no more apparent than in the case of AIDS drugs 
provisioning.  While generic AIDS drugs could be produced efficiently and cheaply by Indian 
and Brazilian manufacturers – potentially saving thousands of lives - Western corporations had an 
interest in upholding their extended patents on the drugs in order to ensure their future 
profitability.  Consequently, these firms sought to halt AIDS drugs provisioning by competitor 
firms since they deemed this form of provisioning to be an infringement on their monopoly rights 
to accumulate through intellectual property ownership.  While we cannot rehearse the greater 
intricacies of this debate here there is perhaps no better case that illustrates how corporate 
interests and the extended rights of ownership are often in conflict with human security by 
making the public “dependent on the vagaries of the market and the demands of capital” (Nasser 
2003: 26).   

Conclusion: Human In/Security and Liberal World Order 
 
In this paper I have tried to contribute to the current debates on primitive accumulation by asking 
how far and in what ways mechanisms of primitive accumulation are linked to current 
manifestations of global liberal governance, human insecurity and aspects of power, production 
and social reproduction in the making of a more liberalized world order.     
 
In the first section of this paper I provided a sketch of Marx’s radical understanding and critique 
of liberal conceptualizations of primitive accumulation and noted that in his discussion he was 
concerned to show how the revolution in social property relations that created the social 
infrastructure of capitalism coincided with an intensification of human insecurity.  Next, I looked 
at some of the reasons why critical scholars have renewed interest in the concept of primitive 
accumulation and offered a conjunctural periodization of primitive accumulation over the longue 
durée of capitalist social relations.  From there, and borrowing on Foucault’s analysis of the ‘art 
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of government’ I tried to demonstrate how current aspects of global liberal governance are 
overwhelming neoliberal is scope and application and how this style of governance seeks to 
construct a more liberalized world order that privileges the investor as the dominant political 
subject of our times.  Last, I explored three moments or tendencies in our current conjuncture, 
noting that human insecurity is once again coinciding with mechanisms of primitive 
accumulation as global and national authorities seek to construct and govern over a liberal world 
order.  As it stands now these tendencies look set to continue despite growing global resistance to 
capitalist globalization and an increasing awareness that the incentive structure of the corporation 
is often in conflict with human security as well as progressive and sustainable forms production 
and social reproduction.  For instance, the ongoing US occupation of Iraq could be viewed as 
another moment in the long history of primitive accumulation insofar as the Coalition Provisional 
Authority acted to set up the social infrastructure for a liberal capitalist economy by adopting new 
constitutionalist measures and privatizing state owned assets – in short, they sought a revolution 
in social property relations.  In the future it may be possible to read other US interventions in the 
same light.   
 
Of course there is nothing inevitable about this process as previous generations have proven 
through their struggles to erect social barriers to the disciplines of capital.  In this light, one of the 
many tasks ahead may be to remobilize the concept of the ‘public’ and the ‘civil commons’ as a 
means by which to stop the progress of capital’s current offensive.  It may also mean pushing the 
interpretation or the meaning of liberal discourses and rules as far as they can go.  Indeed, as 
Foucault has noted: 
 

Rules are empty in themselves, violent and unfinalized; they are impersonal and can be 
bent to any purpose.  The successes of history belong to those who are capable of seizing 
these rules, to replace those who had used them, to disguise themselves so as to pervert 
them, invert their meaning, and redirect them against those who had initially imposed 
them; controlling this complex mechanism, they will make it function so as to overcome 
the rulers through their own rules…[It is] the reversal of a relationship of forces, the 
usurpation of power, the appropriation of a vocabulary turned against those who once 
used it…(Foucault 1984: 86-88) 

 
Liberal discourse is replete with a progressive sounding vocabulary – democracy, freedom, 
tolerance, and human security - are just some of the words marshalled by liberals to advance their 
projects.  Yet there is no historical reason why these concepts cannot be mobilized by progressive 
communities who can appropriate this vocabulary and give its words new content and meaning.  
For example, democracy need not mean polyarchical or representative democracy, nor does it 
have to stay confined to the political field: as a concept it can be used to fight for economic and 
direct forms of democracy.  In this sense, there is plenty of opportunity to challenge the current 
liberal world order and the subject it privileges.  
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