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uneven and 
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development,
capitalist crisis
as seen from South Africa





uneven development of 

• society, 

• sector, 

• space,

• scale,

• sustainability

amplified during capitalist 

crisis, financialization



is uneven/combined development

‘inside’ or ‘outside’ capitalism?

capitalist/non-capitalist relations

Rosa Luxemburg
‘Accumulation of capital periodically bursts 

out in crises and spurs capital on to a continual 
extension of the market. Capital cannot 
accumulate without the aid of non-capitalist 
organisations, nor … can it tolerate their 
continued existence side by side with itself. 

Only the continuous and progressive 
disintegration of non-capitalist organisations 
makes accumulation of capital possible.’,



accumulation by dispossession

(‘primitive accumulation’)

David Harvey
A closer look at Marx’s description of primitive accumulation reveals a wide range 

of processes. These include 

• the commodification and privatisation of land and 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 labour power and the suppression of alternative 
(indigenous) forms of production and consumption; 

• colonial, neocolonial and imperial processes of appropriation of assets (including 
natural resources); 

• monetisation of exchange and taxation (particularly of land); 

• slave trade; and 

• usury, the national debt and ultimately the credit system as radical means of 
primitive accumulation.
-- The New Imperialism, 2003



in SA race-class-gender debate,

Harold Wolpe’s  
‘articulation of

modes of
production’

Smith: ‘it is the logic of uneven 
development which structures 

the context for this articulation’



uneven and combined 
development

‘From the universal law of unevenness thus derives another law 
which for want of a better name, we may call the law of 
combined development – by which we mean a drawing together 
of the different stages of the journey, a combining of separate 
steps, an amalgam of archaic with more contemporary forms.’ 





uneven and combined 
development: roots

in ‘private production’ 

among different producers 

within the same 

community: ‘differences of 

aptitude between 

individuals, the differences 

of fertility between animals 

or soils, innumerable 

accidents of human life or 

the cycle of nature’



Hilferding’s (1910) ‘finance capital’

and (or?) Grossman’s (1929) breakdown

“Hilferding needed this construction of a 

‘central bank’ to ensure some painless, 

peaceful road to socialism, to his ‘regulated’ 

economy.” - The Law of Accumulation and 

Breakdown of the Capitalist System

“the increasingly dense network of relations 

between the banks and industry... Would 

finally result in a single bank or a group of 

banks establishing control over the entire 

money capital. Such a ‘central bank’ would 

then exercise control over social production 

as a whole.” – Finanz Kapital



Ugandan marxist

Dani Nabudere

(1929-2011) 

‘financialization’  

thesis vindicated

The Crash of 

International 

Finance Capital 

and

The Rise and Fall 

of Money Capital source: The Economist



David Harvey’s on debt and uneven development

…a territory is lent or donated the money with which to buy 

back the surplus commodities generated at home… credit 

transactions of this sort can alleviate problems of 

overaccumulation at least in the short term. They function 

very well under conditions of uneven geographical 

development in which surpluses available in one territory are 

matched by lack of supply elsewhere. 

But resort to the credit system simultaneously makes 

territories vulnerable to flows of speculative and fictitious 

capitals that can both stimulate and undermine capitalist 

development and even, as in recent years, be used to impose 

savage devaluations upon vulnerable territories.

THE ‘NEW’ IMPERIALISM: ACCUMULATION BY DISPOSSESSION (Socialist Register)



Christian Suter’s rising ‘debt cycles’
• At the upswing of a Kondratieff cycle, as basic technological innovations are 

introduced in a labour-intensive and unstandardised manner, both the demand 

for and supply of external financing are typically low, and in any case the residue 

of financial crisis in the previous long-cycle does not permit rapid expansion of 

credit or other financial assets into high-risk investments.

• As innovations gradually spread, however, peripheral geographical areas become 

more tightly integrated into the world economy, supported by international 

financial networks. As the power of innovation-led growth subsides, and as the 

consumer markets of the advanced capitalist countries become saturated, profit 

rates decline in the core. 

• This pushes waves of financial capital into peripheral areas, where instead of 

achieving balanced accumulation and growth, low returns on investment plus a 

variety of other political and economic constraints inexorably lead to default. 

• In sum, at the global scale there is a three-stage process characterised by, as 

Suter (1992, 41) puts it, “first, intense core capital exports and corresponding 

booms in credit raising activity of peripheries; second, the occurrence of debt 

service incapacity among peripheral countries; and third, the negotiation of debt 

settlement agreements between debtors and creditors.”
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sovereign debt defaults, 1820-1999: percent of national states

K-wave downturns: 1825-45, 1872-92, 1929-48, and 1973-present 

Source: Barry Eichengreen for World Bank, 2000



will debt relief help? stock has gone down 
Source: Africa Progress Panel, May 2010



… yet 2005 debt relief did not lower  
Africa’s repayment/export ratio:

only unrepayable debt was written off

Source: IMF, The Implications of the Global Financi al Crisis for Low -Income Countries,  2009



real interest rate rise with Volcker as Federal Reserve chair

VOLCKER SHOCK

“Volcker was selected [as Fed 
chair in 1979] because he was 
the candidate of Wall Street. 
This was their price, in 
effect.” – Jimmy Carter’s 
domestic policy advisor 
Stuart Eizenstat

Source: Gerard Duminil and Dominique Levy



declining SA manufacturing profit rate

1948 1955 1965 1975 1986
Source: Nicoli Nattrass, Transformation 1989

Rate of Profit 
(as % of capital stock)  

why in SA (and everywhere)? 
deep-rooted capitalist stagnation 
due to ‘overaccumulation crisis’ 
(and then 1985 banking crisis) 

finally responsible for late 1980s 
break between white 

Johannesburg capital and 
racist Pretoria governmentsimilar US profit decline



SA currency volatility
Source: Stephen Gelb, Edge Institute

Mid-1980s
near-revolution

Post-apartheid 
macroeconomic 

‘stability’

Liberation



five currency crashes, 1996-2008



interest rate reactions
Source of graphs: UNDP SA HDR 2003

highest ‘real’ (after-inflation) rate in SA history

removal of financial rand exchange 

controls, March 1995



last year, only Greece had  higher 

interest rate (Feb 2011)



SA economic growth driven by consumers, 

in turn driven by untenable credit surge
Source: IMF



consumer debt reaches unprecedented heights

Source: SA Treasury



credit card and home mortgage bond

‘non-performing loans’ have soared since 2007

Source: IMF Executive Board Article IV Consultation , October 2008



followed  by a 

severe credit crunch



SA: world’s biggest 
property bubble: 
389% increase, 1997-2008

responsible for unsustainable 
boom in construction, finance



with new blips in 2009 and 2011

still very overpriced



investment reaction to stagnation: capital strike

English -speaking 
capital escapes 

to London

SA’s biggest firms moved offshore, many after getti ng permission by 
Trevor Manuel to relist financial hq on London Stoc k Exchange

Anglo American, DeBeers, Old Mutual, SA Breweries, 
Investec, Didata, Gencor (BHP Billiton), Liberty Li fe 



key factor: overproduction for stagnant market
(proxy: manufacturing capacity utilisation) 



SA consumers losing buying power



SA Treasury’s (brief)

Keynesian moment



SA has way lower debt 

than peer economies 

Malaysia, Brazil, 

Argentina, Thailand

should Pretoria 

spend more to meet 

SA’s vast socio-

economic needs?



current account deficit mainly due to 

dividend/profit/interest outflows



update: current account deficit still mainly 

due to dividend/profit/interest outflows



The Economist, 25 Feb 2009

SA: world’s most risky emerging market



rapid rise in SA 

foreign debt, 2000s



update: foreign debt keeps rising: $120 bn likely



but Johannesburg Stock Exchange speculation continues



‘globalisation of people,

deglobalisation of capital’
I sympathise with those who would minimise, rather 

than with those who would maximise, economic 

entanglement among nations. Ideas, knowledge, 

science, hospitality, travel – these are the things 

which should of their nature be international. But let 

goods be homespun whenever it is reasonably and 

conveniently possible and, above all, let 

finance be primarily national. 
-John Maynard Keynes (1933), ‘National Self-Sufficiency,’ Yale Review.


