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BRICS formalization
• Series of meetings of foreign ministers and parallel to UN events between 2006 and 

2008 (excluding “S”)
• “Broad objective was building a more democratic international system founded on 

the rule of law and multilateral diplomacy.” 

• First summit 16 June 2009 in Yekaterinburg, Russia, “calling for a more democratic 
and multipolar world based on the rule of international law, equality, mutual 
respect, co- operation, co-ordinated action, and collective decision making of all 
states.”

• 2010 in Brasilia
• 2011 SA joins summit in Sanya, China
• 2012 in New Dehli
• 2013 in Durban “BRICS and Africa” Theme
• 2014 in Fortaleza, Brazil “Sustainable development” Theme 

• Launch of the New Development Bank (NDP) and Credit Reserve Arrangement 
(CRA) at Fortaleza

• Supporting structures: BRICS Academic council, BRICS business council, BRICS 
labour forum.



BRICS in Global 
Governance

• Resistance to Washington efforts to impose stricter 
intellectual property rights, regulate the Internet

• Support for Snowden

• Standing in the way of US bombing over Syria

• Support for Russia over Crimea

• Preventing the conclusion of Doha round at WTO



A multipolar world 
order?

• BRICS leaders talk of a “new multipolar world order”.

• Carries resonances of Bandung, Third Worldism

• Significant support from social-democrat intellectuals 
and Third Worldists:
o Weisbrot: “[BRICS leaders] will try to create something that represents most of 

the world.”

o Fidel: “On my part, I do not have the slightest doubt that when President Xi 
Jinping completes the activities in his tour of this hemisphere, as did Vladímir
Putin, President of the Russian Federation, both countries will be culminating 
one of the greatest feats of human history.”

• Enthusiasm also from East-South elites and corporations. 



Return of the 
developmental state?

• South Africa: Minerals-Energy (Finance) Complex 
Neoliberalism

• Russia: Oligarchic neoliberalism?

• India: Uneven, neoliberal, crony-capitalist, mega-project 
based captialism –with heterodox spinklings.

• Brazil: “neo-developmentalism”

• China: State/party capitalism? 

• Some share qualities:  all highly unequal and increasingly 
authoritarian



But the BRICS are hardly overthrowing the 

existing order
• NDB, CRA “a complement to existing arrangements”

• NDB: fails to challenge dollar hegemony, according to Weeks (2014) likely that the 
“purpose of the BRICS bank, as a project funding bank, is to link the finance 
offered, to the construction firms and materials suppliers located in the BRICS 
themselves. Certainly, the Chinese Government is notorious for doing this.” 

• CRA: Integrated into the IMF: “loan can only come contingent on “evidence of the 
existence of an on-track arrangement between the IMF and the Requesting Party 
that involves a commitment of the IMF to provide financing to the Requesting Party 
based on conditionality, and the compliance of the Requesting Party with the 
terms and conditions of the arrangement.”

• On-going support for IMF/WB.

• Different balance of political forces, ideologies, position in the world economy, 
relation to existing constellations of power etc

• They are all capitalist societies subject to the law of value with capitalist states. 
They are engaged in the usual forms of capitalist and geopolitical competition. 

• They are doing this by competing in neoliberal capitalist globalization. 



Ideological standpoints
BOND & GARCIA (2014)

TEN IDEOLOGICAL STANDPOINTS IN RELATION TO THE BRICS 

• 1. BRICS FROM ABOVE – heads of state, corporates and elite allies
o o 1.1 BRICS as anti-imperialist: foreign ministry rhetoric – ‘Talk Left, Walk Right’ – based upon national-

liberation traditions, with some concrete actions, such as opposition to Intellectual Property applied to 
medicines, especially anti-retrovirals,

o o 1.2 BRICS as sub-imperialist: relegitimisation of ‘globalisation,’ lubricating neoliberalism in – and exploiting 
– BRICS hinterlands, intensifying structural exploitation of poor/workers/women/nature on behalf of 
global/local capital, ensuring maximum greenhouse gas emissions alongside BASIC/US no matter the 
local/continental/global consequences, and even sometimes playing a ‘deputy sheriff’ role to world 
hegemons

o o 1.3 BRICS as inter-imperialist: potential new internet delinked from the US; promotion of Putin v Obama in 
September 2013 at G20; and backing Russia in Crimea/Ukraine conflict

• 2. Brics-from-the-Middle – Academic Forum, intellectuals, trade unions, NGOs
o o 2.1 pro-BRICS advocates: most of Academic Forum, most establishment ‘think tanks’, and others (including leftists) with hopes 

BRICS can more effectively challenge global injustices
o o 2.2 wait-and-see about BRICS: most NGOs and their funders – as well as most ‘Third Worldist’ intellectuals – who wish for BRICS to 

become ‘anti-impi’ at UN, Bretton Woods Institutions and with New Development Bank and Contingent Reserve Arrangement, etc
o o 2.3 critics of BRICS: those associated with brics-from-below networks who consider BRICS to be ‘sub-impis’ and sometimes also 

‘inter-impis’

• 3. brics-from-below – grassroots activists whose visions run local to global
o o 3.1 localist: stuck within local or sectoral silos, including myriad momentary ‘popcorn protests’ – even some against BRICS 

corporations or projects – that are insurgent, unstrategic, at constant risk of becoming xenophobic, and prone to populist 
demagoguery

o o 3.2 nationally-bound: most civil society activists who are vaguely aware of BRICS and are hostile to it, yet they are so bound up in 
national and sectoral battles – most of which counteract BRICS’ agenda – that they fail to link up even in areas that would serve 
their interests

o o 3.3 solidaristic-internationalist: ‘global justice movement’ allies aspiring for joint campaigning for human and ecological rights 
against common BRICS enemies such as Vale, China Development Bank, DBSA, Transnet/mega-shipping, fossil fuel corporations 
and other polluters, coming BRICS Development Bank – or providing solidarity to allies across the BRICS when they are repressed

• 4. pro-West business – most organic intellectuals of business connected to Old Money, 
multinational-corporate branch plants, northern-centric institutions and political parties, and 
their ilk, all increasingly worried that BRICS may act as a coherent anti-Western bloc some day



Source: Taylor, 2014
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Currently, an interesting time for Africa

Source: Taylor, 2014



• “Africa Rising” has coincided with massive outflow of FDI 

from the BRICS

• Total value of BRIC outward FDI rose = $7 billion in 2000; 

c. $147 billion in 2008 ($126 billion in 2012)
Source: Taylor, 2014
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• We have seen a decade of strong growth in Africa driven mainly by 
oil and mineral exports but also by rising prices of key agricultural 
exports and growth in domestic demand 

• However, job creation (3% p.a.) has trailed far behind GDP growth 
(5.4% p.a.) and even farther behind export growth (18.5% p.a.) 

• Rising unemployment among the youth and workers 

���� Export-led jobless growth in Africa? 

Source: Taylor, 2014



• Behind the “Africa Rising” hype:

• in only 9/43 Sub-Saharan countries were growth rates during 
1980-2008 high enough to double per capita income in less 
than 30 years

�In only 16/43 such a target would be reached in less than 100 
years

• Performance would have been considerably worse had it not 
been for the years of relatively rapid growth in the mid-2000s

Source: Taylor, 2014



The Asian–induced boom in 
commodity prices has lasted nearly 
ten years now – and has driven 
“Africa Rising”

Source: Taylor, 2014



THE EFFECT ON AFRICA

•  Prowess in manufacturing has led to price competition in industrial 
goods - good for African consumers - bad for African 
manufacturers

• Share of manufacturing in Africa’s GDP - 15% in 1990 ���� now below 
10% 

• Manufacturing growth 11/12 in 

12 growth sectors 

(public administration = 12)

Source: Taylor, 2014



Between 1990-2010, manufacturing valued added per 

person has fallen by 50%

Source: Taylor, 2014



GDP 

Growth 

Rate (%)

2000

Adjusted net 

savings

2000

GDP Growth 

Rate (%)

2008

Adjusted net savings

2008

Angola 3.0 -32.75 13.8 -42.63

Chad -0.9 0.58 -0.4 -49.89

DRC -6.9 -12.51 6.2 -2.49

Congo-B 7.6 -40.75 5.6 -57.11

E. Guinea 12.5 -7.08 16.8 -38.45

Ghana 3.7 5.96 8.4 -6.55

Guinea 2.5 3.15 4.9 -11.31

RSA 4.2 4.75 3.6 -3.45

Sudan 8.4 -10.32 3.0 -13.13
Source: Taylor, 2014



For the whole of Africa…..

Source: Taylor, 2014



BRICS are reproducing 
Africa’s role as a supplier of 

cheap resources and labour –
entrenching uneven, 

resource-curse driven growth 
and crony capitalist systems.



SA “Gateway” to Africa
• Similarly to other BRICS South Africa imports mainly raw 

materials (over 80%) from other African nations and 
exports manufactures. The top five South African exports 
to Africa in 2012 were machinery (22 per cent), base 
metals (14 per cent), transport equipment (14 per cent), 
chemical products (11 per cent) and mineral products 
(10 per cent). 

• South African multinationals are fanning out across the 
continent, dominated by mining, retail and 
telecommunications.

• Sandton’s sophisticated financial centre sells itself as a 
“gateway” to Africa 



Subimperialism?
• SA has had a mixed relationship to US global 

governance – toeing the line but occasionally acting as 
a “minor roadblock” (Iraq, Zimbabwe, Syria, Hague etc)

• Similarly SA generally has a non-antagonistic orientation 
to major US geopolitical objectives on the continent 
(formulating military responses to the spread of terrorism, 
securing resource-rich and strife torn regions against 
competition from traditional colonial interests, and 
providing the requisite infrastructure and political support 
from predominately extractive multinationals operating 
in the region) though is not necc actively supportive. 

• However, SA has a crucial “deputy sheriff” role in 
legitimating US dominated neoliberal finance and 
governance institutions.



Subimperialism?
• New Economic Partnership for Economic Development 

(NEPAD): neoliberal liberalization for Africa, authored by 
Pretoria technocrats. 

• Numerous instances of comprador support for global 
neoliberalism at multilaterals events: Existing WB/IMF 
strategies were countenanced at Monterrey, for 
example; SA trade minister Alec Erwin divided the Africa 
vote to allow consensus on uneven trade regulations by 
the WTO at Doha and the Summit on Racism failed to 
mandate even basic reparations for slavery and 
colonialism and Zuma joined Obama and other Western 
and emerging powers to prevent any legally binding 
program of climate mitigation at Copenhagen. 

• Contemporary imperialism hides hard power behind 
“soft power” diplomacy: requires regional sheriffs.  



Back to Marini
• Samson’s(2007) critique : undertheorization of 

subimperialism and of the state, esp relations 
between the state and capital.

• If SA is just a “proxy” of the US, how is it 
subimperialist, rather than a “victim”? 

• Her solution: back to Marini! 

• Marini in wrote in the 1960s to understand 
transforming relationship between Brazil and the US 
– towards a greater alignment



Marini
• Samson argues that Marini has the specific utility of transcending one-

sided approaches and understanding how US imperialism and Brazil’s 
position in the world economy shaped internal factors.

• Marini argued that proximate cause for this process of reorganization was 
the need for foreign expansion arising from realization crisis in Brazil, but 
which required a level of technological development difficult to achieve 
within the existing set of production relations. The greater inward 
penetration of US capital that this led to, assisted to partially transcend 
these barriers whilst not entirely abrogating the international division of 
labour by allowing Brazilian advancement into traditionally core 
activities. Concomitant with this was departure from a relatively 
autonomous foreign policy to one of barghana leal (“loyal bargain”) 
signifying much greater conformance to US interests, in which 
o “It is not a question of passively accepting North American power (although the actual correlation of forces 

often leads to that result), but rather of collaborating actively with imperialist expansion, assuming in this 
expansion the position of a key nation.” 

• Marini offered some prospects for a generalization of the theory, 
characterizing subimperialism as ‘the form which dependent capitalism 
assumes upon reaching the stage of monopolies and finance capital’ 
given a medium level development of productive forces. 

• However he continued to insist that subimperialism was not simply an 
economic phenomena but a political product of the particular balance 
of class forces and form of the ruling alliance that had a historic-
contingent nature. 



Research agenda
Samson (2007):

• Capital vs. industrial exports?

• “South African” capital? Anatomy of SA class 
structures

• Overcoming economism



BRICS and Marini:
According to Bond (2013):

• BRICS appear to conform to the features from 
which Marini derived “subimperialism”:
o The state guided export of capital (contra Samson); 

o an expansionist foreign policy driven by resource aggrandizement; 

o and an advanced degree of concentration and centralization along with 
the extensive development of finance capital. 

• If this list would make it seem more apt to 
characterize BRICS simply as smaller imperialists, two 
other conditions for “genuine subimperialism”: 
o military-coercive role in securing regional stability (such as the Brazilian 

intervention in Haiti and South Africa’s interventions in various continental 
‘hotspots’) 

o support and legitimation for the “broader neoliberal agenda” 



William Martin (2012) 
critique

• “Imperialism”, “subimperialism”, “primitive accumulation” are 
improperly specified and carry too much historical baggage. 

• Attacks a straw man of “accumulation by dispossession” 

• Attacks straw man “subimperialism-subservience” model. 

• In fact is what he calls the “semi- peripheral” position, in which 
“South Africa has faced under-developing relationships with 
the North on the one hand, and sought to exercise unequal 
relationships to its advantage with regional and continental 
states, on the other” is actually eminently compatible with 
Marini’s vision. 

• But Martin may be right that the use of “Imperialism” is not 
properly defined and situated.



What “Imperialism”?
• But Imperialism is one of the most capacious concepts in political 

economy: from rising geopolitical conflict (Lenin etc) to 
domination of “core” or “North over “periphery” or “South” ..and 
back?

• Even though authors may define their use of the term – they often 
do not explicate how it relates to their interlocutors.

• Patrick’s use: “I hold to the standard argument that imperialism in 
Africa is largely exercised through the looting of resources and 
the application of neoliberal socioeconomic policies, with South 
Africa mainly lubricating that process.” Focus on Imperialist 
processes – imperialism coextensive w neoliberalism? 

• But for others Imperialism means domination by US (,EU,JAPAN)

• Disconnected from broader debates.



The nature of contemporary imperialism

• Alex Callinicos provides a useful, non-exhaustive, topography of current debate in Imperialism, 
discerning three preeminent positions:

• Firstly, a school that sees contemporary capitalism organized along transnational lines, with 
effusion of class structures beyond the bounds of the national state, which today is of declining 
or marginal influence consequent with the obsolescence of geopolitical rivalry. This 
encompasses authors such as Michel Hardt, Antonio Negri and William Robinson. 

• Secondly, the work of Leo Panitch and Sam Gindin, largely supported by Ellen Wood, that 
credits the successful construction of an “informal empire” by the United States which, whilst still 
heavily reliant on the state system, manages a global order accumulation in the general interest 
of the capitalist class that attenuates or removes conflict between nations, creating some 
overlap with the first group of theorists. 

• Finally, the collective in which Callinicos includes himself and authors such as David Harvey, 
Walden Bello, Peter Gowan and Calude Serfati, are known as the “new imperialists” and 
commonly adhere to three cardinal narratives: the continuing relevance of a triadic division of 
imperial spheres ie. North America, Western Europe and East Asia; the on- going failure of the 
global system to exit the crisis that began in the late 60s; and, despite continuing “real 
asymmetries of power between the US and other leading capitalist states,” the likely resurgence 
in inter-imperialist conflict given significant conflicts of interest in the context of the deepening 
“long downturn”. 

• The questions motivating such deep divergences clearly have pressing relevance for the 
debate on subimperialism and the role of BRICS, yet have gone unremarked by most theorists. 



What are BRICS?
• According to “super-imperialist” theorists BRICS are likely to be 

seen as subimperialist or simply acting to reconfigure a global 
imperialist class

• For “New Imperialists” geopolitical conflict is more serious and 
BRICS are likely to denude US power. They are not necc anti-
imperialist but inter-impi.

• “Sub”-imperialist or “smaller”-imperialist?

• A dialectical view? 

• Are, pace Martin, “Imperialism”, “subimperialism” capable of 
grasping new trajectories in global political economy?



Thesis proposal


