
S o c i a l i s t 

R e g i s t e r 

2 0 0 9



THE SOCIALIST REGISTER
Founded in 1964

EDITORS
LEO PANITCH
COLIN LEYS

FOUNDING EDITORS
RALPH MILIBAND (1924-1994)

JOHN SAVILLE

ASSOCIATE EDITORS

GREGORY ALBO
VIVEK CHIBBER

ALFREDO SAAD-FILHO

CONTRIBUTING EDITORS

HENRY BERNSTEIN
HUW BEYNON

VARDA BURSTYN
PAUL CAMMACK
DAVID COATES

GEORGE COMNINEL
TERRY EAGLETON
BARBARA EPSTEIN
BILL FLETCHER JR

SAM GINDIN
BARBARA HARRISS-WHITE
JUDITH ADLER HELLMAN

URSULA HUWS
STEVE JEFFERYS

SHEILA ROWBOTHAM
JOHN S. SAUL

HILARY WAINWRIGHT
ELLEN MEIKSINS WOOD

ALAN ZUEGE

CORRESPONDING EDITORS:

AIJAZ AHMAD, NEW DELHI
ELMAR ALTVATER, BERLIN
PATRICK BOND, DURBAN

ATILIO BORON, BUENOS AIRES
HIDAYAT (GERARD) GREENFIELD, JAKARTA

MICHAEL LOWY, PARIS
MICHAEL SPOURDALAKIS, ATHENS

Visit our website at:
http://www.socialistregister.com 

for a detailed list of all our issues, order forms and an online selection of  
past prefaces and essays, and to find out how to join our listserv. 

..



S o c i a l i s t 
R e g i s t e r 
2 0 0 9

VIOLENCE TODAY
Actual ly -Exist ing Barbar ism

Edited by leo panitch and colin leys

THE MERLIN PRESS, LONDON
MONTHLY REVIEW PRESS, NEW YORK

FERNWOOD PUBLISHING, HALIFAX



First published in 2008
by The Merlin Press Ltd.
6 Crane Street Chambers

Crane Street
Pontypool
NP4 6ND

Wales

www.merlinpress.co.uk

© The Merlin Press, 2008

British Library Cataloguing in Publication Data is available from the British 
Library

Library and Archives Canada Cataloguing in Publication
Socialist register 2009 : violence today : actually existing barbarism  
/edited by Leo Panitch and Colin Leys.
1. Violence.  2. Imperialism.  3. Capitalism.  
I. Panitch, Leo, 1945-  II. Leys, Colin, 1931- III. Title:Violence today.

HM886.S62 2008                  303.6              C2008-903393-0

ISSN. 0081-0606

Published in the UK by The Merlin Press
ISBN. 978-0-85036-608-2 Paperback
ISBN. 978-0-85036-607-5 Hardback

Published in the USA by Monthly Review Press
ISBN. 978-1-58367-181-8 Paperback

Published in Canada by Fernwood Publishing
ISBN. 978-1-55266-283-0 Paperback

Printed in the UK by Cromwell Press, Trowbridge, Wiltshire



Contents

Leo Panitch	 Preface� 1
Colin Leys�

Henry Bernstein	 Reflections on violence today� 5
Colin Leys
Leo Panitch

Vivek Chibber	 American militarism and the US political 
establishment: the real lessons of the

	 invasion of Iraq� 23
�

Philip Green	 On-screen barbarism: violence in 
	 US visual culture� 54

Ruth Wilson 	 Race, prisons and war: scenes from the
Gilmore	 history of US violence	�  73
 
Joe Sim	 State talk, state silence: work and
Steve Tombs	 ‘violence’ in the UK	�  88

Lynne Segal	 Violence’s victims: the gender landscape� 105

Barbara	 Girls as disposable commodities in India� 128
Harriss-White	�

Achin Vanaik	 India’s paradigmatic communal violence� 141

Tania Murray Li	 Reflections on Indonesian violence:
	 two tales and three silences� 163
�
Ulrich Oslender	 Colombia: old and new patterns of violence� 181



Sofiri Joab-Peterside	 The commodification of violence 
Anna Zalik	 in the Niger Delta� 199

Dennis Rodgers	 Revolutionaries, barbarians or�
Steffen Jensen	 war machines? Gangs in Nicaragua and
	 South Africa� 220

Michael Brie	 Emancipation and the left: the issue of
	 violence� 239

Samir Amin	 The defence of humanity requires the
	 radicalisation of popular struggles� 260

John Berger	 Human shield	�  273
	�



CONTRIBUTORS

Samir Amin has been director of IDEP (the United Nations African 
Institute for Planning), the director of the Third World Forum in Dakar, and 
a co-founder of the World Forum for Alternatives.

John Berger is a British art critic, novelist, dramatist and essayist, based in 
France.

Henry Bernstein is professor of development studies at the School of 
Oriental and African Studies (SOAS), London.

Michael Brie is head of the department of policy analysis at the Rosa 
Luxemburg Foundation, Berlin.

Vivek Chibber is associate professor of sociology at New York University.

Ruth Wilson Gilmore is a professor at the University of Southern 
California and a founding member of Critical Resistance - Beyond the 
Prison Industrial Complex.

Philip Green is visiting professor of political science at the New School for 
Social Research Graduate Faculty, New York.

Barbara Harriss-White directs the new Contemporary South Asian 
Studies Programme at Oxford University.

Steffen Jensen works at the Rehabilitation and Research Centre for Torture 
Victims in Copenhagen and is affiliated to the Wits Institute for Social and 
Economic Research (Wiser) in Johannesburg.

Sofiri Joab-Peterside is a lecturer with the Department of Sociology, 
University of Port Harcourt, Nigeria and associate research fellow, Centre for 
Advanced Social Science (CASS).



Tania Murray Li is professor and Canada Research Chair in the department 
of anthropology at the University of Toronto, Canada.

Ulrich Oslender is a political geographer at the University of Glasgow. 

Dennis Rodgers is senior research fellow in the Brooks World Poverty 
Institute, University of Manchester and visiting senior fellow in the Crisis 
States Research Centre, London School of Economics.

Lynne Segal is Anniversary Professor of Psychology and Gender Studies at 
Birkbeck College, University of London.

Joe Sim is professor of criminology in the School of Social Science, 
Liverpool John Moores University.

Steve Tombs is professor of sociology at Liverpool John Moores 
University.

Achin Vanaik is professor of international relations and global politics at the 
post-graduate Department of Political Science, Delhi University.

Anna Zalik is assistant professor in the Faculty of Environmental Studies at 
York University, Toronto. 



PREFACE

This, the 45th volume of the Socialist Register, takes up a question that has 
preoccupied socialists for over a century – the likelihood that if capitalism 

is allowed to persist it will be characterised by increasing violence. When 
Rosa Luxemburg in 1916 quoted Engels’ famous statement that ‘Capitalist 
society faces a dilemma: either an advance to socialism, or a reversion to 
barbarism’, she asked: ‘What does a “reversion to barbarism” mean at the 
present stage of European civilisation? We have all read and repeated these 
words thoughtlessly, without a notion of their terrible seriousness. At this 
moment, one glance around us will show what a reversion to barbarism in 
bourgeois society means. This World War – that is a reversion to barbarism’. 
Given the extent and extremity of violence today, even in the absence of 
world war, and two decades after the end of actually-existing socialism, it is 
hard not to feel that we are living in another age of barbarism. 

It is an unhappy coincidence that Georges Sorel’s Reflections on Violence 
was published exactly 100 years ago. As the American publishers of the 
1950 edition remarked, ‘while all Europe fondly imagined that such things 
belonged to the dark past, Sorel correctly predicted a new epoch of such 
catastrophes’. Even after the slaughter of two world wars, the genocide 
of European Jewry and the creation of the United Nations, the world has 
often seemed no less violent than before. A chain of human catastrophes has 
continued without pause ever since the UN Declaration of Human Rights 
– from Korea and Vietnam to Palestine, Lebanon, Indonesia, Colombia, 
Guatemala, El Salvador, Nicaragua, Angola, Mozambique, Somalia, Eritrea, 
Chile, Uganda, Rwanda, Somalia, the Democratic Republic of Congo, the 
Central African Republic, Sudan, Bosnia, Chechnya, Northern Ireland, 
Bangladesh, Kashmir, Sri Lanka, Iraq, Afghanistan… Not to mention the 
prevalence of rape and other kinds of violence against women, drug wars, 
police and prison violence, etc. The total number of deaths in the twentieth 
century resulting from large-scale violence alone is estimated at about 140 
million. And the world is now spending $1.3 trillion a year on weapons – 
surpassing the total at the peak of the Cold War. The ‘peace dividend’ that 
was supposed to flow from ending it has evaporated, along with the dream 
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of the ‘end of history’ and universal peace under American hegemony. Can 
anyone seriously assert, in attempting to draw up a balance sheet of the 
opening years of the 21st century, that capitalism has outgrown its potential 
for barbarism?

What this volume seeks to do is to bring a clear perspective to bear on the 
great variety of forms and degrees of severity of violence in the world today. 
The contemporary forms of violence are so varied and complex, occurring at 
such different levels and in such widely differing contexts, that their specific 
links to capitalism and imperialism need a fresh understanding. It is also 
important to acknowledge that social and psychological factors and cultural 
legacies of all kinds – religious, ideological, familial, racial, legal, etc. – play 
a part, often a crucial one. It is equally important to avoid any inclination to 
minimise the violence that occurred under ‘actually existing socialism’, the 
legacy of which still needs to be taken into account when socialists address 
the question of violence today. 

The extent of contemporary violence is far too great to be covered in 
any single volume. Last year’s volume on Global Flashpoints focused on the 
Middle East and Latin America, from the occupation of Iraq and Israel’s 
colonial siege of the Palestinians, to the ‘war on terror’ and the clash of 
fundamentalisms, to new forms of resistance to imperialism and neoliberalism. 
This volume paints on a broader canvass, with most of the essays analysing 
the nature and roots of paradigmatic cases and types of violence today 
around the world. The opening essay offers an overview of the scale and 
variety of contemporary violence while also taking up once again the 
question of socialism versus barbarism. And several of the concluding essays 
deal, from various standpoints, with the still important question of whether 
violence has any place in socialist strategy in the context of today’s actually-
existing barbarism. The volume ends with John Berger’s ‘Human Shield’, a 
movingly intimate letter to a political prisoner, fictional but loosely based on 
real events, which epitomises the courage of those – so often women – who 
put themselves in the front line against the violence of the powerful. 

We are grateful to John Berger for permission to include this story from 
his forthcoming book, From A to X, to be published by Verso. We also want 
to thank Rainer Rilling of the Rosa Luxemburg Foundation for making 
a longer German version of the essay by Michael Brie available to us, and 
Ingar Solty for translating it very ably and at short notice. As usual, we are 
heavily indebted to Alan Zuege for his editorial assistance, to Louis McKay 
for the cover design and to Adrian Howe and Tony Zurbrugg at the Merlin 
Press for their continuing support. We are more than usually grateful this 
year for the help our editorial collective – which we are happy to say has 
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expanded in this last year to include Michel Lowy as our corresponding 
editor in Paris – gave us in planning the volume, and contributing to it. In 
thanking them as well as all the authors in the volume for their contributions 
we should note, as usual, that neither they nor we necessarily agree with 
everything in it. 

We are sad to note the deaths in the past year of Andre Gorz, whose 
famous and still influential essay on ‘Reform and Revolution’ was published 
in the Register in 1968, and Andrew Glyn, whose 1992 essay with Bob 
Sutcliffe, ‘Global but Leaderless?’, was central to the influential debate on the 
nature of globalisation that the Register initiated that year. Their respective 
contributions to renewing socialism and socialist analysis are a precious 
legacy.

LP
CL

July 2008 




