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For a time, globalisation became such a catch-word that one assumed it was an accurate description
of reality that was here to stay. However, in “Geopolitical Economy,” Radhika Desai shows it to be a
passing phase which reached its height during the Clinton Administration, and ended when the stock
market bubble burst in 2000. Conceptualising a world unified by markets alone, globalisation was
actually the US’ attempt to maintain the international role of the dollar, only to give way to the Bush
Administration’s attempt to reassert American supremacy by unabashed militarism.

Besides dispelling the myth of a unified, self-driven global market, Desai disputes the notion that
globalisation rendered nation-states irrelevant. On the contrary, by reviewing economic history from
the time of the British Empire to President Obama’s first term, “Geopolitical Economy” demonstrates
that modern states have always been deeply involved in the economy, often playing a decisive role,
regardless of espousing free market or free trade policies.

A review of history also shows that we have long lived in a multi-polar world, even in the many
decades when the US appeared to be the all-dominating power.

Though  the  US was  able  to  abort  John  Maynard  Keynes’s  proposals  for  multilateral  forms  of
international economic and finance governance in the wake of World War II, and establish the dollar
as  the  world  currency,  by  the  late  1960s  other  industrialised  countries  had  emerged  as  serious
competitors; in the 1970s, developing countries joined the race. At the same time, US manufacturing,
except for the military industry, began to decline, and successive governments did little or nothing to
shore it up.

According to Desai, the deeper reason for the successive crises and recessions that have hit the US
and subsequently the world is capitalism’s inherent contradictions, plus the fact that the Soviet Union
and a number of developing countries took an alternative route of development that limited capitalist
expansion. Still, the break up of communism did not end the US economic predicament, but rather set
it in relief, for US insistence on keeping the dollar as the international currency has only exacerbated
these contradictions.

A good part of the book could be titled “The rise and fall of the American dollar (and hegemony)” as
Desai dissects the efforts of successive US administrations to strike a balance between keeping the
American economy healthy and maintaining global dominance. Parts of this analysis can be difficult
to  follow  for  those  not  well  versed  in  economics,  but  the  conclusions  are  clear.  It  was  the
contradictory demands of  the  US’ dual role  that  drove  the  economy into a  decidedly unhealthy,
speculative direction, less and less based on real productivity. Ultimately this resulted in the credit
and housing market bubbles, and their bursting, which paved the way for Obama’s election.
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The fragile basis of US dominance leads Desai to conclude that “the widespread idea that the United
States was (or is)  hegemonic  is simply false.  What  is true  is that  the  United States engineered a
succession of unstable arrangements through which it pursued its imperial mimesis.” (p. 3)

Desai notes  that  Obama’s  administration,  despite  enacting some  changes,  has  done  nothing that
essentially alters the snowballing decline, but he is not the only one that attracts criticism in this book.
Desai faults Marxists for focusing on narrow economics and abandoning analysis of  the  political
dimensions of world capitalism. In contrast, her chosen approach, geopolitical economy, focuses on
the world level, the role of states, contestation and the fact that capitalism is prone to crises.

The point of focusing on state policy and contested hegemony is empowerment. Using an impressive
array of sources, Desai is not pursuing economic theory for its own sake, but aims to point out ways
that people could organise to press for a more just system that would better meet human needs. This
can occur via popular mobilisation like the Occupy Wall Street movement or the mass protests against
austerity that are sweeping Europe. It can occur in the developing world via mass movements, such as
the Arab uprisings, or via state policy. “The emerging economies are growing strongly, but they will
only  continue  to  do  so  if  they  limit  their  reliance  on  stagnant  Western  markets  by  establishing
alternative trading arrangements and expanding their internal markets.” (p. 278)
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