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AN IN-DEPTH CRITICAL ANALYSIS OF NEO-
LIBERAL AND NEW IMPERIAL HEGEMONY

Review of The New Imperialism and A Brief History of Neoliberalism  
by David harvey

Maoxing Huang

Abstract: Since the 1980s, neo-liberalism and new imperialism have become a way of thinking 
that is praised highly by western countries like Britain and America, and which have also affected 
the political, economic and cultural fields of other countries. This process has drawn sharp 
criticism and debate from western Marxists and left scholars—among whom Professor David 
harvey is especially representative. In his two books A Brief History of Neoliberalism and The 
New Imperialism, Professor harvey not only studied current practical and complex problems of 
neo-liberal and new imperial hegemony, but also put forward various proposals for overcoming 
and defending against such problems. his work plays an important role in our understanding and 
criticism of the phenomenon and essence of neo-liberalism and new imperialism.
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In recent years, the analysis and criticism of neo-liberalism and new imperialism has 
become one of the hottest topics discussed by western Marxists and left scholars. 
Professor David Harvey of the State University of New York wrote two important 
books: The New Imperialism (published in 2003, Chinese version published in 
2009 by Social Sciences Academic Press) and A Brief History of Neoliberalism 
(published in 2005, Chinese version published in 2010 by Shanghai Translation 
Publishing House). In these two books, Professor David Harvey not only studied 
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current practical and complicated problems of neo-liberal and new imperial 
hegemony, but put forward various proposals for overcoming and defending against 
such problems. As a strong proponent of dialectical Marxism in both the UK and 
US, David Harvey’s theory of “neo-liberalism” and “new imperialism” helps us 
recognize the nature and harm of neo-liberal hegemony.

Critical Analysis of the Neo-liberal and New Imperial Hegemony Logic

With the development of capitalism from state monopoly towards international 
monopoly since the 1980s, neo-liberalism and new imperialism have transformed 
from being theoretical and academic into embodiments of state politics and 
ideological forms, and have become an important part of the international efforts of 
the UK, US and other countries in carrying out their globalization theory and system.

According to David Harvey, the word “imperialism” may imply a lot of different 
meanings. Most popularly, it means one country’s expansion or imposition of power, 
governance or influence in other countries or social groups not belonging to any 
country. In The New Imperialism, he points out that the new imperialism is a contrary 
interfusion of two factors. One is the political and military strategies appearing as 
“the logic of territory” adopted by one country or consortium of countries struggling 
to realize its goals around the world. The other one refers to the worldwide expansion 
of economic power, appearing as “the logic of capital.” According to David Harvey, 
neo-liberal hegemony is based on the “dialectical relation between territorial and 
capitalist logics of power,” and unfolds as an inevitable result of the combined 
pursuit of imperialistic “territorial logic of power and capital logic of power.” As 
will be readily seen, “capitalistic-imperialism” is defined by David Harvey as a unity 
of contradictions to embody political and economic relations and the contradiction 
is established between “state and imperial politics” and “the molecular process of 
capital accumulation in space and time.” When explaining the unity of contradictions, 
Professor Harvey further points out: We should consider the relationship between 
these two logics as a sort of functional or one-sided relationship. The dialectical 
relationship of the two power logics produces effects that are different from the 
effect of considering each of the logics in isolation; it is in their intertwinement 
that they provide the basis for the analysis of capitalist imperialism (Harvey 2009: 
27). We can make active use of the dialectical relationship between territorial logic 
of power and the logic of capital as well as the internal and external relations of 
capitalist countries to provide an in-depth explanatory framework for different 
kinds of capitalist imperialism. Thus, people may grasp the historical inevitability 
of imperialist hegemony through numerous and complicated phenomena. Just as 
pointed out by David Harvey, if power accumulation is certainly accompanied by 
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capital accumulation, the history of capitalism will surely be that of continuous 
expansion and spread of hegemony (Harvey 2009: 30).

In The New Imperialism, Harvey draws upon Giovanni Arrighi’s theory of 
hegemony and hegemonic transitions. He believes that hegemony contains two 
entangled meanings, one of which is the “eminent domain” realized by a country 
or a regional bloc of countries through force and coercion; the other is “the leading 
power” established through recognition of values and development modes as well 
as mutual economic, political and cultural cooperation. In consideration of such 
theory and the explanation on experiences, David Harvey comes up with his doubts 
over the relationship between the logic of territory and the logic of capital under 
the current US hegemon. Will hegemonic powers’ attempt to maintain their endless 
capital accumulation necessarily lead to their expansion, strengthen their political 
and military power and eventually harm the hegemony they try to safeguard? Isn’t 
the US falling into such a trap?

Centering upon such doubts in A Brief History of Neoliberalism, David Harvey 
also sharply criticizes the logic of neo-liberal hegemony: “Neoliberalism is in the 
first instance a theory of political economic practices that proposes that human 
well-being can best be advanced by liberating individual entrepreneurial freedoms 
and skills within an institutional framework characterized by strong private property 
rights, free markets, and free trade.” During this process, “The role of the state is to 
create and preserve an institutional framework appropriate to such practices.” As 
viewed by David Harvey, kind appearance has already become a part of the wisdom 
of neo-liberalism theory, which plausibly preaches freedom, emancipation, selection, 
rights, etc. so as gloss over more concrete realities—unconcealed reconstruction of 
class power. In addition, some neo-liberal countries (including the US and the UK) 
tend to be grounded on a “favorable investment environment” or oppose collective 
rights of workers in conflicts in order to meet the need of creating a “favorable trade 
or investment environment” for capitalism. Furthermore, such countries also tend 
to maintain the credit of their financial systems and the solvency of their financial 
institutions instead of caring for public happiness or environmental quality.

In recent years, a number of western scholars including David Harvey have 
become increasingly aware of the fact that as a result of the reinforcement of state 
functions during capitalist globalization, territorial logic of power has provided a 
strong support for neo-liberal and new imperial hegemony, and has actually shaped 
the power of capital’s logic and intensified state conflicts. At the same time, it is 
impossible for neo-liberalism and new imperialism to solve the relationship between 
capital accumulation and social accumulation. A global economic bubble instead 
of world-wide economic well-being may be created, as strongly proved by the 
breakout of global financial crisis in 2008. Absolutely, there are many attractive 
and inspiring inferences in Harvey’s blame for contemporary capitalism. However, 
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I cannot help raising an objection to some of them. For example, Harvey thought 
that since the world economic crisis of 1973, deprivation of accumulation has played 
an increasingly important role in the world system and financial speculation is the 
primary characteristic of deprivation of accumulation. Thus, he considered that 
the power of the resistance to the institution is no longer working class. Since the 
organization of working class has been out of date, we must focus on the struggle, 
such as avoiding the destruction of the environment and being enforced to leave the 
land, and take it as the center of the struggle for civil society. However, this is not 
necessarily the case. Today’s capitalist still mainly depends on the production and 
trade of goods. In the wake of the financial crisis in 2008, it also made the United 
States and other developed capitalist countries focus on the excessive reflection 
of financial speculation and begin to take the action of “reindustrialisation.” The 
working class of the developed countries has shown its voices and actions of readiness 
to challenge the new imperialist. The working class is also still a strong social power.

Critical Analysis of the Perniciousness of Neo-liberalism and New 
Imperial Practices

According to David Harvey, there is no strange imperialism in front of us, but a 
series of imperial practices spreading through uneven geographic distribution of 
surplus capital. This makes me realize that if we want to confirm in what ways the 
new imperialism is really new, we must adhere to an extremely important principle: 
pursuing absorption or devaluation that are subject to surplus capital following 
overcapitalization and seeking practices based on geography and territory (Harvey 
2007: 70).

According to David Harvey’s new imperialism theory, the new imperialism is 
“new” mainly because we can find its expression in imperialist practices affected 
by “the territorial logic of power and the logic of capital.” What kind of practices 
on earth are such new imperialist practices in the eyes of Harvey? “In the post-1973 
world, accumulation by dispossession moved to the fore as the primary contradiction 
within the imperialist organization of capital accumulation”; the significance of 
accumulation by dispossession is continuously rising. It has become a solution 
to be combined with assets devaluation aiming at periodic plundering in different 
regions of the world. And it seems to be at the core of current imperial practices 
(Harvey 2009: 139–147).

“Accumulation by dispossession” is becoming increasingly important because of 
the long-run excessive accumulation of capital during a preceding (post-1945) period 
of expanded reproduction, as well as because of the rejection of solutions that entail 
internal reform at political level. The behavior of “accumulation by dispossession” 
has become a fundamental mode of solving the problem of excessive accumulation 

WRPE 2-3b text   516 16/01/2012   09:35

The World Association for Political Economy (WAPE) 
Homepage: www.wapeweb.com  Email: wapemember@vip.163.com

CC BY-NC-SA 3.0



COMMunICATIOnS 517

WRPE Produced and distributed by Pluto Journals www.plutojournals.com/wrpe/

and it plays the role of “releasing a series of assets (including work force) at 
extremely low prices, while excessively accumulated capital (surplus capital) is in 
a position to hold these assets, and make profits by taking advantage of these assets 
in a quick manner” (Harvey 2009: 121). According to Professor Harvey, capital 
accumulation pushes forward the diversified development of global space to be filled 
with opposition and contradiction while carrying out capitalist mode of production, 
extending capital power structure and shaping homogenized global space. He calls 
such diversified development as “uneven geographical development,” the root 
cause of which is the capital accumulation system centering upon profits. During 
the process of solving excessive capital accumulation, such system design brings 
about disastrous consequences to backward countries and regions, whose work 
force, raw materials, resources and energy, ecological environment, etc. will all be 
plundered and damaged, and the struggle against “accumulation by dispossession” 
will certainly be invoked. This is an important dimension of David Harvey: it is a 
strong critique of contemporary globalized capitalist production.

In A Brief History of Neoliberalism, David Harvey also clearly points out that 
if we must find out the contributing achievement neo-liberalism has made for the 
development of world economy in these years, it is not the income of productive 
wealth but redistribution of wealth and income to the upper income brackets through 
processes of “accumulation by dispossession.” Specifically, enormous wealth is 
redistributed to the ruling classes by privatizing, commodifying and financializing 
all resources to be reorganized and redistributed, leaving most people in a state 
of abject poverty, hunger and struggle for livelihood. Neo-liberal governments 
have clearly assumed an attitude of tacit consent or support for such processes of 
accumulation by dispossession. In addition, the greatest harm of neo-liberalism 
to our life lies in its collision with democratic ideas and its distortion of freedom. 
Neo-liberalism confines political democracy to reliance on economic affairs. And 
a powerful government is needed to guarantee the predominant status of private 
property and ensure that deregulated markets are superior to the social control of 
“self-regulating markets.” Therefore, the activity of democratic strength is limited. 
As observed by Professor Harvey, in order to achieve its goal of marketization and 
privatization, neo-liberalism may even need a strong, dictatorial and autocratic 
government now and then. This constitutes a great irony to neo-liberal ideas. Of 
course, what is worth mentioning is the fact that there are many views, and so forth, 
in A Brief History of Neoliberalism. Harvey believed that China has established 
a special kind of market economy which increasingly concreted new liberalism 
elements with authoritarian central control and China is marked out as a global 
economic giant partly as an unexpected result of the new liberalism diversion 
of the developed capitalist world in part. I also have a lot of dissent about these 
viewpoints. As everyone knows, the socialist market economy theory with Chinese 
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characteristics is the important development of Marxism economic theory and an 
unprecedented hard exploration in human history. It puts the market competition and 
national macro-control together organically to constantly optimize the reasonable 
allocation of resources and increasingly shows the superiority of the socialist system 
in practice instead of “the integration of the liberal elements and the central control,” 
as Harvey claims. Since the founding of new China and the reform and opening up, 
China’s economy has accomplished a spectacular achievement, which has benefited 
from the leadership of the Chinese Communist Party, the national political stability 
and unity. All of these lead to the sustainable productivity, and have no business 
with the new liberalism.

On the other hand, Professor Harvey notes that, Japan, South Korea and Germany 
among other countries made substantial progress in their economies before the Asian 
financial storm erupted in 1997 despite their not abiding by orthodox doctrines of 
neo-liberalism. This has allowed people to think that neo-liberalism is not the only 
solution to economic problems. Good times don’t last long, though. Japan and 
Europe were applied pressure to take the road of neo-liberal reform following a 
more open financialization process, swifter capital flows, a promise given under a 
threat by the consortium of “Wall Street–International Monetary Fund–US treasury 
department” and the dissemination of neo-liberal doctrines (all these constituted 
the well-known “Washington Consensus”).

Due to the factor of “unbalanced geographical development,” countries with 
neo-liberal advantages represented by the US have increasingly turned into “new 
imperialist” countries that extort rents by trick or by force. By taking advantage 
of such powerful international organizations as the International Monetary Fund 
and World Trade Organization, these advantageous countries even go to the length 
of warring, compelling or luring some weak countries to carry out neo-liberal 
policies so as to achieve the goal of seeking highly profitable capital. The US 
attacking Iraq, for instance, was aimed to impose neo-liberalism on the latter with 
the ultimate mission of creating all sorts of conditions for highly profitable capital 
accumulation at home and abroad. In 1992, for another example, Argentina was 
forced to implement neo-liberalism in order to pay the debt of the International 
Monetary Fund, eventually leading to “economic plundering, extensive inequality, 
economic stagnation, severe but lasting depression and wide-spread poverty.”

These cases have proven that neo-liberal and new imperial hegemony has brought 
about tremendous “creative destruction,” which has destroyed not only previous 
system framework and strength (even challenged traditional modality of national 
sovereignty), but division of labor, social relations, welfare provision, technology 
combination, life style, ways of thinking, reproduction activities, land attribution, 
emotion, habits, etc.
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Exploring Ways to Defend Against and Overcome the Influences of 
Neo-liberalism and New Imperialism

Scholars have put forward different kinds of proposals to overcome and defend 
against current practical and complicated problems of neo-liberalism and new 
imperialism. Recognizable political identification and stand are included in the 
plural proposal that is based on individualism or free society, or the proposal to 
build “countries of the world” to confront imperialist policies of neo-liberalism, 
or the antagonistic proposal that is national and regional. The tradition of Marxist 
criticism, of course, still has to face the aggravating depredation and exploitation 
of developing countries by neo-liberalism and new imperialism.

What strategy, according to Professor Harvey, will replace neo-liberalism and 
new imperialism? He remarked that, within the scope of any capitalist mode of 
production, the only feasible plan (in spite of its being a temporary plan) is to 
practice a new “New Deal” in the whole world. Or the power of state is to be 
reorganized in the principle of more extensive interventionism and redistribution 
by liberating the logic of capital from neo-liberalism so as to constrain finance 
and control everything from international trade clauses to those we can see or hear 
from the media. “Such a road of imperial development does seem to propose a far 
less violent and far more benevolent imperial trajectory than the raw militaristic 
imperialism (like Iraq war) currently offered up as neo-conservatism of the USA.”

As regards how to accomplish the goal of realizing socialism by opposing 
neo-liberalism and new imperialism, Professor Harvey expresses that just like 
denying the “organic relationship” between accumulation by dispossession and 
expanded reproduction has weakened and constrained traditional leftist ideas, the 
concept of resorting to post-modern struggles has weakened and constrained the 
newly-emerging movement of striving against accumulation by dispossession.
Therefore, the struggles in the field of expanded reproduction (traditional leftists 

lay too much in this aspect) must be observed in its dialectical relationship with 
struggles against accumulation by dispossession. In short, we must recognize 
the struggles against neo-liberalism and new imperialism as “internal relation 
dialectics.” On one hand, we must take into account the struggles in the field of 
expanded reproduction that traditional leftists pay close attention to. On the other 
hand, we must attach importance to a series of struggles against accumulation by 
dispossession, such as the struggle against land acquisition, the struggle against 
large-scale construction projects funded by the World Bank, etc.

How can the horse of freedom be reined? And where should it run? In A Brief 
History of Neoliberalism, Professor Harvey put forward two alternative proposals. 
“We can take part in a number of protest campaigns that are in actual existence 
and try to master the spirit of broadly-based antagonistic proposals from the 
radicalism of these campaigns. We may also resort to theoretical and practical 
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analysis, probe into our current conditions and rely on our criticism and analysis 
to elicit alternative proposals. Our mission is to initiate a dialogue between the two 
ways, deepen collective understanding and work out more sufficient action policies” 
(Harvey 2010: 228–229). To a certain degree, Professor Harvey has got down to 
the texture of the scarred and battered neo-liberalism and has found the causal 
factor but still without effective prescription. Of course, he tried hard to transcend 
the malpractices of neo-liberalism, and the existence of such alternative proposals 
is yet to be confirmed. At least, Professor Harvey has touched on the question and 
given the direction in his book A Brief History of Neoliberalism.

To sum up, in The New Imperialism and A Brief History of Neoliberalism, David 
Harvey expounds the logic of neo-liberal hegemony that extends from production and 
manufacturing industry hegemony to finance hegemony, from liberalism hegemony 
to neo-liberal hegemony and from classical imperialism to new imperialism. He also 
applies “internal relation dialectics” asserted by dialectic Marxism in discussing the 
characteristics of new imperialism and reveals the nature of capitalist accumulation 
by dispossession. It is commendable that he still deems socialism to be the one 
alternative to replace this new imperialism. Except that under new imperialism, 
the way of struggling to realize socialism should be changed. In other words, both 
proletariat struggle in the field of expanded reproduction and the struggle against 
accumulation by dispossession should be carried out. And it is important that we 
achieve the dialectical unity of these two struggles.

Undoubtedly, David Harvey has produced strong responses from western 
left-wing scholars and aroused a hot wave of in-depth research of “empire” and 
“imperialism” after the two books under discussion were published. Whether 
supporting or opposing, praising or belittling, people cannot help but refer to his 
views and opinions set forth in these two books when they study current neo-liberal 
and new imperial hegemony. The two books are worth reading since they can be 
said to represent the key outcome of current Marxism research in the UK and the US 
and they are of theoretical and practical significance to guide us to fully understand 
the nature of neo-liberalism and new imperialism. By all means, some views can 
still be discussed in The New Imperialism and A Brief History of Neoliberalism. 
For instance, what is the role of “the new imperialism” in the history of capitalism? 
What is the essential difference between it and imperialism which was discussed by 
people such as Lenin? How to distinguish the accumulation by depriving or through 
production? These problems all mentioned above still need further discussion.
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