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Nikolai
Kondratiev

Kondratiev waves

Using data on prices, interest rates, wages and foreign trade in France, England and the USA, and on total coal and 
pig-iron production in the world, Kondratiev identified three long waves: rising from 1789 to a peak in 1814, then 
declining until 1848; rising to a peak in 1873, then declining until 1896; rising to a peak around 1920. He obtained his 
curves by using a 9-year moving average to smooth out the typical 7- to 11-year "intermediate cycle." As he wrote: 
"The long waves really belong to the same complex dynamic process in which the intermediate cycles of the 
capitalistic economy with their principal phases of upswing and depression run their course. These intermediate 
cycles, however, secure a certain stamp from the very existence of the long waves. Our investigation demonstrates 
that during the rise of the long waves years of prosperity are more numerous, whereas years of depression 
predominate during the downswing." He observed that large numbers of technological inventions occurred during the 
depressions, but were only applied during the next expansion. He also thought that "the most disastrous and extensive 
wars and revolutions" happen on the upswing "during the period of high tension in the expansion of economic forces." 
For Kondratiev, "the long waves arise out of causes that are inherent in the essence of the capitalistic economy."



  

Left Curve

Trotsky pointed to the existence of long waves at the 3rd 
Congress of the Communist International in June 1920: "The fact 
that capitalism continues to oscillate cyclically after the war 
merely signifies that capitalism is not yet dead, that we are not 
dealing with a corpse.... It is necessary to determine the general 
condition of the capitalist organism by the specific way in which 
it breathes, and the rate at which its pulse beats."
    He identified the same periods as Kondratiev, but attributed 
the turning points to external rather than inherent factors. In 1923 
he analyzed "The Curve of Capitalist Development": "The 
absorption by capitalism of new countries and continents, the 
discovery of new natural resources, and, in addition, significant 
factors of a 'superstructural' order, such as wars and revolutions, 
determine the character and alteration of expansive, stagnating or 
declining epochs in capitalist development." 

Leon Trotsky



  

Innovation school

“In his major work on Business Cycles (1939), Schumpeter accepted the reality of 'Kondratieff' long 
cycles, and offered a novel explanation of them. He believed the task of economic theory was to 
analyze those features of the system's behavior which generate fluctuations irrespective of their 
specific and variable form. The most important of such features was innovation, which he saw as the 
main engine of capitalist growth and the source of entrepreneurial profit. The ability and initiative of 
entrepreneurs created new opportunities for profits, which in turn attracted a 'swarm' of imitators and 
improvers to exploit the new opening with a wave of new investment, generating boom conditions.”

http://books.google.com/books?id=XTxkwzP1xu0C&printsec=frontcover&dq=freeman+soete&hl=en&ei=0gxaTJjMCIH88AaEktSbCw&sa=X&oi=book_result&ct=result&resnum=1&ved=0CCgQ6AEwAA#v=onepage&q&f=true


  

Wave generators “Whether such a theory [of technological 
change] offers a plausible explanation of long 
waves in economic development depends 
crucially on whether some innovations are so 
large and so discontinuous in their impact as to 
cause prolonged perturabations or whether 
they are bunched together in some way. The 
construction of a national railway network 
might be the type of innovation investment 
which would qualify as a 'wave generator' in 
its own right. What matters for a major 
upswing and transformation of the economy in 
terms of new investment and employment is 
the widespread diffusion of numerous innova-
tions based on a new infrastructure. The 
previous gestation period for this new 
infrastructure and a corresponding cluster of 
innovations can be several decades. Thus, 
whereas Schumpeter spoke of the innovations 
in automobile production and especially the 
internal combustion engine in the period from 
the 1880s to the 1940s, we take the age of 
mass production and universal use of the 
automobile as the fourth Kondratieff.”

Freeman/Soete, 
Economics of Industrial Innovation

“The question is whether or not the depressions 
of 50, 100 and 150 years ago have something in 
common, and if so, what? The common denomi-
nator is the economic stagnation of major lines 
of business in the predominant technologies. 
I call this the stalemate in technology.”



  

Innovation school

Column 6 of this table shows how 
the major technologies and organ-
izational forms of each age are 
supplemented by an emergent set 
of inventions, some of which will 
become central in the following 
period. Thus, during the third 
Kondratiev based on electricity and 
heavy engineering we already find 
the initial production of automobiles, 
aircraft, radio equipment and 
plastics, which will be the basis of 
the fourth industrial cycle. The 
same is true of information-age 
technologies, which emerged in the 
Keynesian-Fordist period but only 
became dominant in our  era.
   In the 1970s recession and again 
today, the innovation-school 
approach tries to identify the 
emerging technologies and counsel 
governments on how to “start the 
race” or  “catch the train” – i.e. how 
to structure and sustain a national 
innovation system.

Next layers...



  

Regulation school   Jessop & Sum on the Parisians: Aglietta, Boyer, Lipietz

The key Parisian concepts can be summarized as industrial paradigm, accumulation 
regime,  mode of regulation and mode of development. 
First, an industrial paradigm is a model governing the technical and social division of 
labour. One such paradigm is mass production. 
Second, an accumulation regime is a complementary pattern of production and 
consumption that is reproducible over a long period. 
Third, a mode of regulation is an emergent ensemble of norms, institutions, 
organizational forms, social networks and patterns of conduct that can temporarily 
stabilize an accumulation regime despite the conflictual and antagonistic character of 
capitalist social relations. It is generally analysed in terms of five dimensions:

● the wage relation (labour markets and wage–effort bargaining, individual and 
social wages, life styles);
● the enterprise form (internal organization, the source of profits, forms of 
competition, ties among enterprises and/or to banking capital);
● money (its dominant form and emission, the organization of banking and credit 
systems, the allocation of money capital to production, the circulation and 
articulation of national monies and international currencies, and basic institutional 
features of monetary regimes);
● the state (the institutionalized compromise between capital and labour, forms of 
state intervention);
●  international regimes (the trade, investment, monetary settlements and political 
arrangements that link national economies, nation states and the world system).

Finally, Boyer defines a mode of development as ‘the way in which an accumulation 
regime and a type of régulation stabilize themselves over the long term and how they 
enter into a period of crisis and then renew themselves’. A similar concept is ‘model of 
development’. Lipietz defines this as based on (1) a dominant paradigm of 
industrialization, (2) an accumulation regime, and (3) a mode of regulation. The crucial 
distinction between the two terms is that, whereas Boyer sees ‘mode of development’ 
as having an analytical function in the movement from abstract to concrete, Lipietz 
regards a ‘model of development’ as a paradigm for economic and political action.



  

In retrospect, there were signs of serious problems within Fordism 
as early as the mid-1960s. By then, the West European and 
Japanese recoveries were complete, their internal market saturated. 
The success of Fordist rationalization meant the displacement of 
more workers from manufacturing. Declining corporate produc-
tivity and profitability after 1966 meant the beginnings of a fiscal 
problem in the United States that would not go away except at the 
price of inflation. Import substitution policies in many Third World 
countries (particularly Latin America), coupled with the first big 
push by multinationals into offshore manufacturing (particularly in 
South-East Asia), brought a wave of competitive Fordist industrial-
ization to  new environments. Western Europe and Japan, joined 
by a whole host of newly industrializing countries, challenged 
United States hegemony within Fordism to the point where the 
Bretton Woods agreement cracked and the dollar was devalued. 
     At the same time, corporations found themselves with unusable 
excess capacity (idle plant and equipment). This forced them into a 
period of rationalization, restructuring, and intensification of labor 
control. Technological change, automation, the search for new 
product lines and market niches, geographical dispersal to zones of 
easier labor control, mergers, and steps to accelerate the turnover 
time of their capital surged to the fore of corporate strategies for 
survival under general conditions of deflation.                                   

 – David Harvey

Fordism to Informationalism

Modes of development emerge from the 
interaction between scientific and techno-
logical discovery and the organizational 
integration of such discoveries in the 
processes of production and management... 
The transition between modes of develop-
ment is not independent of the historical 
context; it relies heavily on the social matrix 
initially framing the transition, as well as on 
the social conflicts and interests that shape 
the transformation of that matrix. Therefore, 
the informational mode of development will 
emerge from the interaction between its 
technological and organizational com-
ponents, and the historically determined 
process of the restructuring of capitalism.

– Manuel Castells



  

Keynesian Welfare National State

“The KWNS was Keynesian insofar as it aimed to secure full employment in what was treated as a relatively 
closed national economy and to do so primarily through demand-side management. The KWNS attempted to adjust 
effective demand to the supply-driven needs of Fordist mass production with its dependence on economies of scale 
and full utilization of relatively inflexible means of production. 

“The KWNS was oriented to welfare insofar as it tried to regulate collective bargaining within limits consistent 
with full employment levels of growth; to generalize norms of mass consumption beyond male workers earning a 
family wage in Fordist sectors, so that all full national citizens and their family dependants, if any, might share the 
fruits of economic growth (and thereby contribute to effective domestic demand); and to promote forms of collective 
consumption favourable to the Fordist mode of growth. This is reflected in indicators such as increasing rates for 
unemployment benefit, sickness benefit and pensions during the heyday of the KWNS. More generally, the economic 
and social policies of the KWNS were closely linked to an expanding definition and progressive institutionalization of 
economic and social rights attached directly or indirectly to citizenship of a national territorial state - whether this 
citizenship was based on descent, acculturation, naturalization, political tests or some other criterion.”

Distinctive set 
of economic 
policies

Distinctive set 
of social
 policies

Primary
scale
(if any)

Primary means to 
compensate market 
failure

Full employment,
demand 
management, 
provision of 
infrastructure to 
support mass 
production and 
consumption

Collective 
bargaining
and state help 
generalize norms 
of mass 
consumption. 
Expansion of 
welfare rights

Relative primacy 
of national scale 
in economic 
and social
policy making 
with local as
well as central 
delivery

Market and state 
form a ‘mixed 
economy.’
State is expected 
to compensate 
for market 
failures

Keynesian Welfare National State



  

“The KWNS was national insofar as the national territorial state assumed the primary responsibility for 
developing and guiding Keynesian welfare policies on different scales. This reflects the more general importance of 
national economies and national states in the 'thirty glorious years' of postwar growth. For the national not only 
dominated the circuits of Atlantic Fordism, but also the mercantilist regimes or trading nations of East Asia and the 
import-substitution accumulation strategies of many Latin American economies. This institutional and discursive 
'naturalization' of the national economy and national state was linked (within Atlantic Fordism) to the relative closure of 
postwar economies undergoing reconstruction on the basis of mass production and mass consumption.

“The KWNS was statist insofar as state institutions (on different levels) were the chief complement to market 
forces in the Fordist accumulation regime and also had a dominant role in the institutions of civil society. Thus it was 
the 'mixed economy' that provided the centre of gravity for economic, social and political regulation. To the extent that 
markets failed to deliver the expected values of economic growth, balanced regional development inside national 
borders, full employment, low inflation, a sustainable trade balance, and a socially just distribution of wealth and 
income, the state was called on to compensate for these failures and to generalize prosperity to all its citizens.”

Keynesian Welfare National State
Distinctive set 
of economic 
policies

Distinctive set 
of social
 policies

Primary
scale
(if any)

Primary means to 
compensate market 
failure

Full employment,
demand 
management, 
provision of 
infrastructure to 
support mass 
production and 
consumption

Collective 
bargaining
and state help 
generalize norms 
of mass 
consumption. 
Expansion of 
welfare rights

Relative primacy 
of national scale 
in economic 
and social
policy making 
with local as
well as central 
delivery

Market and state 
form a ‘mixed 
economy.’
State is expected 
to compensate 
for market 
failures

Keynesian Welfare National State



  

“The SWPR is Schumpeterian insofar as it tries to promote permanent innovation and flexibility in relatively 
open economies by intervening on the supply-side and to strengthen as far as possible the structural and/or systemic 
competitiveness of the relevant economic spaces. The primary organizing concept for the development of 
accumulation strategies, state projects and hegemonic visions in this context is the knowledge-based economy. This 
broad concept has the advantage that it is open-ended but nonetheless resonates with a wide range of highly visible 
and interconnected changes in contemporary capitalist formations. As such, it can serve as the nodal point in 
economic, political, social and cultural discourses and has implications for the restructuring of entire social formations.

“The SWPR can be described as a workfare regime insofar as it subordinates social policy to the demands of 
economic policy. Included under this latter rubric are the promotion of labour market flexibility and employability, the 
development of the new globalizing, knowledge-based economy and the cultivation of structural and/or systemic 
competitiveness. It is worth repeating here that the scope of economic policy has been massively widened and 
deepened because of the increased importance for capital accumulation of what was previously regarded as being 
'extra-economic.' Thus, whilst the KWNS tried to extend the social rights of its citizens, the SWPR is more concerned 
to provide welfare services that benefit business and thereby demotes individual needs to second place.”
.”

Schumpeterian Workfare Postnational Regime
Distinctive set 
of economic 
policies

Distinctive set 
of social
 policies

Primary
scale
(if any)

Primary means to 
compensate market 
failure

Focuses on 
innovation and 
competitiveness in 
open economies, 
with increasing 
stress on supply 
side to promote
 KBE

Subordinates social 
policy to an 
expanded notion of 
economic policy; 
downward pressure 
on the ‘social wage’ 
and an attack on 
welfare rights

Relativization of 
scale at expense of 
national scale. 
Competition to 
establish a new 
primary scale but 
continued role of 
national state(s)

Increased role of 
self-organized 
governance to 
correct for both 
market and state 
failures. But state 
gains greater role in 
the exercise of 
metagovernance.

Schumpeterian Workfare Postnational Regime



  

“The SWPR is postnational. This trend is occasioned by the increased significance of other horizons of action, 
which make the national economy less susceptible to macroeconomic management and the national territory less 
important as a power container. This does not mean the end of national economic policy concerned with promoting 
international competitiveness. It does signify the relativization of scale. This is associated with the transfer of policy-
making functions upwards, downwards and sideways. On a global level, this can be seen in the growing concern of 
international agencies (such as the IMF, World Bank, OECD, and ILO) and intergovernmental forums (such as the 
G8) with the shaping of current social and economic policy agendas.

“The SWPR has become more regime-like relative to the statism of the KWNS. This is reflected in the 
increased importance of non-state mechanisms in compensating for market failures. It provides a second important 
aspect to the apparent 'hollowing out' of national states, namely, the increased importance of private-public networks 
on all levels, from local partnerships to supranational neo-corporatist arrangements. The shift from government 
towards governance (from imperative coordination to networking and self-organization) means that traditional forms of 
intervention now play a lesser role in economic and social policy. Active economic and social steering now tend to run 
more through soft regulation and reflexive law, organizational intelligence and information-sharing, etc.”

Schumpeterian Workfare Postnational Regime
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Hegemonic transition  Wallerstein / Arrighi

“Hegemony [according to Wallerstein] is the outcome of long periods of "competitive 
expansion"... The rising hegemon acquires its decisive edge first in production, then in 
commerce, and then in finance. But hegemony is firmly secured only through victory in a 
thirty-year-long climactic "world war" -- the Thirty Years' War from 1618 to 1648, the 
Napoleonic Wars from 1792 to 1815, and the long Eurasian wars from 1914 to 1945. "The 
winner's economic edge is expanded by the very process of the war itself, and the postwar 
interstate settlement is designed to encrust that greater edge and protect it against erosion" 
(Wallerstein, Politics of the World-Economy). This postwar settlement consists of one form 
or another of "global liberalism" aimed at enforcing "the principle of the free flow of the 
factors of production (goods, capital and labor) throughout the world- economy."

G. Arrighi, B. Silver and others, Chaos & Governance in the Modern World-System



  

Hegemonic transition  Wallerstein / Arrighi

“In our model [Arrighi, Silver et. al.], systemic expansions are embedded in a particular 
hegemonic structure they tend to undermine. They are the outcome of the interplay of two 
different kinds of leadership. Systemic reorganization promotes expansion by endowing the 
system with a wider or deeper division of labor. Emulation provides the separate states with 
the motivational drive needed to mobilize energies and resources in the expansion. There is 
always a tension between these two tendencies because a wider and deeper division of 
labor involves cooperation among the system's units, while emulation fosters their mutual 
competition. Hegemonic crises are characterized by three distinct, but closely related 
processes: the intensification of interstate and interenterprise competition; the escalation of 
social conflicts; and the interstitial emergence of new configurations of power.”

G. Arrighi, B. Silver and others, Chaos & Governance in the Modern World-System
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Four Fields
or the secret life of waves



  

All materials from the Thresw Crises seminar (texts, 
readings, recordings) are available at http://messhall.org
A new version will be done with Occupy Berlin, June 17-23

http://messhall.org/
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