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Abstract

This article takes stock of how critical political economy authors have dis-
cussed the fiscal matter. It deals with the debate on austerity and its conse-
quences in the context of the crisis of contemporary capitalism. A critical
systematic review of the literature was conducted using 16 Marxist journals,
including some of an interdisciplinary nature. The search strategy was con-
structed with the free terms: fiscal matter, capitalist crisis and fictitious capi-
tal, and crossed with tax reform, fiscal policy, public debt, public bonds, fiscal,
taxes and austerity. After the selection processes, 15 articles were chosen and
discussed based on three analysis dimensions: 1) the fiscal matter and its
theoretical debate and case studies; 2) the fiscal matter and contemporary ca-
pitalism, focusing on the themes of financialization, neoliberalism and crisis;
3) fiscal reforms and class struggle, with emphasis on reforms in the most
violent global South. Based on the results found in this review, it can be con-
cluded that the transformations of contemporary capitalism reiterate the
leading role of fiscal austerity, with reduced spending and debt control. These
elements engender a new dynamic for social rights, with intensification of
privatization through the capitalist State itself. More than the participation of
private capital, mercantilization reflects the dominance of mercantile logic in
social logic and the inevitable need for fiscal adjustment, which, on the peri-
phery of capitalism, takes on a permanent character.
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1. Introduction

With the turbulence of contemporary capitalism and its long-lasting crisis, un-
der the dominance of fictitious capital (Roberts, 2016; Callinicos, 2014), it is es-
sential to reflect on the persistence of its problems, particularly in the context of
the fiscal matter. We have seen the State intensify “ultra-neoliberal”' policies
through drastic and permanent fiscal adjustments in capitalist countries in gen-
eral, and on the periphery of capitalism, mainly dependent ones, with the dis-
mantling of social and labour rights (Mendes, 2022).

The argument of Callinicos (2014) is interesting when he points out that, in
the three volumes of Marx’s Capital, an articulated and complete theory of crises
is developed, supported by a multidimensional conception of economic crises,
grouped into three categories: 1) factors that “enable” the outbreak of the crisis;
2) factors that “condition” the appearance of imbalances; and 3) factors asso-
ciated with the “cause” of seizures. In this last category, it is possible to under-
stand the law of the tendential fall in the rate of profit, the bubble cycle and the
panic in the financial market.

The contemporary crisis of capitalism can be understood, according to Calli-
nicos (2014), from the conjunction of these categories, with a special focus on
the third, which reveals the genesis of the logical movements of capital and its
crises. Despite this, the laws of political economy, especially The Law of the
Tendential Fall in the Rate of Profit, do not provide any type of determinism
because within the contradictory nature of capitalist production, the relentless
pursuit of profit would lead to its disappearance if there were no factors acting in
the opposite direction?, as Marx (2017) wrote back in the 19th century. It is,
therefore, based on this dynamicity of the theory that Callinicos (2014) sees this
law as the ultimate cause of crises insofar as it expresses the basic conflict be-
tween the social relations of production and productive forces.

Still from this perspective, the modern crisis takes on new contours with the
autonomy of the financial sector, whose origin comes as a corollary of the de-
velopment of the system itself. This point is made clearer when we recall Marx’s
position (2017), who asserted how in capitalism reality is mystified according to
the progress of the process of exchanging goods, making the value of the latter
emerge as an intrinsic and natural characteristic rather than its relationship with

social work. In this case, it is relevant to point out how this mystification process

"The term “ultraneoliberal”, according to Boffo, Saad-Filho and Fine (2019) should be related to the
historical moment understood as the “authoritarian turn” of neoliberalism, intensifying market de-
fense policies, with increased restrictions on public spending. The authors argue that neoliberalism
needs radical conservatism and authoritarianism to become “ultra”, since the previous phases of
“installation” and “subjectivization” of neoliberalism were not enough to overcome the long-lasting
capitalist crisis experienced since the crack of 2007/2008.

*Traditionally, according to Marx (2017), there were six factors that could act in a countercyclical
way to the fall of the economy. They are: 1) more intense exploitation of labour via absolute surplus
value, 2) reduction of wages below their value, 3) cheapening of the elements of constant capital, 4)
the relative surplus population to put downward pressure on wages, 5) foreign trade and 6) the in-
crease in share capital.
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intensifies the emergence of interest-bearing capital, which, despite essentially
not being capable of generating value’, still extracts part of the profit from the
production process without necessarily participating in its production. In the
midst of interest-bearing capital, a new form emerges: fictitious capital, whose
appearance explains a modern trend in capitalist accumulation both in the form
of government bonds, shares traded on the secondary market, or as derivatives
of all kinds (Chesnais, 2019).

Modernly, these capitals gain the ability to influence profitability in financial
markets. In this sense, capitalists can, according to Roberts (2018), protect their
profits through speculative investments, increasing the propensity for financial
bubbles in addition to postponing the destruction of assets that, as Marx (2017)
postulated, was, and still is, a central practice for the resumption of economic
normality. Additionally, bankruptcy in contemporary capitalism is hampered by
the overlap between States and capital (Callinicos, 2014).

In this context of capitalism crisis, the fiscal matter acquires major impor-
tance, since, generally, economic policies inspired by the mainstream have
placed restrictions on government spending, which, in turn, has intensified the
public debts of the states, compromising public budgets, especially due to the
considered growth in interest payments on these debts, to the detriment of so-
cial spending, for example. Fiscal austerity has become a permanent policy
with the function of controlling the working class (Mattei, 2022), in addition
to guaranteeing the continuity of the surplus value extraction, helping to rep-
lenish the profits of the dominant sectors in the face of the turbulent scenario
of the crisis.

It is from such situation that this article finds its motivation. To this end, its
aim is to take stock of how authors associated with critical political economy
have been discussing the fiscal matter, particularly its aspects on austerity, and
public debt, among others, in the context of the contemporary capitalism crisis.

The article is organized in three parts. The first part refers to the introduction.
The second part presents the methodology of the systematized review, based on
the research question “How have thinkers from the perspective of critical politi-
cal economy debated the fiscal matter in the context of the crisis of contempo-
rary capitalism under the domination of fictitious capital?”. This section deals
with the steps of identification, tracking, eligibility and inclusion of scientific ar-
ticles selected in journals in the field of critical political economy. The third part
discusses the content presented by the articles included in this review, hig-
hlighting two dimensions: Marxist criticism against other heterodox currents
and case studies on the fiscal matter and; the relationship between crisis and the
fiscal debate in which the role of austerity and permanent fiscal adjustment in
the global south is clarified. We also highlight in this part the limitations of the

research and present the final considerations in the last section.

*Marx is ironic in highlighting this process: “Thus, it becomes a property of money to generate val-
ue, much as it is an attribute of pear trees to bear pears”. (Marx, 2017: p. 537).
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2. Methodology for a Systematic Review of the Literature on
the Fiscal Matter

This research is a critical review of the literature that aims to answer the follow-
ing research question: “How have thinkers from the perspective of critical polit-
ical economy debated the fiscal matter in the context of the crisis of contempo-
rary capitalism under the domination of fictitious capital?”

The critical review began by choosing journals in the field of critical political
economy that are close to the theme of the study. In this way, we chose some
Brazilian and international journals since the scope of the study refers to the
broader context of discussion of the fiscal matter in the context of the global ca-
pitalist crisis. Therefore, 16 scientific journals were chosen, such as: Argumentum,
Critica Marxista, Katalysis, Revista da Sociedade Brasileira de Economia Politica,
Textos de Economia, Economia e Sociedade, Cuadernos de Economia Critica,
Tareas, Pacarina del Sur, Herramienta, revista de debate y critica marxista, In-
ternational Journal of Political Economy, Review of Radical Political Economics,
Monthly Review, Rethinking Marxism, Review of African Political Economy,
World Review of Political Economy.

The systematized review process has four phases: “Identification”, “Tracking”,
“Eligibility” and “Inclusion”. The first aims to identify the total number of pub-
lications available based on the research criteria set out below. This phase begins
with the selection of academic journals, the parameter of which was based on
those that, to some extent, make room for Marxist approaches.

The search for the group of Brazilian journals was carried out on their respec-
tive websites by entering the keywords in Portuguese and their combinations,
respecting the guiding question. For this purpose, we listed the key items of the
question in English (“fiscal matter”, “capitalist crisis” and “fictitious capital”)
and crossed them with other secondary terms: fiscal reform, fiscal policy, public
debt, public bonds, fiscal, taxes and austerity.

The use of combined terms is justified as a mechanism for reducing the num-
ber of results and, consequently, narrowing down the most relevant publications
to the research. Their combination is put together in a single matrix in order to
account for the total obtained, the priority being the use of three terms (for ex-
ample: crisis and fiscal matter and fictitious capital, but when the response is
relatively low, it goes back to the combination of two terms and so on).

In carrying out the research on the group of Brazilian journals, some of the
difficulties faced should be highlighted. For example, the journal “Critica Mar-
xista” didn’t seem to have a functional search engine: the site did not seem to
respond coherently to the combination of terms, so priority was given to using
the key terms without their combinations.

After completing the Brazilian journals, Latin American journals were the fo-
cus, with the translation of the terms into Spanish. In general, the search in
Spanish followed the expected flow, except with the journal “Herramienta, re-

vista de debate y critica marxista”, in which the search engine didn’t show any
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signs of adequate responses to the parameters of the investigation. The solution
to this impasse was to reserve the search for a single term: “fiscal”. In addition,
there is a slight difficulty in distinguishing scientific articles from other types of
documents (reports, reviews, among others). Thus, just in case, we decided to
confirm the nature of the document using Google Scholar.

Finally, the last group included were journals published in English, from the
United States and Europe, or even double collaboration, using the search terms
in English, such as the “Review of African Political Economy” and the “World
Review of Political Economy”, which, in addition to the British contribution,
have assistance from countries in Africa and Asia, respectively. In these maga-
zines, the search engines worked properly, with clear instructions on the search
procedures, which allowed us to be more rigorous in processing the data.

Once the search process was completed in January 2023, 10,552 publications
were identified, of which 1419 were selected based on the combination of three
terms. Next, we show Figure 1, which presents the PRISMA* flowchart detailing
the search for publications and selection of articles actually included. It is im-
portant to mention that all articles included in this Review are limited to peer-

reviewed publications.

Results of the Review

The 15 articles included in the review were systematized and arranged in Chart
1, according to author and year of publication and their approaches according to
three dimensions: 1) on the fiscal matter, 2) on contemporary capitalism and 3)
on the relationship between the fiscal matter and contemporary capitalism.

With the articles in hand, it is important to highlight, once again, the concern
with mapping Marxist production in the area. However, to avoid any type of
ambiguity, our systematic review also included articles that, to a certain extent,
converge with Marxist thought. Therefore, although certain authors, such as
Michael Hudson and Fleury & Pinho, are not traditionally classified as “Marx-
ists”, the presence of their works in the list in Chart 1 is based on the specific

content that the article deals with.

3. The Fiscal Matter under Debate in Critical Political
Economy Literature

With the aim of discussing the results found in the 15 articles included in the
Review, we reorganized them into three parts, according to the research ap-
proaches: 1) the fiscal matter; 2) the relationship between the fiscal matter and
contemporary capitalism and 3) fiscal reforms and class struggles. In this way, it

is understood that such organization of the discussion best suits the treatment

‘PRISMA—Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analysis. This flowchart
was used to facilitate the stages of searching for theoretical production on the research topic. The
PRISMA flowchart is a representation of the entire process of searching for and selecting articles and
documents in the databases, from the beginning, determining the number of articles retrieved by
applying the search strategies in each database, to the end, delimiting the number of articles that re-
mained in our review sample.
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given to the problem analyzed by the literature of critical political economy.

3.1. The Fiscal Matter

With regard to the fiscal matter, we could carry out the discussion by separating
it into two groups: the theoretical debate and the case studies. The first refers to
articles that confront the Marxist vision with other schools of thought, while the
second refers to articles that analyze a specific object within the research demar-
cation. This is a didactic division whose line is tenuous, which is why an effort is
made to direct the main guidelines under which the authors organize their rea-

soning.

Total publications identified (n=1419)

Repeated titles excluded
(n =575)

=
o
=
|S)
e
[
=
w
o

— Titles of publications evaluated

(n =844) Publications excluded because they

were not:
Entire volume (n = 8)
Reviews (n = 26)
Reports (n = 237)
Editorials (n = 32)
Lectures (n=12)
Interventions (n = 5)
(n =506) Interviews (n = 18)

Publications evaluated

TRACKING

Articles excluded after reading the
titles (n=418) and abstract (n= 67)

Articles selected by abstracts
(n=21)

Articles unavailable to be read in full
(n=3)

Articles selected for full text
evaluation (n =18)

=
)
@
o
pa—
w

Articles deleted after reading in full (n=
3)
Exclusion Criteria:
1. Non-Marxist approach (n =1)
2. Approach not consistent with
the historical period (n = 2)

Articles included in the Review
(n=15)

INCLUDED

Figure 1. PRISMA flowchart of the selection process for the articles included in the review.
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Chart 1. Summary of the articles included, according to the dimensions of the fiscal matter, contemporary capitalism and the

relationship between them.

Author  On fiscal matter
They argue how the public fund

Alves &  originates from surplus labour,

dos Santos which is seized by capital through

(2020) commodification practices, such as
privatization and tax exemptions.
He highlights how the policy of

. permanent fiscal adjustment

Lima Lo .

(2019) reverberates in higher education
higher education precariousness and
commodification of education.

He returns to Marx to discuss the
idea that debt growth creates a

Hudson  parasitic class: the rentier. In this

(2019) sense, we investigate how China can
prevent the rise of this class with a
broad taxation policy.

Féliz He observes the logic of permanent

(2009) fiscal adjustment as an inherent part
of Argentina’s economic policy.
They analyze the contours of Egypt’s

Heba fiscal and tax policy during the 2011

Khalil & revolution and after the military

. ., coup in 2013. The authors make an

Brian Dill . .

(2018) effort to tratce th4.3 relatlonsh}p
between this policy and social class
conflicts.

Fleury & They draw attention to the impacts

Pinho of austerity reforms on social

(2018) protection and security.

On contemporary capitalism

They highlight the importance of the
financial sphere in contemporary
capitalism and its need of expansion.

Dependent capitalism, conceptualized
by the author based on Florestan
Fernandes, characterize the national
bourgeoisie alignment with the
international to maintain the
plundering of the surplus. Crises are
understood as systemic, whose solution
takes the form of counterrevolutions
led by the bourgeoisie.

Contemporary capitalism, with the
power of interest-bearing capital and
especially fictitious capital, favors
rentiers while promotes the emergence
of crises.

The stagnation of Argentina’s economy
and its subsequent crisis is dealt with in
the context of the end of the

commodities boom until the 2008 crisis.

The economic crisis, when described,
is associated with external weaknesses,
putting the Egyptian economy at the
mercy of international bodies.

Contemporary capitalism is
conceptualized in its financial version,
which reveals itself as a contradiction
for democracy.

On the relationship between fiscal
matter and contemporary capitalism

Financial capitalism seeks to expand its
valorization process through the
expropriation of public funds,
encouraging marketization policies in
various areas, the authors denote this
process in the case of health care.

Given the possibility of a
counter-revolution, the author lists how
permanent fiscal adjustment policies fit
into the domination project of the
national bourgeoisie. This is why
austerity is advancing, accompanied

by the commercialization and
precariousness of higher education.

China, unlike the West, has managed
to reverse this trend, as it has adopted
policies that make it difficult for
rentiers. However, there is a lot of
progress to be made. Hudson advocates
taxing speculative activities and
maintaining public credit to productive
capital.

The costs of permanent fiscal
adjustment, as well as all austerity
policies, always arise at times of crisis.

Given the context of crisis and
turbulent political times, the authors
show how fiscal and tax policy has
taken on a new air in order to respond
to the political interests of local elites.
The authors postulate the creation of
what they call “State neoliberalism”,
allowing neoliberal reforms to be
carried out while maintaining social
control.

Financial capital pressures the Brazilian
government to adopt austerity policies
to ensure that its interests are met.
Workers, however, bear the brunt of
harsh reforms that take away their
rights, such as the labour reform and
the pension reform.
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Continued

Junior &
Mendes
(2017)

Freitas
(2017)

Herrera &
Andreani
(2015)

Ribeiro &
Salvador
(2018)

Ferguson
(2013)

They discuss ways to tax financial
transactions in the hope of
strengthening the financing of the
Brazilian health system. The
discussion takes place in contrast to
the European experience.

He investigates the roots of public
debt in the eurozone countries. The
author relies on Marxist political
economy to challenge the orthodox
diagnosis of debt explosion due to
fiscal indiscipline.

They criticize Thomas Piketty, in his
book Capital in the Twenty-First
Century, criticizes the tax proposals
to contain the growing inequality
that is plaguing the world.

They discuss how budget linkage
can facilitate or hinder the
implementation of social policies.
The authors compare policies that
are earmarked, such as education
policy, with those that are not, such
as housing policy.

He questions why the burden of
public debt, increased exponentially
in the 2007 crisis, is passed on to
workers via reforms that reduce
social rights.

They debate the effectiveness of
Keynesian policies (such as fiscal and

Carchedi &monetary stimulus programs) and

Roberts
(2013)

austerity policies in order to
demonstrate that both cannot
overcome the downward trend in
profitability.

They approach the crisis from the
dominance of fictitious capital,
highlighting its centrality in social
relations. This capital is increasingly
appropriating public funds, posing new
difficulties to the implementation of
social policies.

The crisis of capitalism in Europe has
three fundamental pillars for its
understanding: the 2007 crisis in the
United States, the financialization of
the world economy and the disruption
in the eurozone itself due to neoliberal
policies.

Herrera & Andreani describe
contemporary capitalism with the help
of the law of the tendential fall in the
rate of profit to reflect on the crisis of
the 1970s and its recovery in the
following decade. Subsequently, they
highlight how the overaccumulation
of fictitious capital reduces the
productive profits of economies.

They draw attention to Brazil’s
dependence on the world stage, which
creates differences in its economic
dynamics, as well as its vulnerability to
crises.

The crisis arises from the role played
by the State in recent periods in the
history of capitalism. Throughout the
text, various parallels are drawn
between the post-war period, the
neoliberal period, led by Thatcher,
and the period following the 2008

crisis.

The ultimate cause of crises lies in
profitability, and the empirically
estimated downward trend is used to
explain capitalism’s crises.

The crisis of contemporary capitalism,
marked by the strength of fictitious
capital, represents the greatest
possibility of seizing public funds.

In view of this, taxing financial
transactions makes it possible to
withdraw part of the surplus from

this capital, while directing it to health

care.

The European crisis and neoliberalism
have their origins in the law of the
tendential fall in the rate of profit.
From now on, the author discusses
alternatives to austerity policies and
the need to break with the neoliberal
structure.

The authors emphasize how a “fiscal
revolution” (the term they use to refer
to Piketty’s proposals) is not capable of
solving the problems of market
economies. The authors mobilize
elements of Marxist political economy
to defend their position, warning that
tax reforms do not change the
foundation of capitalist society.

Given the dependence of the Brazilian
economy, the authors verify how the
fractions of the national bourgeoisie
seize public funds when social policy is
not budget-bound.

On the verge of crises, reforms emerge
that reduce workers’ rights. Moving in
this direction are the proposals for
privatization, pension reform,
commercialization of the health system
etc.

In the special case of the Argentine
crisis of the 2000s, the authors argue
that the revitalization of growth came
from the default on public debt caused
by the destruction of productive capital.
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Continued

He explores the unfeasibility of
Keynesianism in current capitalism,

even though Keynesian policies were The difficulties of Keynesianism can be Keynesian-inspired fiscal policies can

adopted in the 2009-2010 biennium,
Itoh (2012) -
they could no longer be politically
sustained and inevitably had their
end decreed in the direction of

neoliberal policies.

This is a discussion on the contours
that European public debt acquires.

Chesnais  Chesnais elucidates the factors that
(2011) increase debts and why they become
illegitimate from a political point of
view.
They examine an extremely
important social policy of the first
Lula government: the Bolsa Familia.
Druck & . .
) ) The authors investigate how the
Filgueiras . . .
economic policy, which preaches
(2007)

fiscal discipline, was adapted to
accommodate greater spending on

seen in the fiscal crisis in the eurozone,
which has spread to other countries
around the world.

The context is the 2007 crisis, which
began in the United States but spread
worldwide soon after.

The description of capitalism privileges
Brazil, as a peripheral economy, from
the 1990s onwards, already in the midst
of neoliberal policies. They highlight
the complex relations between capital
and labour, the hegemony of financial
capital over industrial capital and the
dynamics of the functioning of the
state based on reforms, which, despite

no longer cope with the current crisis.
Among the justifications are
neoliberalism and financialization.

The financial sector, benefiting from
neoliberal policies, has a way of
maintaining constant gains in the
public debt system while externalizing
the cost to other members of society.

The fiscal adjustment must be
understood in the context of the
particularities of Brazilian capitalism,
which created the political and
economic conditions for an increase in
resources for transfer programs at the
expense of a reduction in other social

transfer programs.

privatizations, worsened the debt, spending.
hindering public investment and social

policies.

Source: Authors’ elaboration.

3.1.1. The Theoretical Debate

This group includes the works of Carchedi & Roberts (2013), Itoh (2012) and
Herrera & Andreani (2015). The first two articles engage in a debate against
Keynesianism, as a practice of economic policy, while the third article critically
dialogues against the well-known book “Capital in the 21st century”, by Thomas
Piketty. It is interesting to note that both Keynesian theory and Piketty’s work
have a strong appeal to the fiscal side as a source of solution or appeasement of
the dilemmas of capitalist economies.

In this way, the authors analyzed here take up elements of the Marxist theo-
retical framework to construct their arguments. This is most clearly identified in
Herrera & Andreani (2015), since it is from there that it will be possible to take
up some of the categories of Marxist political economy more rigorously to brief-
ly describe profitability, accumulation and, above all, the concentration and cen-
tralization of capital, in order to bring to light the problem of current inequality.
Further on, the authors recognize that, in fact, Piketty has the merit of very well
exposing this inequality, however, his proposal for a solution would mainly run
into political aspects.

As already noted, the authors do not leave aside political factors to conclude

DOI: 10.4236/me.2024.151001

9 Modern Economy


https://doi.org/10.4236/me.2024.151001

B. Toschi et al.

their criticism, which allows us to immediately trace their correlation with fiscal
reforms. The economics of the fiscal matter is, therefore, political.

When it comes to Keynesianism, Itoh (2012) reveals that the limit of this cur-
rent of thought lies precisely in the victory of neoliberalism. On the other hand,
Carchedi & Roberts (2013) demonstrate that the incipience of Keynesianism is
far beyond the triumph of neoliberalism. By recalling categories compared by
Marx, the authors emphasize the importance of profitability to demonstrate that
both the Keynesian and the austere (neoliberal-neoclassical) diagnoses are una-
ble to prevent the downward trend in the rate of profit and, ultimately, crises. As
this debate necessarily involves the concept of crisis, this discussion will be com-
plemented in the following topics.

In any case, it can already be seen that the debate on the fiscal matter, in the
field of critical political economy, is underpinned by political economy laws,
notably profitability as a central element for understanding the movement of ca-

pitalism. Furthermore, the conflict between social classes is also present.

3.1.2. Case Studies
The case studies analyzed by the literature were representative of almost the en-
tire globe, with cases from Europe, Asia, Africa and Latin America.

In the case of Europe, Freitas (2017) analyzes European debts by shedding
light on the matter of profitability to reveal the origin of the debt crisis in the
eurozone. Chesnais (2011), more specifically, discusses the public debts of some
eurozone countries during the 2007 crisis. With regard to France, for example,
its tax system, which is not very progressive, combined with tax evasion practic-
es and the dynamics of financing through public bonds will, in reality, mean the
exercise of power by economic groups capable of deciding the direction of eco-
nomic policy. With regard to this power, financial deregulation and the increase
in military spending in the 1990s largely corroborated the growth of debt. In the
midst of this process, austerity programs present themselves as “rational poli-
cies” for paying off debt and stabilizing the economy.

For Chesnais (2011), however, the nature of the debt (marked by tax regres-
siveness, spending on military operations, tax evasion etc.) makes it illegitimate
from a political point of view. In Greece, this phenomenon is much more acute:
the debt is described as odious, because in addition to unequal tax mechanisms
and military spending, the country has faced problems ranging from corruption
to the falsification of official statistics in order to bring the debt into line with the
levels required by the European Union.

In the case of Asia, the results of the review culminated in the study by Hud-
son (2019). The author discusses the emblems of today’s China with the rise of
the rentier figure, along pre-capitalist lines, with debt creation playing an im-
portant role in this process. The fiscal matter is debated in a reformist sense, ex-
tolling the efforts needed to guarantee the economic sustainability of the Chinese
model and put an end to the rentier.

In Africa, Khalil & Dill (2018) analyze the transformations in fiscal policy
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considering representative episodes in the recent history of Egypt. The revolu-
tion experienced by the country in 2011 promoted the democratic election of the
first president, lasting until his deposition in the coup of 2013 by the rise of the
military, whose adoption of neoliberal policies merged with the repressive and
authoritarian State. In this way, social violence was perpetuated in conjunction
with economic liberalization agendas (such as privatizations, fiscal adjustment
and floating exchange rates) and, mainly, regressive tax reforms that exempted
dominant classes.

Finally, in Latin America, Féliz (2009), when looking at the situation in Ar-
gentina, highlights the logic of permanent adjustment, which emerges as a set of
tough reforms, but necessary to rescue economic growth. Therefore, according
to this author, for the Argentine economy to grow again, the dominant thought
preaches that the entire framework of economic policy must be directed towards
taming inflation, with the support of the public deficit and salary containment,
in addition to exchange rate devaluation to promote exports. In this argument,
austerity is legitimate and seen as the only possible alternative.

In Brazil, many of the articles discuss the appropriation of public funds. Alves
& dos Santos (2020) make their meaning clear: “The public fund is formed from
socially produced surplus value, that is, from surplus labour” (Alves & dos San-
tos, 2020: p. 259). The authors emphasize how the commodification of social
rights, whether through tax waivers or privatizations, reveals themselves as con-
temporary practices of expropriation of surplus. Given the above, part of Brazil-
ian literature is concerned with showing who the aforementioned surplus will go
to. Lima (2019), for example, draws attention to the consequences of fiscal ad-
justment in higher education, whose privatization strongly drives the preca-
riousness of education and social rights as a whole. Another result of this type of
policy is pointed out by Ribeiro & Salvador (2018), who emphasize the capture
of public funds by capital.

Since the public fund is subject to the logic of appreciation, all policy con-
struction must necessarily respect this assumption. Thus, fiscal adjustment plac-
es austerity as the foundation of all policy, making the design of social policies
difficult. This process was accentuated in Brazil in 2016 after the authoritarian
turn (Fleury & Pinho, 2018), with the advent of the 2016 institutional coup that
ousted President Dilma Roussef.

Finally, Junior & Mendes (2017) clarify a path to confronting financial capital,
although they recognize that this is a reformist proposal in contemporary capi-
talism. This proposal discusses the taxation of financial transactions as a meas-
ure to resolve the underfunding of the Unified Health System (SUS) in Brazil.
The authors consider the role played by the IOF (Tax on Financial Operations)
and the CPMF (Provisional Contribution on Financial Transactions), highlight-
ing the main difference between the two: the IOF is related to regulatory objec-
tives established by economic policy; the CPMF has a fundraising nature and,

during its existence, served precisely to cover the incipient financing of the SUS.
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In the case studies, some trends can be noticed, among which, the burden of
tax reforms, often inevitable, falls on a specific class to the detriment of another.
This is intertwined with the commodification of the public purse, in which the

surplus is confiscated by capital through various tax mechanisms.

3.2. The Fiscal Matter and Contemporary Capitalism

The intertwining between the fiscal matter and contemporary capitalism includes
aspects of financialization, neoliberalism and especially the crisis.

In the theoretical debate against Keynesian policies, Carchedi & Roberts (2013)
use Argentina in the 2000s as empirical proof of the failure of Keynesian policies
in which the crisis was overcome through the liquidation of capital. According
to Carchedi & Roberts (2013), one must first understand the logic of profitabili-
ty, represented by the Marxian law of a downward trend in the profit rate, to
understand the limits of Keynesian policies.

Itoh (2012) outlines that the reactivation of Keynesianism in the 2008 crisis
was not able to fully revive Keynesian theory and one of the reasons would be
precisely the austerity required by neoliberalism. Keynesianism becomes an out
of place idea in the crisis of current capitalism, making the possibility of the re-
vival of Marxism viable.

In fact, returning to Marxism can lead to important reflections. In this aspect,
Herrera and Andreani (2015) construct their critique by precisely emphasizing
the critical facet of Marxism. For them, Piketty’s proposals do not bring any qu-
alitative change to the foundations of the capitalist economy, which is why tax
solutions (such as the implementation of a global wealth tax and the elimination
of tax dumping) would have limited applicability. Ultimately, the economic
problems will not be solved and neither will the political ones.

If Piketty’s economics lacks a political side, this does not seem to be the case
with another French economist, such as Francois Chesnais (2011). For him,
within the context of financialization and its clear articulation with neoliberal
policies, the following basically happens: the debt is fed back into the financial
sector by calling for austerity policies that guarantee their profits at the expense
of the rest of society.

Ferguson (2013) historically analyzes austerity in the United Kingdom and
how the burden will be paid by workers through reforms that reduce social
rights. For this reason, if in certain periods, the working class had its struggle re-
flected in obtaining social rights; in times of crisis, the ruling class will come
with determination to restore everything it has lost. Authors seem to agree that
austerity is advancing in Europe towards the dismantling of the welfare state, as
Freitas (2017) argues when he adds that this dismantling responds to financial
interests.

The works by Hudson (2019) and Junior & Mendes (2017) discuss ways of
taxing interest-bearing capital. For the latter, far beyond taxation, these reforms

represent resistance against dominant capital. So far, we have seen that tax re-
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forms are more susceptible in times of crisis to readjusting capital’s profits, al-
though they can still serve as a way of putting pressure on capital, without over-

coming the logic of profitability.

3.3. Fiscal Reforms and Class Struggles

This final topic highlights the clash of conflicting interests in capitalist society in
the face of the crisis and fiscal reforms. Faced with description of barbarism, the
alternative paths indicated by the authors are explained and how reforms in the
so-called global South acquire a greater degree of violence.

In Europe, capital is advancing through austerity reforms, subordinating the
most diverse mechanisms of the States. Specifically, in Greece, the reasons be-
hind the increase in its debt reveal the aggressiveness with which capital oper-
ates, as stated by Chesnais (2011):

[...] the Greek debt has features of “odious debt”, to use the characteriza-
tion given to the debt of the countries that were previously included in the
bloc under the Third World regime. The borrowed sums were used to or-
ganize large-scale corruption. [...] Data published in the 2010 Stockholm
SIPRI report, which is the most important source of data on the matter, re-
veals that Greece was one of the five largest arms suppliers in Europe be-
tween 2005 and 2009. [...] France is not the only arms producer (including
the United States, Russia, Great Britain and Germany) that sells weapons to
Greece and, then, increases its debt [...] even if the relationship is estab-
lished in Europe and not in Africa or Latin America, as the means of for-
eign indebtedness belong to the same countries as the companies that sell
arms, this re-establishes a form of economic and political subordination

characteristic of imperialism. (Chesnais, 2011: pp. 152-153)

The debt crisis shows the unequal ways in which capitalist relations take place
and, likewise, in the case of Greece, it could be said that this relationship has
been reproduced in a hostile way, since part of its debt crisis is the result of war
spending. Freitas (2017), on the other hand, describes the mainstream litera-
ture’s interpretation of the sovereign debt crisis in the eurozone countries. As he
points out, the explanations offered are completely opposed to those made by
Chesnais (2011).

For orthodoxy, as reported by Freitas (2017), the crisis was due to the irres-
ponsibility of the current economic policy, populist in nature. Within the main-
stream itself there was also room for interpretations that attributed the costs of
work (established with the welfare State) to the crisis: the extreme protection of
the labour market, unions and the growth of wages above productivity made
countries less competitive and more costly. As a solution to these problems,
there would be views, within traditional economic theory, arguing that financial
integration, promoted by the euro, would be enough to contain imbalances be-
tween countries because it would promote the flow of capital to less developed

countries.
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Against these explanations, Freitas (2017) claims that it is the capitalist crisis,
reinforced by the neoliberal institutional arrangement, which engenders the dis-
proportionalities in the euro zone and its debt crisis. Therefore, the crisis of cap-
ital is determined by the Marxian law of the falling rate of profit. For the author,
the asymmetry of the euro zone countries is reflected in the imbalance of eco-
nomic indicators, such as the current account balance, public debt and competi-
tiveness. Such imbalances must be addressed together, as the author does.

The purpose of creating the European economic bloc initially aimed at con-
vergence and harmony among countries. The implications of these objectives are
that lagging countries should grow faster to keep up with the others, which had
been achieved between 1990 and 2008, but with higher inflation, which was not
only the result of economic growth, but also of the complex bottlenecks of de-
veloping economies. Controlling inflation, however, was made difficult by the
unification of monetary policy, which increased the difference in real interest
rates and the debt of peripheral European countries.

As monetary policy makes exchange rate devaluation unfeasible, exports be-
come more expensive and imports become cheaper. This situation favored the
current account surplus in developed countries and deficits in underdeveloped
countries, while this asymmetry was unevenly deepened by the deregulation of
labour in the neoliberal period. Although the reduction in labour costs reflected
in lower interest rates for economies, the price was paid by the working class
through wage freezes, pension cuts and the weakening of unions.

Neoliberalism in the peripheral countries of the eurozone only exacerbated
the deficits because they were unable to gather internal savings or external capi-
tal flows. As the 2008 crisis erupted, the countries of the North (developed
countries in the European bloc) were able to manage its aftermath with fiscal
stimulus. Those in the South (less developed countries in the European bloc), in
addition to having to raise their debts to very high levels, were constrained by
rating agencies. The weight of the sovereign debt crisis fell mainly on the peri-
pheral countries of the euro zone, and the imminence of default became a more
real possibility, especially in Greece.

In summary, Freitas (2017) describes how the current institutional architec-
ture of the European Union, shaped around neoliberalism, promotes imbalances
between eurozone countries. The imbalance can be seen in the sovereign debt
crisis, affecting certain countries to a greater extent, the origin of which is re-
vealed by the dynamics of profitability which, in the neoliberal period, was re-
covered by the violent compression of wages. These are open-ended impasses
and pose new challenges because, contrary to the neoliberal mantra, the Euro-
pean Union, at the time of its formation, stood for principles of solidarity.

The obstacles Europe has faced are much more complex than a mere institu-
tional matter easily overcome by reforms. It’s worth reiterating that the prob-
lems are actually based on capitalist organization. In the rest of the world, it is

no different, however, one can highlight the most brutal way in which reforms
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take place.

Khalil & Dill (2018) address the relationship between the capitalist State and
society in Egypt. The authors discuss the continuities and ruptures in the Egyp-
tian State at the time of the fall of the monarchy and the rise of the Gamal Abdel
Nasser regime. The accumulation regime at that time is marked by strong con-
trol of the economy and population by the State, which the authors call statism,
acting in planning, production and maintenance of social antagonisms.

During this period, the State was characterized by economic and social centra-
lization, exercising control over both the population and the economy. In this
way, state control extended to social sectors, such as the media and universities,
but also reached the business sector through broad nationalization that, conse-
quently, embraced a portion of the workforce. With this, the military regime
sought to legitimize itself by improving the conditions of the working class de-
spite its authoritarian character.

However, legitimacy was shaken with the emergence of the crisis after the de-
feat in the war against Israel, in 1967. There was a severe fiscal crisis due to mili-
tary spending, and international embarrassment, with the drop in oil prices,
represented the end of statism in Egypt, towards neoliberalism. The neoliberal
transformation came fraught with contradictions within the State, so that the
authoritarianism of the previous model did not disappear, but was combined
with the neoliberal policies that would come into force.

The reforms carried out from 1991 onwards institutionalized neoliberalism in
the African country, which were divided into three main axes: cutting govern-
ment services, liberalizing the exchange rate and privatization. The adjustments
were intended to control the fiscal deficit to attract foreign investments, in such
a way that national companies and the local population were put on the back
burner, either through reduced social spending or taxation, which contributed to
greater precariousness, as well as creating the conditions to justify their subse-
quent privatization.

Popular dissatisfaction arose when the neoliberal reforms made many jobs
more precarious, but it wasn’t enough to stop the neoliberal project, which used
extreme violence to consolidate permanently high unemployment rates, allocat-
ing part of the workforce to informal sectors and reducing public funds.

When it comes to tax policy, most of its resources come from two sources:
taxes on consumption and on the income of state-owned companies linked to oil
and the Suez Canal. Only a very small part comes from corporate and property
taxes. This aspect of fiscal policy constitutes the contradiction that neoliberalism
has acquired in Egypt: while on the one hand, taxation on consumption is fully
in line with neoliberalism, taxes on State-controlled companies are remnants of
statism.

The situation is alarming given that this is a developing country. The authors
compare that the relationship between GDP and tax burden is around 12.5%,

which would be low compared to similar economies. In other words, in a coun-
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try with a low tax burden and, apparently, low revenue, the government still
manages fiscal policy to serve the elites.

In view of this, the authors express how economic policy expresses the con-
flicting interests of social classes. It is interesting to note that Egypt, during the
2011 Arab Spring, overthrew Mubarak’s government and elected its first presi-
dent democratically. President Morsi’s election does not seem to have changed
the current situation much, as his government plan did not break with the neo-
liberal ideas that aggravated the already existing social problems of the previous
government, reflecting, to a certain extent, the difficulty of changing economic
policy in virtue of the prescriptions of the IMF and other international bodies.

In 2013, however, the coup came at the hands of the military in the form of El
Sisi. In this new framework, the government gives continuity to austere neoli-
beral reforms (privatization, regressive tax reforms, among others), pleasing the
dominant classes, while, for the dominated, specific improvements in public ser-
vices and a lot of repression remain. Thus, a mixture of authoritarianism and
austere reforms can be observed that permeates economic policy and is repro-
duced within the military regime.

It is possible, in view of the above, with due proportions, to draw a parallel
with Brazil. Specifically, an analogy is drawn between fiscal reforms and gov-
ernments with conservative traits based on the connection outlined by Fleury &
Pinho (2018). Following the authors, the rise of authoritarianism, with the insti-
tutional coup of 2016, was accompanied by austerity policies inserted in multiple
areas.

It is worth noting, therefore, how tax reforms are associated with govern-
ments’ political positions. In the review, both in the text about Egypt and about
Brazil, there is an association between authoritarianism and austerity policies®,
reinforcing that this phenomenon was exclusive to the so-called global South.
Thus, even though fiscal reforms are advancing all over the world, including in
developed countries such as the United Kingdom and Germany, as Ferguson
(2013) and Freitas (2017) respectively informed us, the relationship between
coups and fiscal reforms has only been seen in cases of developing countries.

Given this, the final part of this section is concerned with the case studies on
Brazil and Argentina, carried out by Druck & Filgueiras (2007), Lima (2019) and
Féliz (2009). The purpose is to highlight the alternative paths considered by the
authors in the face of the atrocities posed by the permanent fiscal adjustment. In
the previous sections, we explained the contributions of authors who have tried
to demonstrate how social rights are expropriated with the introduction of tax

breaks and policies that promote commodification (Alves & dos Santos, 2020;

’In the case of Brazil, particularly, the term authoritarianism would not be the most accurate to cha-
racterize the most recent situation of the Bolsonaro government, given that authoritarianism is a
structural characteristic of Latin American states. It would be better to refer to the period, after Bra-
zil’s 2016 new type coup, as neofascism. As Mendes argues (MATTOS, 2020, p. 234 apud MENDES,
2022) one can assume the idea of “the predominance of the neo-fascist dimension, or component, to
define the Bolsonaro government”.
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Ribeiro & Salvador, 2018; Lima, 2019). Actually, commodification implies the
subordination of social rights by the logic of valorization. This is an expansion of
capital over social policies.

Druck & Filgueiras (2007) deal with the contours of social policy in the first
Lula government. For an unequal country like Brazil, this debate gains extreme
notoriety. The authors analyze the government already assuming the power of
interest-bearing capital (known as finance), but with some participation from
other sectors of the bourgeoisie, mainly those involved in exports. Evidence of
this was the continuity of the previous government’s economic policy, which
was in convergence with the interests of interest-bearing capital.

The reformist position defended by Lula’s Workers’ Party (PT) makes it poss-
ible to accommodate the different interests of the bourgeoisie. In this direction,
to explain the imbroglios of social policy, the authors briefly contextualize some
elements of recent Brazilian history. During re-democratization, despite the ad-
vance of political freedoms and the inclusion, in the legal framework, of social
and trade union movements, the numerous amendments and economic policy
have reduced the capacity of the 1988 Federal Constitution to provide guaran-
teed social rights.

Thus, during the preparation of the Real Plan®, the creation of mechanisms for
decoupling expenses and revenues in favor of the restrictive economic policy
consolidates the design of social policies. That is, the institutionalization of per-
manent fiscal adjustment makes social policy presume such an adjustment, with
austerity as its horizon. This justification allows the transition from universal so-
cial policy to a focused policy, forcing part of the population to turn to the mar-
kets.

Focused social policy allows the creation of primary surpluses and benefits in-
terest-bearing capital. In view of this, the austere nature of this policy contri-
butes to the dismemberment of the working class and does not attack the struc-
tural roots of poverty, therefore not being the best alternative to those who sell
their labour power. In order to combat it, the need to organize the working class
appears necessary to reaffirm workers” autonomy, as Druck & Filgueiras (2007)
point out:

The question now is whether the social movements and the most organized
segments of Brazilian society will accept these policies and their perverse
results, or whether they will seek to break with this framework, reaffirming
their autonomy in the search for building an alternative society in opposi-
tion to the “one way” advocated by the Lula government. (Druck & Filguei-
ras, 2007: p. 33)

Similarly, Lima (2019), in denouncing the calamities that higher education has
gone through, emphasizes the role of the working class in building alternatives
to barbarism. Féliz (2009), for his part, shows how the policy of permanent ad-

justment takes place in the Argentine context by examining the stagnation of

‘Real Plan was a Brazilian stabilization program aimed at tackling inflation.

DOI: 10.4236/me.2024.151001

17 Modern Economy


https://doi.org/10.4236/me.2024.151001

B. Toschi et al.

growth caused by the global economic crisis. This country saw its rate of accu-
mulation fall from the moment its exports decreased drastically, making produc-
tion and reproduction of the characteristics of its dependent capitalism unfeasi-
ble, such as the super-exploitation of the workforce, precariousness and inci-
pient social protection.

In the previous period, to maintain the favorable cycle, the government ma-
naged its economic policy to devalue the exchange rate and increase exports,
creating a flow of income and foreign exchange for the country. With the crisis,
economic stagnation, combined with structural deficiencies and conflicts be-
tween sectors of the bourgeoisie, led to the end of Kirchnerism. Concomitantly
with the installation of an economic scenario of extreme social vulnerability,
poverty increased together with unemployment.

Hence, this scenario justifies the supposed need for permanent fiscal adjust-
ment. Times of crisis are opportune for sectors of capital to express their con-
cerns. The Argentine business class wasted no time in making its discontent
public with the presentation of a letter outlining policies to restore growth. Con-
cisely, for Féliz (2009), it is about using the exchange rate to favor exports, con-
tain the growth of wages and public debt, the corollaries of which would be
greater competitiveness of the economy on the world stage.

The author is critical of the idea that competitiveness is the only way to pro-
mote development in Argentina. In his argument, accepting this path as the only
possible, one would end up naturalizing the entire unequal structure prescribed
by permanent fiscal adjustment. However, there is an alternative and it lies in
the worker’s political economy. Féliz (2009) develops this option in greater detail
in the face of the hardship caused by the crisis. Self-management is invoked as a
plausible option for the preservation of workers and the social environment.

Consequently, it can be analyzed that, in addition to describing phenomena,
Féliz (2009), Lima (2019) and Druck & Filgueiras (2007) express a concern for
interventions in reality. It can be noted that such interventions cover a set of ac-
tions that would be used together, indicating the need to think about them as a
whole. With regard to the public fund, its dispute, from the worker’s point of
view, considering the conclusions in the case studies by Lima (2019) and Druck
& Filgueiras (2007), must have the purpose of withdrawing the offer of social
rights as a commodity.

The authors of the review, referred to throughout this section, describe this
harsh reality, but also express the desire to instigate its transformation. We can-
not fail to point out that when it comes to Greece, its debt crisis, the result of
fiscal negligence according to many orthodox explanations actually reveals the
violence permeated in fiscal crises and reforms. As Chesnais (2011) has shown,
Greece’s debt is “odious”, it hides perverse mechanisms that permeate capital.

According to this orientation, fiscal adjustment would be necessary to flourish
competitiveness, saving countries from the crisis. As Freitas (2017) emphasized,
reforms to induce it penalize workers, occurring even in central countries, such

as Germany. However, we can also note that sacrifices occur more acutely in pe-
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ripheral countries. Fiscal adjustment in the periphery becomes permanent, as
highlighted by Féliz (2009) in Argentina and, mainly, Lima (2019) and Ribeiro
and Salvador (2018), in Brazil.

Finally, when it comes to focused social policy, it is possible to understand it
within the context of the capital crisis and its reforms. Despite occurring in the
United Kingdom (Ferguson, 2013), in Brazil, this phenomenon occurs with ex-
tremely more severe social and political consequences, as suggested by the ar-
guments of Druck & Filgueiras (2007).

3.4. Review Limits

One of the recurring problems in the systematized review process is the preca-
riousness of many journals websites, notably Marxist ones, which, often, do not
work properly. This fact is also known by Carnut et al. (2022), who report the
financing difficulties faced by many Marxist journals, hampering the proper
functioning of these periodicals. Furthermore, another imposition on research is
imposed when access to certain articles is only possible upon payment, which
ends up preventing their availability.

The third limitation refers to the choice of key terms whose use in this re-
search does not exclude the eligibility of others. Given that the phenomena stu-
died are essentially complex, the very nature of the research leaves room for other
combinations to be made, as well as other interpretations and results, without
necessarily exhausting the topic.

A fourth limitation concerns the results, in which there is virtually no detailed
discussion of fiscal policy. The latter, when mentioned, is always in conjunction
with other elements, making it fruitless to examine it in isolation. Seen in these
terms, the analysis usually takes place considering the determination of fiscal va-
riables together with others. As much as this option can provide an understand-
ing of the situation in its broadest sense, inevitably there is little debate about the
object of interest. Furthermore, the biggest concern is mainly interpretative about
the fiscal situation, so that there is little debate about the possibility of interven-
tion. In fact, the complaints about the current situation are made, but the alter-
native constructions are put on the back burner, or when they are present, they

are still at a high level of abstraction, with little practical application.

4. Final Considerations

This article used a systematic review methodology with the intention of under-
standing contemporary Marxist knowledge on the fiscal matter. Despite limita-
tions, such as the quality of the search engine of some journals, we tried to estab-
lish criteria to overcome them within the framework proposed by the metho-
dology itself. In this sense, by removing the restrictive factors, it was possible to
reduce the bias of the search, therefore reducing the arbitrary nature of the selec-
tion of articles.

Based on the research question, we explained the general guidelines of the se-

lected articles based on the dimensions present in the research question and
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possible relationships among the articles. As our research question was quite
broad, it was to be expected that the answer would be as well. In fact, how does
critical political economy debate the fiscal matter? The answer can be divided
into two areas: 1) the debate from a critical perspective against other schools of
thought, notably with regard to the viability of interventionist policies; 2) as in
contemporary capitalism, with financial dominance, the qualitative changes in
government policies, which favor austerity, will be related to the process of com-
modification of social rights and with how such policies are designed to suit the
ruling classes.

The transformations of contemporary capitalism reiterate the leading role of
austerity. Reducing spending and controlling public debt are imperative. These
elements generate a new dynamic for social rights. Privatization has been gain-
ing ground, even within the State itself. More than the participation of private
capital, mercantilization reflects the dominance of mercantile logic in social logic
and the inevitable need for fiscal adjustment, which on the periphery of capital-
ism takes on a permanent character.

The case studies showed degrees of similarity regarding the implementation of
reforms. Within the parameters of the systematic review, the situations of Egypt
and Brazil reveal how the authoritarian and conservative context makes austere
anti-popular reforms, or simply, counter-reforms, conducive. Both countries have
experienced (anti-democratic) government interruptions, whose (austere) policy
adopted, each with its particularities, allows the continuity of the accumulation
process. Thus, in a political and economic crisis, austerity had the function of
guaranteeing the continuity of the extraction of surplus value, helping to replace
the profits of the dominant sectors.

By way of conclusion, it is pertinent to write about a general feature in the
contributions of the authors covered. The description of the situation, presented
in the systematic review, is extremely rich in detail. Despite the denunciation
and concern directed at the construction of new forms of social organization, lit-
tle is actually proposed: barbarism is described very well, but no effective action
is proposed to put an end to it.

This task is not simple and seems to be limited by the very nature of scientific
research, of contemplative character, which distances the scientist from the trans-
formative aspect of social reality. For this reason, as a continuation of this re-
search, we could strive to reflect on what practices would be necessary to over-
come the barbarities imposed by the fiscal matter within the crisis of contempo-
rary capitalism.
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