Green infrastructure conflates the problem with the solution. The metaphor of the New Deal demonstrates the desire for the state to reestablish legitimacy and initiate a new cycle of accumulation.
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State capitalism and the problem of entrenched political power
Our next important area for critiquing the GND in Marxist perspective is the state. The question of whether the working class can advance its interests through the state remains a heated debate in Marxist political thought. Marxist political theorist Ralph Miliband held that the state could be turned toward working-class interests through parliamentary means. The state reflected capital’s interests because of the capitalist class’s occupation of decision-making power and influence over the parliamentary process. Miliband believed that the working class could capture some degree of political power in national politics and affect change in that manner. A case in point was the rise to power of the Labour Party after World War II in Miliband’s native United Kingdom. The social-democratic nature of the GND highlights the hopes of its supporters to advance the GND through national parliaments and congresses, rather than, say, through revolutionary means. Given that the state will remain intact, we should look further into what this means for the class nature of the GND and the problems this may create, socially and environmentally.
Capitalism has some political contradictions that the GND may exacerbate, particularly in terms of environmental sustainability. Capital wants free markets to produce and sell, and it requires a state to do this. However, that same state also constrains capital in ways that prevent the endless accumulation of capital. This gives an outward appearance of tension between the state and capital. However, the state’s longer-term provision of stability to the entire system is in the benefit of capital. Despite some of the limitations on the worst environmental abuses, the state also facilitates access to new markets for natural resources, labor pools, and market rules that favor capitalist interests at the expense of the environment and human well-being. State efforts to mitigate pollution have not superseded the pace of resource consumption or built a sustainable economy. Although the GND has and will continue to provoke serious political opposition, the political issues around the GND go deeper to the nature of the state in capitalist society. For the GND to be successful in the long run, it will need to overcome many of these issues, even in a state in which the GND is an overarching political, economic, and social policy set.
One intractable problem is the question of material provision of the GND and the benefits that this could provide in boosting capitalism, despite the GND’s radical demands in the present conjuncture of political and economic forces. The GND is in an embryonic stage, but for it to make a rapid dent in environmental issues like CO2 emissions, the projects will need to begin rather quickly. To do so, it will require a high number of private suppliers to appropriate and provide materials, land, maintenance, and services for the infrastructural projects. In normal federal building practices, private contractors bid to perform services on infrastructure. As the GND develops, the appropriation of materials, land, and machinery to perform the labor will boost a new “green fraction of capital” to the forefront of the program. The influx of public funds to private ends will secure profits for this social class. For some time, the inherent opposition between workers and capital will be mediated by state support to both capital and labor, likely creating a corporatist state.
The environmental problems of capitalism are threatening the long-term economic viability of capitalism, necessitating new state forms to manage these problems. In times of great threat to the system, the state may take on new roles to reestablish legitimacy and initiate a new cycle of accumulation, exemplified by many states’ reactions to the Great Depression. In the US context, the New Deal encountered a great deal of opposition from capitalists, but the loss of political legitimacy gave President Roosevelt an unusually wide berth in implementing policy (Piven and Cloward 1971: 84–88). The extension of new welfare benefits, including unemployment protections, reduced the political threat of mass insurgency and civil unrest. In this same sense, the GND may bolster state legitimacy while also alleviating some of the worst environmental problems. Unlike the original New Deal, the GND’s dual focus on environmental issues and social equality means that new contradictions must also be considered.
In economic terms, the state may bolster both aggregate demand and political legitimacy through a centralized wealth redistribution mechanism. The Scandinavian welfare states are an example of this dynamic. After many decades of struggle, the powerful labor movements in the Scandinavian countries settled into a long period of peace in industrial relations. The healthcare, education, and welfare systems of these countries act to maintain a high level of social equality and a decent living standard for most citizens in these countries. However, these states are still capitalist in their economic framework. These states invest capital, both foreign and domestic, and wage labor remains the dominant form of labor relations. The same export of capital from a Scandinavian state drives the same forms of environmental damage as capital exported by the United States, though the per capita damage is lower. While many Americans admire their political and economic system (exemplified by Bernie Sanders’ 2016 and 2020 presidential nomination campaigns’ vision of “socialism”), it is important to remember that this same system is facing serious political pressure to undergo neoliberal reforms of the social welfare system and labor market, most notably in Sweden (Harvey 2005: 112–115). A need to remain “globally competitive” for investment drives much of the political argument in favor of reducing the welfare state and the bargaining power of unions in the region.
A GND might not go far enough as a state form capable of preventing catastrophic climate change in the necessary timeframe. The Scandinavian countries exemplify many of the goals of a GND in the US context already. They typically have a high level of regulation of pollution, state investment in green technology, and public transit systems. However, they are not totally sustainable. Sweden, a noted environmental reformer, has made considerable strides in environmental efficiency, but net sustainability is lagging (Lidscog and Elander 2012; Vail 2008). Norway remains a “petrostate” whose generous welfare measures depend on its oil production. The cold climates of these states necessitate burning a considerable amount of fuel to keep citizens warm in its long winters. Under their present social-democratic frameworks, in which capitalism operates alongside welfare supports but essentially has the same systemic requirement for capital accumulation, a completely sustainable economy remains out of reach.
As the GND gains traction, the United States has the potential to transform into a social democracy akin to the Scandinavian states. Although these states remain leaders in green reform, they still have some distance to go toward environmental sustainability, Norway particularly (Norgaard 2011). To push forward into a “true” sustainability, deeper transformation toward a socialist economy is necessary. A boosted middle class under the GND is unlikely to want to go in this political, economic and social direction, if past experiences are an indication. This poses a thorny political and social problem. Just as the radical demands and riots of the 1960s and 1970s eventually cooled as welfare measures expanded in the United States, the GND could put a “cap” on the demands of the working class for even broader welfare measures once more people become integrated into GND projects.
My third critique of the GND, the problem of entrenched political power, is meant to highlight the problems of the state, capital and environment, particularly in welfare states. The problems of the state as presently understood could undermine the GND’s environmental goals as the state provides its generous welfare measures. The ecological modernization of the Scandinavian states shows the limits of their social model in confronting climate change. The social relations of such states are similar in many respects to those of other capitalist states. State managers ease the conflict between workers and management in private industry. Meanwhile, these states export a high percentage of capital and import material from the Global South. The Green New Deal may replicate these structures while being unable to deal with their environmental and social problems. The GND needs to move beyond the environmental limits of social democracy if it is to build a truly sustainable society.
There are other, more grounded problems of provision and finance related to the state to consider; a major question hanging over the GND in a Marxist perspective is the question of its financing and management. The social relations under capitalism compel the working class to sell its labor for wages in a free market with some limitations. The bourgeoisie uses that labor to accumulate capital, paying some of their earnings on the market as wages, but keeping a large part as profits. A middle stratum of management directs the work process and receives a boost over the wages of most workers. The GND in its present form replicates many of these same relations, including sourcing capital from private industry and its social relations. For this reason, I posit the critique that the GND may encourage a form of “state capitalism” that reproduces many of the problems of capitalism and the GND, albeit with a vigorous state sector. This critique centers around two social phenomena: the capitalist social relations prevailing in a “productivist” state program and the possibility that the state will become the main provider of capital, labor control, and return on investment in a new form of “state capitalism.”
The capitalist relations of our present society necessitate management to stir workers to labor in order to produce profit. Through their labor, initial investment garners a suitably high return to make it worth an investor’s risk. A middle stratum of skilled managers directs and supervises those members of the working class with less skill. The United States, like many higher-income countries, has a large middle-class relative to peripheral states in the world system. Directing a socially transformative project like the GND will require a large body of managers and technicians to implement policy goals. Their increased size will play a stabilizing role in the US polity and economy, providing a high degree of upward mobility to a wide swathe of society. President Lyndon B. Johnson’s “Great Society” programs of the 1960s largely succeeded in creating a class of Black professionals to administer these programs – possibly a greater economic and social impact than the poverty-alleviating programs themselves.
Middle-class professionals will be needed in large numbers to direct Green New Deal programs. These managers will use their bureaucratic authority to compel workers to maximize their productivity while minimizing their costs, including wages. Add to this the high likelihood that much of this work will be unpleasant (e.g., cleaning toxic waste sites), and it is possible, if not probable, that management-labor disputes will arise. Like the New Deal, these social relations could threaten the viability of the GND as a sweeping social project. Erik Olin Wright identified the “contradictory positions” that the middle class occupies in capitalist society as both manager and worker. A GND-boosted middle class would face many of these same contradictory priorities to stir other workers to productivity while also displaying some measure of solidarity with the working class (Wright 2015).
An interesting historical example of social relations in a program comparable to the GND is the original New Deal. Scholars of the New Deal celebrate its transformative vision and the boost it gave to many areas of the United States marked by constant grinding poverty, especially the US South. However, some aspects of the New Deal resembled the social relations of the non-state sector in troubling ways. Despite the promises of employment guaranteed by the New Deal, wages in its programs tended to be quite low for the laborers employed in projects like building hydroelectric dams. The wage structure of the Works Progress Administration, the main program boosting employment under the New Deal, deliberately offered lower wages than the private sector so as not to create a competing economic sector that would drive wages upward (Piven and Cloward 1971: 94–98). Also, many of the democratic initiatives in model towns, like Norris, Tennessee (a project in which Eleanor Roosevelt became personally invested), failed to attract many local working-class people to town meetings and other markers of elevated class status within the “utopian” communities surrounding New Deal projects (Isenberg 2016: 221–222). We might surmise that the work requirements of these programs caused many participants to view them as “work” rather than as transformative social projects and to approach them with the same alienated distance as any other type of industrial or service work.
A new capitalist class will likely be able to dominate the political processes surrounding the GND, directing funds and resources in favor of this class. The previous New Deal offers some interesting examples. The Southern Democrats in President Roosevelt’s electoral and legislative coalition welcomed additional federal spending the Southern states, including large infrastructural projects. However, these groups succeeded in denying Black domestic and agricultural laborers social protections like Social Security, as well as limiting their ability to organize unions under pro-labor legislation. A GND could see much of the same process.
Although this critique risks opening some of the oldest wounds among Western European and North American Marxists, as well as their Asian, African and Latin American counterparts, we must be cognizant that the primary Marxist states, i.e., the Soviet Union and present-day China, were or are extremely “productivist” in their approach to raising living standards (Castoriadis 1985). This includes constant increases in production and resource consumption, including the creation and maintenance of “resource periphery” countries supplying raw materials. The environmental consequences have been devastating. Capital may not have circulated freely in these states, but the mere absence of free market capitalism did not eliminate environmental issues. Cuba’s successes in reforestation, organic agriculture and disaster preparedness came as a result of the US embargo on essential fossil fuels, not an original “green” state policy (Latouche 2009). Just as a GND alone will not “fix” environmental problems, neither will blind faith in an anti-capitalist/post-capitalist GND (Fotopoulos 2009; Kallis 2010). Regardless of the type of economic and social system, growth is perceived as the solution to many social ills. Degrowth scholars have pointed to this contradiction and have proposed some useful solutions to the problem of increasing human well-being without degradation of the natural environment. The Marxist left would benefit from serious considerations of these scholars (see inter alia Demaria et al. 2013).
Alone, however, degrowth may not challenge the political control of a capitalist class. Capitalism, in many definitions, is a system based on wage labor as the dominant form of labor control and social relations. Imagining capitalism without growth is difficult, but it may not be wholly inconceivable that the present relationship of class forces could continue under the political control of a capitalist elite, albeit one that may focus more on rent collection than expanding their capital. Pre-capitalist economic and social systems certainly saw control by small elites, even without the constant expansion of the economy. A degrowth economy without democratic control of the means of production would not solve many of the political and economic issues surrounding our current economy. In summation, anti-capitalism without degrowth won’t solve economic, social, and environmental issues alone, and, likewise, degrowth without considering class relations won’t solve them, either. I am not alone in this consideration; degrowth scholars have written about where degrowth crosses from capitalism to socialism or somewhere in between (Gorz 1994; Jackson 2009; Latouche 2009). The challenge is to create a system in which management of such a system allows for autonomy, political legitimacy and democratic input while achieving environmental sustainability.
The New Deal offered many Marxists and other segments of the left a transformative vision of a vigorous state sector capable of redirecting investment toward social needs with a high degree of electoral input. However, the managerial nature of state bureaucrats in contemporary welfare states and the state socialism of the Soviet Union highlight another set of contradictions under a managerial state – be it socialist, capitalist, or any other system with a large state bureaucracy. At the beginning of this final critique, I noted the possibility that new class relations could be established as state managers push workers to higher levels of productivity. In order to make the GND a financial success, workers might be pushed to work long hours for relatively little pay. Like the New Deal before it, this program will require extensive state appropriations of land, materials and labor. Political power will certainly be wielded by employers to make the GND as cheap as possible, much as the New Deal was unable to offer wages or working conditions that would hamper private employment. Projects for community gardening, tree planting, and the Americorps program (a US national community service program that does not pay a living wage whose main attraction is student debt relief) illustrate that a GND might only attract a segment of middle-class youth, who feel attracted to the sense of belonging and social transformation of the program, and will most certainly pass from GND jobs into middle-class professions. Achieving working-class inclusion into a GND with long hours, relatively low pay, little room for promotion and hard-driving management could politically doom the program. The union jobs promised by many GND supporters could run into considerable opposition from workers themselves and put state managers in the contradictory position of promising high wages with good benefits and simultaneously keeping GND project as cheap as possible.
This critique is not meant to disparage the GND as a class project that progressives or the left (or anyone wanting to live on a livable planet) should avoid. However, the political task of moving beyond capitalism, rather than attempting to build a green welfare state, is wholly necessary to the achievement of the GND as a program. The COVID-19 recovery plans of many countries show that crisis can push the state to adopt stabilizing reform, even against the backdrop of decades of austerity. Increasing the breadth of this new wave of state spending into environmental reform and welfare state (re)construction can build a valuable constituency for the GND. Already, the Biden administration in the United States is floating green spending as a cornerstone of COVID recovery. The political question is whether we can go beyond these limits. Failure to prepare for new class antagonisms that might emerge from public works programs or to foresee political backlash as the program might transform into a public investment program that boosts capitalist production could make the GND dead on arrival.
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