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Welfare and Warfare: Historically and Structurally Linked

Welfare states had their origin in “war and mass national armies”
(Gifford 2006:473). The massive bureaucracy that the welfare state
necessitates for the distribution of basic necessities, also had its
origin in military bureaucracies (Weber, Gerth and Mills 1958). A
contemporary example of this is the emergency response of the new
nations whenever they face natural disasters. In order to manage the
provision of basic goods and services, the military, as a superior
bureaucratic organization, is indispensable to such “welfare”
activity.

In the advanced capitalist nations, in apparent detachment from the
history of welfare through warfare, welfare and warfare now compete
with each other for governmental resources (Fontanel 1990), and it
often seems on the surface that the liberal welfare state is
diametrically opposed to the warfare state. This however is not the
case, not only are welfare and warfare historically intertwined, the
warfare priorities of the state led to the manipulations that defined
both citizenship and through that the provision of welfare. The
emergence of mass standing armies, to whom the benefits of citizenship
were first extended (Tilly, ed 1996), before they accrued to the rest
of society, had their origin in the desires of the rulers to conscript
the ruled for war and to monopolize coercive force and sell protection
(Tilly 1985). Welfare was necessary in order to justify extraction
(taxation) from civil society even as it laid the foundations of a
warfare (based) state.

In the U.S. post World War II, the welfare bureaucracy that
centralized the state and enormously expanded the powers of the
executive was transformed into a permanent war establishment, here
again welfare and warfare, even though framed as competitors
complemented each other (Mills 1956; Hooks 1991). The military
however, cannot be taken as a welfare institution, even though it
conditions “the development and maintenance” of a welfare state
(Gifford 2006:502). This conditioning occurs through the necessity of
requiring the mobilization and extraction (taxation) efforts of the
masses and the resulting cultural framing of warfare discourse in
terms of “civic virtue and social obligation” (Gifford 2006:501),
which also requires the institutionalization of limited welfare
activity for the purpose of legitimacy and the institutionalization of
war. Consistent with this ‘latent function’ of solidarity in this
warfare-welfare manipulation is the finding by Jencks (1985) that
public opinion in the U.S. is highly positively correlated with
military spending.

The manipulation that defines the (modern) welfare state, which serves
to strengthen state apparatus to manage class conflict through the
extension and over development of the coercive arm of the nation
state, the military, can never alter the status-reality of the
proletariat within a capitalist mode of production. Within such
manipulation, conflict discourse internally becomes a discourse about
limited redistribution (the political default of labor unions in
capitalist nations) and welfare and externally a discourse about war
and enemies. Welfare, that makes the condition of the proletariat
temporarily tolerable is itself a zero sum game within a bourgeoisie
dominated society, where the prime purpose is to maintain or enhance
the level of capital accumulation. Welfare for some, within such a
setup always means warfare for others.

M. Asadi.

