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Samir Amin, one of the most creative and influential of today's economists, was born in Egypt in 1931 and received his Ph. D. in economics in Paris in 1957. He is currently director of Forum Tiers Monde in Dakar, Senegal. He is the author of numerous books, including Accumulation on a World Scale, Unequal Development, Eurocentrism, and, most recently, Empire of Chaos (all published by Monthly Review Press).
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    Translated by Michael Wolfers


    Abstract


    This fascinating history of ideas presents a theoretical overview of each new stage of the past half-century by an outstanding intellectual, grounded in a wide knowledge of economic theory and the practical problems of transforming post-colonial societies.


    Beginning in the 1960s, Samir Amin was one of a handful of economists who challenged the « development » ideology that dominated universities, research institutes, and governments at the time. His work was a major breakthrough for intellectuals in the third world who were seeking an alternative theoretical structure. Since then, he has continued to test his theory against changes in the real world : the interrelationship between theory and practice has been central to his work.


    Reflecting on his writing on the postwar period, Amin here reconsiders his theses concerning capitalism and socialism in the light of recent events. In separate chapters, he re-examines his views on the theory of capital accumulation on a world scale, on the polarization inherent in such accumulation, on the creation and erosion of the project of the national bourgeoisie in the third world, on the concepts and practices of development, on the crisis of the Soviet system, and on the collapse of the regulatory mechanisms of the capitalist system. He ends with a discussion of the challenges posed by the post-Soviet era of globalized capital and proposes a program for the renewal of a popular internationalism.




    Foreword


    The purpose of this book is not to suggest a specific reading of the half century since World War II, but to provide some kind of intellectual autobiography. I am trying to retrace the steps I took in formulating my positions on capitalism and socialism. This requires placing my biography within the history of the period. I shall show successive moments of this history as I see them today and as I believe I felt them at the time. I have never kept a diary and I cannot be sure of avoiding a reinterpretation of the analyses and reactions I had at the time. The first chapter therefore gives a summary of the postwar period as I see it today.


    Fortunately I can refer to dated and published writings on the positions whose history is examined in this book. The meaning of the ideas that are put forward is not absolute for author or reader, but conditional on the historic moment of their production. I shall try my utmost to explain this complex relationship between the reality of the living moment, the formulation of my analysis, and my expression of the latter.


    My intellectual biography revolves around certain key issues that I have always tried to address. As early as my secondary school and university days, I supported the Marxist analysis of social reality and was convinced that socialism was the sole acceptable human response to the horrors of all kinds caused by capitalism.


    One question stirred me intellectually more than any other : Why has the history of capitalist expansion been marked by polarization on a world scale? Why did the expansion not reduce the gap between the « developed » center and the « underdeveloped » periphery? I provide in this book a reading of my response to this key question, a response formulated as early as my doctoral thesis in 1957 but constantly reformulated and, I trust, progressively deepened.


    Two comments : First, I have always sought to grasp capitalist polarization in its totality, to go beyond the narrow field of economic mechanisms and laws in which it is expressed and integrate the laws into an analysis based in historical materialism. Second, I have always demanded that my political conclusions suggest a direction for action.


    The real question is whether the center-periphery polarization can gradually be wiped out under capitalism, allowing national bourgeois development to take place at the periphery. This question has constantly faced the movements for national liberation and socialism I have always supported. The varying, often ambiguous, responses to this question led to a variety of political approaches and positions. Of course, the question remains.


    I shall show how my answer has evolved and has always remained essentially negative. In essence, I maintain that polarization is inherent in capitalism. Polarization is not the effect of concrete and specific circumstances in this or that case; rather, it is the effect of the law of accumulation on a world scale. From this general conclusion, I draw a number of political points.


    The first point is whether the socialist alternative is a historical necessity. The Soviet model of socialism seems able to achieve precisely what capitalism cannot, namely a developmental « catching-up. » It seems able to undo the historical effects of polarization through an accelerated development of the productive forces roughly comparable with those of advanced capitalism. But there is an essential contradiction facing those struggling for socialism. I summarize it as a choice between catching up and building an alternative society. Of course, this analysis is closely linked to my views on the true character of the genuine historical challenge presented by polarization.


    The second point is that polarization has brought intolerable social conditions to the periphery, but the response by those affected has been, and seems likely to be, incomplete, ill-conceived, and disappointing. I base this on constant and direct participation in the national liberation movements of the third world. In this intellectual autobiography I shall try to retrace the steps I have taken to reach my current conclusions.


    My intellectual concerns have never been narrowly academic. Rather, I have always thought of myself as a militant of socialism and of popular liberation. I have as far as possible put the wisdom I acquired through intellectual training to the service of the cause. I always felt responsible for the political approaches and options that flowed from my analyses. The analyses and their historical and political context are closely linked to the options for action. The guiding principle of my life has always been Karl Marx’s thesis that « The philosophers have only interpreted the world in various ways; the point, however, is to change it. »


    I shall try in this book to retrace the close link between the shifts in my position and the evolution of world reality as I perceived it in all its economic, political, and cultural aspects. I shall indicate the historical landmarks that provide the essential signs of the reality at each step.


    My stand also demands that I avoid a narrowly academic approach to writing. I have not hesitated to write a great deal. I regard writing as a significant social act. Unlike many academics, I do not try to produce a definitive work, but rather a piece of writing that is one step in an endless development process carried on by a collective of oneself and others. I do not aim to win over the academic world with a dazzling display of learning and references to the literature. I rely on my reasonable memory of sustained reading. When I write I always have in mind a more attractive public from my point of view, an audience of committed militant intellectuals.


    I am and always have been an internationalist, and I am convinced that capitalism has created an objective situation that demands responses to concerted challenges operating on a world scale. People can respond effectively to the « capitalist international » only by shaping their own internationalism with a universalist scope transcending national cultural (and religious) horizons. However, I gaze on this universalist perspective from the periphery of the capitalist world, and particularly from the Afro-Asian world of non-European culture. I do so because it is the world to which I belong. I do so for the objective reason that this world is the main victim of actually existing capitalism. The social tragedies of all kinds that polarization has brought to people is the major challenge facing humankind. I have never been a « third worldist. » I believe the term applies only to certain Western leftists who in the Bandung era (1955-1975) thought they could substitute « third world peoples » for the « proletariat » in expressing their messianic expectation. Although I felt genuine sympathy for them, I was conscious that their limitations arose from an inadequate analysis of the real nature of the challenge.




    1 
The postwar period, 1945-1992 : an overview


    The past half-century can now be seen as the completion of a historic period. We are entering a new and probably markedly different cycle. With hindsight, the period just completed can be described more accurately than was possible even a few years ago.


    The postwar system rested on three pillars : Fordism in the Western countries, Sovietism in the East European countries, and developmentalism in the third world. These pillars defined the social and political order for each of the regions and the economic, political, and ideological relations between them. The international order was itself the effect of confrontations between the dominant forces in each of the world’s subsystems. These competing and complementary systems gradually wore down until at the end of the cycle they collapsed one after another. 1 A period of storms accompanied the restructuring and subsequent articulation along qualitatively new lines.


    The postwar period may be subdivided into three phases.


    Establishing the global economic system : 1945-1955


    World War II provided the United States with an unexpected opportunity to escape from the deep crisis of the 1930s, to speed up the modernization of its productive system through diffusion of the Fordist model (begun in the 1920s), and to acquire a leadership role in all fields, sadly symbolized by the exercise of its nuclear monopoly in the August 1943 bombing of Hiroshima and Nagasaki. The backwardness of Europe and Japan (shown in the weak penetration of the Fordist model) was apparent in the wake of World War I and was aggravated by the exhausting struggles between victors and vanquished that followed the war. The backwardness reached dramatic proportions as a result of the massive destruction caused by World War II.


    However, the European and Japanese social fabric was sufficiently strong to avoid a recurrence of the revolutionary radicalization of 1919. On the contrary, Europe under the Marshall Plan and Japan under the 1951 Treaty of San Francisco underwent speedy development on the Fordist model. The historic compromise between capital and labor that formed the basis of ideological regulation was still audible in 1919, although the ideological underpinning had been achieved through the massive recruitment of working classes by their imperialist bourgeoisies since the end of the nineteenth century and especially since 1914. Accordingly, what I call « Socialism I » was certainly over by then. In 1945 everything was set for speedy implementation of Fordism. Rapid modernization came within the framework of a U. S. hegemony that was accepted without reservation in the 1949 creation of NATO, despite some rhetorical rearguard actions fought by the old colonialists. The system was fully in place by the mid-1950s with the Japanese economic takeoff and the 1957 Treaty of Rome.


    Sovietism crystallized in the 1930s. The Russian Revolution faced contradictory demands from the outset. Should priority be given to the need to catch up, meaning broadly replicating capitalist structures, or should the goal of building an alternative, classless society take precedence? From 1930 the first option was favored; the system gradually moved away from its original socialist aims.


    Sovietism subsequently underwent a baptism of fire. It emerged victorious from its confrontation with Nazi rule and played a decisive part in defeating it. Despite massive losses in the war, the Soviet Union enjoyed enormous prestige in 1945 and was able to cross the first threshold of the Cold War declared on it by the United States. The USSR was on the defensive in 1945 and did not reach military parity with its American rival until the end of the 1960s. Hence I maintain that the bipolar international system was in place not under the Yalta Agreement, as is often too readily said, but after the Potsdam Conference. At Yalta the United States did not yet have nuclear weapons and was therefore obliged to accept the Soviet Union’s demand for a protective flank in Eastern Europe against a possible recurrence of German militarism; at Potsdam, the United States, confident of military supremacy, decided to impose a debilitating arms race on the USSR.


    Until Stalin’s death in 1953, postwar Sovietism was on the defensive. In subsequent years it launched a counteroffensive by uniting with third world nationalism and supporting the Bandung front established in 1955. For complex reasons related to differences between Maoism and Sovietism and a divergent view of third world revolt, a split between the two great powers of the Eastern world occurred after 1957.


    At the end of World War II the African and Asian countries on the periphery of the world capitalist system were still subject to colonial rule. From 1800 on, the center- periphery polarization took the form of a contrast between industrialized areas and areas linked to colonialism and deprived of industry. The peoples of Asia and Africa, inspired by half a century of ideological and political redefinition around a new nationalism, burst into revolt after 1945. In the ensuing fifteen years, first Asia, then Africa regained their political independence. Everything was set for what Bandung called new « developmentalism » : independence, modernization, industrialization. The strategic alliance between this movement and the Soviet Union enabled the latter to escape isolation.


    A dialogue was opened between the Afro-Asian movement and that in Latin America, which was not faced with the struggle for political independence and the affirmation of a non-European culture but was concerned with the demands of modernization and industrialization of the continent.


    The bandung era : 1955-1975


    If I define Bandung as the dominant characteristic of the second phase of the postwar period, it is not from any « third worldist » predilection, but because the world system was organized around the emergence of the third world.


    Modernization and industrialization brought radical change to Asia, Africa, and Latin America, in varying degrees that will be discussed in detail in this book. The world of today and tomorrow can no longer be what it was in the five previous centuries of capitalist deployment. Accumulation of capital on a world scale has taken on a new dimension.


    The Bandung era, with the triumph of the ideology of development, was based on a range of seeming truths, specific to each region of the world but all deeply rooted in prevailing beliefs : Keynesianism; the myth of catching up through Soviet-style « socialism »; and the myth of catching up through third world interdependence. These prevailing myths have been subject to critical examination, but to a limited and little-understood degree.


    Throughout the period the third world was the stage for constant confrontation between various « developmentalist » lines of differing degrees of social, ideological, and cultural radicalism. Maoism between 1965 and 1975 represents the apogee. During this period the Soviet Union escaped from its isolation by allying with the rising tide of third world national liberation. This gave the world system the appearance of a bipolarity determined by conflict between two superpowers. It was only a matter of appearances. The Soviet Union gradually wore itself down in the arms race imposed by Washington. The strategic goal of the Soviet Union’s efforts to smash NATO was not to conquer Europe or to export « socialism, » but merely to end U. S. world hegemony and replace it with peaceful coexistence in a multicentric world. The strategy has finally failed.


    Throughout the period, Western capital has remained glued to the United States, not through fear of Soviet expansionism—the Western ruling class knew this was an unreal danger despite manipulation of public opinion—but for the profound reason that capitalist accumulation was penetrating on a world scale. Europe and Japan made advances but did not perceive their conflict with the United States as analogous to imperialist conflicts in previous stages of history.


    The collapse of the global system : 1975-1992


    The third phase of the postwar cycle saw the collapse of the three pillars on which internal and world order rested. The crisis began in the capitalist West and called into question the myth of unlimited growth, with 1968 as the decisive turning point. The subsequent years offered hope for a possible revival of a Western left stupefied by a pro-imperialist recruitment from the end of the nineteenth century. Such hopes were rapidly extinguished in inconsistent projects. By 1980 the way was open for a neoliberal offensive that held sway but could not lead the Western societies out of the dark tunnel of prolonged crisis or revive the illusions of unlimited growth.


    In turn a hardening of North-South relations accompanying the crisis of capitalist accumulation hastened the disillusionment with developmentalism in the third world. Radical regimes collapsed one after the other and surrendered to reactionary structural adjustment policies imposed by the West during the 1980s. The collapse was the result not of external aggression but of a combination of the internal contradictions of the Bandung project and a new external crisis accompanying the overthrow of the existing world system.


    The failure of the Bandung project also revealed the weakness of Soviet support. Sovietism, the third pillar of the postwar system, had the most shattering collapse. The edifice seemed so solid that conservative ideologues described it as « irreversible totalitarianism. » But it was gnawed away from within and collapsed in the space of a few months, leaving behind nothing but chaos. Here too, of course, collapse resulted from a dramatic acceleration in the Soviet Union’s « conventional » capitalism, as well as from external factors, namely, Washington’s victory in the arms race.


    History never stops. The completed postwar cycle can also be seen as a transition between what came before and what follows. At the end of World War II, actually existing capitalism still retained certain fundamental characteristics of its historical heritage.


    The historically constructed national bourgeois states formed the political and social framework for national capitalist economies, with national productive systems broadly controlled and directed by national capital; these states were in strong competition with each other and together constituted the centers of the world system. After the centers had their successive industrial revolutions during the nineteenth century, there was a near total distinction between industrialization at the center and absence of industry at the periphery.


    Since World War II both characteristics have gradually changed. After regaining their political independence, the peripheries embarked on industrialization, although on unequal terms, to the point that apparent homogeneity previously induced by a shared lack of industry gave way to increasing differentiation between a semi-industrialized third world and a fourth world that had not begun to industrialize. Capitalist globalization throughout the centers broke through the boundaries of national productive systems and began to reshape them as segments of a worldwide productive system.


    The postwar cycle may now be regarded as a period of transition between the old system and the new. The essential characteristics of the new system need to be described, and its contradictions and trends identified. The uneven development at the periphery and the globalization of capital are the main challenges facing theoretical analysis and social and political practice.


    Is third world industrialization the start of a geographical spread of capitalism that will gradually obliterate the center-periphery polarization? Or will the polarization be replicated in new forms? If so, what forms?


    Is the lack of industrialization in the « fourth world » a mere delay in the homogenizing expansion of capitalism on a world scale? Is the delay attributable to internal factors specific to the societies in question or to profound laws whereby polarization differentiates among the peripheral countries and marginalizes some of them? Does the decline of efficiency in the nation-states require an alternative system of political management of the capitalist system on national and world scales? Are we on the road to building such a system? If so, what will its characteristics be and what laws will operate?


    To answer these questions we must take into account both the laws governing capital accumulation and the political and ideological responses of different social sectors to the expansion of capitalism. The future remains uncertain. Actually existing capitalism must adapt to the political solutions of the struggles occasioned by the conflict of social interests.


    I shall summarize the answer I have given in recent years. Third world industrialization will not end the polarization that I believe is inherent in world capitalism. It will shift the mechanisms and forms to other levels determined by the financial, technological, cultural, and military monopolies enjoyed by the centers, but it will not replicate the developed countries’ social evolution. Western society was first transformed by the Industrial Revolution and the ongoing agricultural revolution. The vast lands of the Americas served as an escape valve for the pressure brought by European population growth, while colonial conquest assured an abundance of cheap raw materials. Fordism came along to alleviate the historic tension between capital and labor, facilitated by the reduction of the reserve army of labor in the centers. By contrast, the industrializing third world has none of these favorable factors to soften the savage effects of expanding capitalism. Here the coexistence of a rapidly increasing active labor army and an ever plentiful reserve labor army leads to acute and potentially revolutionary social conflict. This characteristic situation of modern peripheral capitalism creates political and ideological circumstances conducive to the formation of popular alliances between the active working class, the peasants, and the impoverished marginalized masses in the reserve army of labor.


    In the fourth world the social system becomes grotesque. The overwhelming majority are the marginalized poor and peasant masses excluded from any agricultural revolution. The minority ruling class can make no claim to historical legitimacy. Struggles in the workplace are weak because of the marginalization, so the conflict shifts to the cultural plane. This is symptomatic of the crisis but offers no genuine response to its challenge.


    In the developed West the conflict between the globalization of capital penetration eroding the historic role of the nation-state as the management framework for historic social compromises and the permanence of political and ideological systems based on national realities will not be easily resolved. Neither U. S. military hegemony nor a German-dominated European « supermarket » can resolve the problem. Dividing responsibilities on a regional basis by linking various parts of the South and the East to one of the three centers in the developed North or West is no answer, either. In the short term the Soviet collapse is bound to bring a capitalist expansion similar to that of the periphery. Social democratic responses along Western models will not be allowed to develop here.


    During the postwar cycle political and ideological conflicts and the expression of progressive alternative projects have been constrained by the historical shortcomings of the three prevailing ideologies : Western social democracy, Eastern Sovietism, and Southern national liberation ideology. The left on a world scale has shown signs in the recent past of going beyond these visions.


    The unexpected crisis in Europe in the mid-1970s gave hopes of a leftist revival and a redefinition of the socialist outlook free of the dogma of the old social democracy, whose success was closely linked to postwar modernization and the dogma of Sovietism. These hopes were speedily dashed, and the retreat of social democracy has so far redounded to the benefit of the old right.


    In third world countries there was constant debate and often violent conflict between moderates favoring state power in the Bandung mold and others who argued that radicalization was the only possible response to the decline of non-democratic populism and its inevitable cooptation by world capitalism. These debates form a background to the discussion in this book.


    The debate revolved around a central issue : What is actually existing capitalism? Had it achieved its historic role? What was the struggle for socialism? This debate led naturally to questioning Sovietism. From the mid-1950s— and more precisely after the Twentieth Congress of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union in 1956—Stalinism became subject to criticism. While the prevailing critique made in the Soviet Union—from Khrushchev to Gorbachev—came from the right, in the 1960s and 1970s Maoism offered a critique from the left.


    These issues must be picked up again today. The rapid collapse of the myths of the postwar period enables us to go much further than before. World War I ended the first cycle of the development of socialist thought and action. The second cycle, initiated by the Russian Revolution, is also closed. In response to the challenge of capitalism, which has itself embarked on a new cycle of operations, the third cycle of socialism remains to be built.


    If a new socialist alternative is not developed, and if progressive social and ideological forces do not struggle for that alternative, the contradictions within capitalism will not generate a « new order » (as the neoliberals in power everywhere like to call it), but merely catastrophic chaos.


    


    
1  See my articles « À propos de la régulation, » published in Arabic in The Arab Economic Review, no. 1 (1992) : 7-24; « Trente ans de critique du système soviétique 1960-1990, » Africa Development 16, no. 2 (1991) : 73-94, and partially in English in « Thirty Years of Critique of the Soviet System, » Monthly Review 44, no. 1 (1992) : 43-30; and « Il y a trente ans, Bandoung » published in 1985 and collected in the revised and expanded edition of L’Echange inégal et la loi de la valeur (Paris : Economica, 1988; hereafter L’Echange inégal).





    2 
Establishing the global economic system, 1945-1955


    The war years and the ensuing decade corresponded with my adolescence and university studies. I shall in this chapter refer to the landmarks of my personal life to locate myself in the period.


    I was born in Cairo in 1931 to an Egyptian father and French mother, both doctors. I spent my childhood and adolescence in Port Said and attended the town’s French lycée. I received my high school diploma in 1947 and left for Paris to attend university.


    I have a very clear memory of the war years when I was at high school, and an equally clear memory of the reasons why I came to support the ideal of socialism as early as adolescence. My primary reason was foremost a revulsion against the wretchedness to which local children of my own age were condemned. Although the majority of young people from the privileged social class to which I belonged seemed to accept the state of things as almost natural, I decided to join the movement for social revolution that is essential to changing the world. I owe this choice largely to my family upbringing, which taught me that surrender to an unjust order is not acceptable. I then came to the conclusion that we must act « like the Russians, » who had resolved the issue by building a new and ideal society where all these problems had been solved. From about 1942 (I recall how I followed the battle of Stalingrad with anguish, then delight at the outcome), I pronounced myself a « communist, » although at the age of eleven I was not sure what that meant. I did know the essential : that society must ensure genuine equality for all human beings in all countries of the world. I have never renounced that ideal; it is the only touchstone that keeps political and social action from sliding into opportunism.


    At school I was more passionate about history than any other subject. Through history, I was going to acquire the intellectual equipment necessary to understand the world, its evolution, and the way to change it. In the French schools of the period, history was generally taught in an open and progressive manner. This broadly reflected the position of French culture in Egypt. My country was occupied by the British, and although formally independent since 1922, it was still under the foreign yoke. France, although an imperialist power like Britain, had been ousted from Egypt by its British rival. The schools of the lay cultural mission did not share the goal of the Egyptian state schools—or worse, the English-language schools—of training officials for the existing system; rather, they regarded the system with a cautiously critical eye. Egypt’s long and glorious history and the French Revolution were both stressed. We were encouraged to claim our independence—natural in a country such as ours—and to adopt progressive attitudes. Gradually I saw the connection between the wretched social situation of the Egyptian people and the country’s submission to imperialist domination. I soon defined myself not only as a communist but also as an anti-imperialist.


    I chose my reading accordingly. After reading Jules Verne, I plunged with delight into Zola, whose denunciation of the conditions of the working class inspired me, then a little later into Balzac, whose portrayal of bourgeois society and its cynicism excited me just as much. From the age of fourteen I was irresistibly drawn to Marxist texts. Cairo had a library that allowed access to this literature. So alongside my desire to understand history I read The Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte, The Civil War in France, State and Revolution, Imperialism, the Highest Stage of Capitalism, etc. Then a year later I made up my mind to read Capital and did so into the next year, not that I gathered much from the first reading.


    At high school most of the young Egyptians of my age were also anti-imperialist and therefore drawn to Marxism. Many of these young people became Egyptian Communist activists despite their privileged class origin. For many of them awareness of the social problem followed that of the national problem, whereas my trajectory was the reverse.


    I arrived in Paris in 1947 to enroll at the Lycée Henri IV in higher mathematics. It is axiomatic that I immediately joined the Communist Party and became active in the school cell. Regarding higher studies I hesitated between physics and mathematics and social sciences. In the end I opted for the latter simply because these studies gave an opening to a professional life closer to my concerns for militant action. It was a choice that was sorely felt by my physical science teachers and my parents. I decided to study law (in France at the time one could only study economics through the law faculty) and enrolled in the Institute of Political Studies. I received my political science diploma in 1952 and my economic law degree in 1953. I decided to study for a doctorate in economics and enrolled at the University of Paris Institute of Statistics, to make use of my mathematical skills. In 1956 I received a diploma in statistics. I presented my state doctoral thesis in economics in June 1957 and returned to Egypt in August of that year.


    During my ten years in Paris I spent most of my time in militant action and only the minimum on university work. I opted for militant action in the overseas student movement, where Egyptians were shoulder to shoulder with other Arabs and Africans, Vietnamese and other Asians. The active Communist groups of these nationalities often played a leadership role in the anti-imperialist mass associa tions. The initiative we displayed and the openness of this broad front clashed with the dogmatic spirit and defensive closeness in which Western Communism of the time was obliged to operate. Our journal, Etudiants Anticolonialistes (1949-1953), was not always looked on with favor at Number 44, the headquarters of the Central Committee of the French Communist Party (PCF). 1 Although accused of all kinds of nationalist or petty bourgeois « deviations, » we doggedly followed our own line. This later encouraged us to move rapidly toward Maoism and to an understanding of why and how Soviet « revisionism » had embarked on the path to restoring capitalism. Subsequent events confirmed these precocious leanings.


    Militant action brought me into close touch with many people who would later hold leading positions—as neocolonialists, populists, or revolutionaries—in independent Africa. 2 It was in the Communist cell at the Institute of Political Studies that I met Isabelle, with whom I have lived ever since.


    The French university of the time was different from what it became later. With certain exceptions, such as the Marxist lectures by Jean Baby at the Institute of Political Studies, we did not usually go to lectures. Instead, we read widely and deeply. A student such as I, who had a genuine interest in social and economic thought, would read all the classics : Marx, of course—including Capital— plus Ricardo, Smith, Böhm-Bawerk, Walras, Keynes, and so on. It was unthinkable to « learn » economics through lectures and in textbooks such as Paul Samuelson’s, as has become the rule in succeeding generations. I believe that this much more serious training made us absorb in depth the Marxist critique of bourgeois thought and to take account of the internal critique of the prevailing economistic thinking. We discovered its tendency to legitimize capitalism through an ahistorical formulation of the mechanisms to assure the rule of « universal harmonies »


    For my part I found that the actually existing capitalist world was anything but harmonious : the underdevelopment in which three-quarters of humankind was trapped must be explained by the laws of capitalism; the reality of imperialism went against the artificial separation of politics and economics. Historical materialism provided the only scientific method worthy of the name.


    I decided to consider this matter of « underdevelopment » in a doctoral thesis. The emergence of Asian and African nations through the victory of the national liberation movement was one of the era’s main characteristics. The national liberation movement and the establishment of a dominant world system raised the development issue. A new literature, gradually crystallizing into one or several theories of development, or even an ideology of development, made its first appearance after 1950.


    When I began my doctoral preparation, the literature from those the World Bank forty years later called « pioneers in development » was still meager. A student such as I could set out to read the whole of this literature. This is what I did, with the aim of offering a precocious critique of these « pioneers, » trapped in conventional logic and patterns of bourgeois economics and sociology. Nowadays there are so many economics publications that an exhaustive reading of the literature on the subject is quite out of the question. This increase has not advanced understanding of the world, although it has allowed an accumulation of case studies. Nowadays economic literature is repetitive and is bogged down in detail and the artificial game of modelling.


    With hindsight we can see that the first postwar decade was the period of the establishment of the system that would operate in the 1960s and reach crisis in the 1970s and 1980s. The United States emerged from the war with a revived and flourishing economy—the only one of the time—with a monopoly on the ultimate weapon. It decided at the Potsdam Conference in 1945 to attack the USSR and to establish world hegemony by imposing a Cold War. This was dreamed up by Churchill, who had not forgotten the defeat of the imperialist powers when they tried to overthrow the Russian Revolution after World War I. As a first step, the United States had to recruit Western Europe and achieve a reconciliation with the vanquished—Germany and Japan. The American people were ideologically prepared for this policy by an unprecedented hammering of Communism that culminated in semi-fascist state-sponsored McCarthyism and the odious Rosenberg trial.


    U. S. strategy in Europe and Japan soon achieved total success, thanks to the unconditional recruitment of the entire bourgeoisie and all political parties, including socialist and social democratic parties. Communist parties were isolated after their exclusion from government in France and Italy in 1947. The Marshall Plan paved the way for a rapid rebuilding of Europe, where the United States encouraged reconciliation and a commitment to economic integration. The Organization for European Economic Cooperation was created, which became the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) in 1961; it was followed by the Council of Europe in 1949, the European Coal and Steel Community (ECSC) in 1951, and the Treaty of Rome in 1957. These bodies were not conceived to build a Europe able to compete with the United States and achieve autonomy, but to create a subsystem of an open worldwide system necessary for U. S. hegemony. The groundwork for the Fordist expansion of the 1960s was laid at the economic level (gradual globalization of the market), and at the social and political level (the historic compromise between capital and labor). In Japan, the San Francisco Treaty of 1951, the establishment of a controlled democracy, and the reconstitution of the zaibatsu oligopolies were preliminary to the takeoff of following years.


    From the start the strategy of U. S. hegemony was to establish an anti-Soviet military bloc with the United States in the political leadership role. The Truman doctrine (1947); the creation of NATO (1949); the admission into NATO of Turkey, Greece, and Germany (1952); the incorporation of Portugal (1951) and Spain (1953) into the U. S. military system, although these two countries remained fascist; and the San Francisco Treaty (1951), complemented later by the U. S. -Japan security pact (1960), were part of this dimension of military control within the U. S. hegemonic strategy.


    In the face of this deployment, the USSR remained in isolation and on the defensive until the mid-1950s. It was obliged to join the arms race to end the U. S. monopoly in this field. At Yalta the USSR gained the right to establish a protective flank in Eastern Europe, but no more. The establishment of supporting regimes in the region created difficulties that were never really overcome. The anticapitalist and antifascist social forces were too weak to take power alone (Poland, Hungary, Rumania). Or the local Communists did take power by liberating their countries from the Fascist yoke (Yugoslavia and Albania) and had no intention of becoming agents of Soviet policy. However, we accepted the establishment of these regimes. What was the alternative? The terrible repression of Greek Communism (1945-1948) showed us that the West would not have established anything other than fascist regimes in Eastern Europe. Even the pro-Western populism of Kemal Atatürk’s Turkey did not seem to suit them, and so imperialism imposed Menderes in 1950 through multiparty elections. The strategy was repeated later in many third world countries.


    The creation of the Cominform in 1947 had the goal of legitimizing the defensive posture of the USSR by closing ranks around the Communist Party of the Soviet Union. The Zhdanov doctrine (1948) divided the world into two camps—capitalist and socialist—assigned the countries of the West and the East to each of the camps, and overlooked the third world liberation movement.


    Moscow met difficulties in its strategy of consolidating its protective flank, as indicated by the series of trials against opponents from the right and left in the new people’s democracies (1947-1948), the condemnation of Titoism (1948), the attempted blockade of Berlin (1948- 1949), and signs of revolt in Yugoslavia and Berlin (1951). The Council for Mutual Economic Assistance (Comecon) was created in 1949 in response to the Marshall Plan, but it never really coordinated the development plans of countries in the region. The Warsaw Pact was formed in 1955 in response to NATO.
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