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    Abstract


    Is it possible for the Third World to escape from the constraints imposed by the world’s economic system? Does not attempting to do so lead inevitably to the stagnation of barrackroom socialism? What room for manoeuvre do Third World states have? Are they condemned to dependence? These are some of the questions Samir Amin confronts in this major development of his theoretical ideas. He argues that Third World countries cannot hope to raise living standards if they continue to adjust their development strategies in line with the trends set by a fundamentally unequal global capitalist system over which they have no control. The only alternative, he maintains, is for Third World societies to « delink » from the logic of the global system — each country submitting its external economic relations to the logic of domestic development priorities, which in turn requires a broad coalition of popular forces in control of the state. Delinking, he shows, is not about absolute autarchy, but a neutralizing of the effects of external economic interactions on internal choices.


    With its global approach and illuminating grasp of new realities, Samir Amin presents a fresh attempt — bound to provoke intellectual controversy — to understand the changing nature of global capitalism in the 1980s, as well as to explore the strategic development dilemmas it poses for Third World countries.
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    Preface to the English edition


    The appearance of La Déconnexion in French. Arabic and Spanish has recently revived the perennial debate over the degree of real constraint represented by worldwide expansion of the economy. The prevailing thesis does, as we know, reject any possibility of envisaging any kind of national autonomy for the future, and makes the external constraint an inescapable absolute. The new language of the countries of the East and the performances of the newly industrializing countries (NICs) also strengthens the impression that the neoliberal discourse will no longer have any competitor.


    It is not my view. In a work on social movements to appear soon, the authors Samir Amin. Giovanni Arrighi, André Gunder Frank and Immanuel Wallerstein observe in their joint introduction that ten years ago when they jointly published Dynamics of Global Crisis, they attributed the crisis to anything but the price of oil, forgotten nowadays even by those who had no other name than « energy crisis » for the situation. In ten years time neoliberalism will have met the same fate.


    This book is a plea for reconstruction of the world on the basis of polycentrism. My thesis is certainly founded on the refusal to accept that the worldwide law of value provides the exclusive criterion of « rationality ». This law is, on the contrary, to blame for « currently existing capitalism » : a world typified necessarily by the increasing polarization of wealth and power, and thereby unacceptable. But my thesis is not synonymous with autarky, as hasty readers (or even non-readers!) seem to think. It is for the reader to judge.


    Worldwide expansion and polarization


    We all live, it is said, on the same planet and we share a common destiny. Does this commonplace lead to the conclusion that interdependence imposes subordination of the plans of all the societies on the planet to the same criterion of rationality governing worldwide expansion of the market? This opinion, although prevalent nowadays, is not only entirely mistaken, but also infinitely dangerous.


    Currently existing capitalism is a system that produces and reproduces the worldwide polarization of wealth and power. This polarization was speeded up at two periods : in the 18th century when the European West definitively overtook the civilized Orients in wealth and power, and in the 19th century when the industrial revolution enabled the effective imperialist conquest of Asia and Africa; it is en route to a third stage on the basis of the technological revolution under way.


    Modern history has, over five centuries, been shot through by a standing contradiction, always renewed and never surmounted, between the pressures exercised by worldwide capitalist expansion on all the societies of the planet, with a tendency to subject their entire evolution to the exclusive logic of its expansion, and the renewed revolts against this submission, notably from the peripheralized regions, revolts that have reached the pitch of a rupture with, and quasi-autarkic escape from, the system.


    Distinct successive phases can be discerned in this history, some marked by the predominance of the trend to worldwide expansion, and others (from 1914 to 1945 for instance) of break-up of the system. After the Second World War the world market was reconstituted in an atmosphere created by the hegemony of the United States. The new worldwide expansion, truncated by the exclusion of the socialist countries, provided the foundation of the political and strategic polarization. This worldwide expansion was momentarily split by the United States’ economic hegemony wearing thin, but was nonetheless well able to withstand the mercantile conflict within the OECD. At this level the so-called « liberal » counter-offensive has borne fruit and the Western bloc has been reconstituted in the light of Eastern countries on the defensive and the Third World in disarray.


    Has the worldwide expansion reached a stage that will make it impossible in the future to go back to a break-up of the system? Do new interdependences — in technology, ecology, weaponry, communications — constitute the absolute constraints of a new globalization? Is the direction one of reintegration of the « ex-socialist » countries in this worldwide capitalist expansion? Did 1917 merely open a parenthesis in history that is by way of being closed? Has the Third World no other option than that offered by « new industrialization » aimed at the world market and one for which certain East Asian countries provide the model? Must the illusion of autonomous, socially balanced development be abandoned once and for all and the inescapable price of « accumulation » be met?


    The demands of worldwide expansion were expressed in the post-war upsurge, from 1945 to 1970, by a complementary twofold paradigm. In the developed countries Keynesian interventionism was thought to be capable of ensuring continual growth for the benefit of everyone, removing the conjunctural fluctuations and reducing unemployment to a minimum. This performance seemed all the more remarkable as it was in harmony with an external opening-up that put out of mind the memory of the possible conflicts between national politics and the spread of this worldwide expansion. In the Third World countries the ideology of the « Bandung era » (from 1955 to 1975) suggested that development receptive to the advantages of interdependence could be controlled nationally. The consensus in both categories suggested that the shades of meaning and debate lay within these paradigms. By contrast, the socialist countries took refuge in the isolation of a third paradigm, hostile on principle to interdependence. But since the autocratic and autarkic state of Stalinism was shaken, a glimmer of hope appeared that liberalism — as a prelude to democratization — would also bring an external opening-up.


    The crisis of capitalism has certainly put an end to the Keynesian illusions and to those of the ideology of development, while the ideology of socialism has certainly not yet encountered a solution to its problems. But the vacuum caused by this triple crisis has been filled by a conservative offensive of a « neoliberalism » preaching a universal remedy — the market. But the stubborn pursuit of the policies that this dogma inspires can lead only to disaster and the contrary of the objective it seeks : to disaggregation of the world system and a renewal of confused clashes between unbridled nationalisms.


    The theoretical and ideological disarray stems largely from the fact that the social sciences and prevailing ideologies — on the left and the right — are constructed on a systematic underestimation of the crucial significance of the polarizing effect of capitalist expansion, and swept along with the optimism of the 19th century, believing that capitalism was capable of homogenizing the world on the basis of rapid and general development of the forces of production. The reality of the polarization suggests an alternative unfolding of history. Social contrasts, intolerable at the periphery of the system, provide the objective conditions for a revolution directed against this currently existing capitalism; one that inaugurates a long post-capitalist period not of « socialist construction », but of national and popular construction in which a conflict persists between the tendencies of socialism, capitalism and statism, articulated on a dialectic between national autonomy and relations with the world capitalist system. This long transition calls for delinking, not in the sense of an autarkic withdrawal, but from subjection of the external relations of the national and popular society to the imperatives of the complex stages of its internal development. This necessity is binding on all, as the sole alternative to the devastating effects of the pursuit of peripheral capitalist expansion. It is binding on the countries of the newly industrializing semi-periphery and on those of the fourth world, on the big states (USSR, China. India or Brazil) and on the small countries of Central America or of Africa. Its concrete modalities, specific to each situation, are the problems of the « difficult transition ».


    Is there any hope of making international relations evolve in a direction that would minimize the damaging effects of integration in the web of relations of the world capitalist system? Could what I call delinking be the means of reconstructing the world on the basis of a genuine polycentrism? Might it provide favourable conditions for a renaissance of a leftward evolution in the developed Western world, and thus lay the foundation for a renewal of internationalism of peoples and universalism? These are the real challenges of our time.


    Liberal utopia


    The liberal doctrine is founded on the idea that development is synonymous with market expansion and that at world level it is the product of a constant process of adjustment of the national reality to world constraints. The naive version of the doctrine reduces this adjustment to liberalization of trade and capital flows. In its « realpolitik » version, it believes that the policies of the state (whose crucial role it does not deny) and the objectives of cultural and social change must be conceived as instruments of this adjustment attained by the combined means of the market and state intervention.


    In all these cases the liberal doctrine is pure ideology, without any scientific foundation. The theory on which it is founded assumes that the market as a whole will ensure the maximization of growth and an equitable distribution on the basis of full employment. But for the market as a whole to be effective, that market must include all the output and all the factors of production (goods, capital and labour). The liberal doctrine claims its legitimacy from the fact that this kind of totally integrated market has given the expected results... in the developed capitalist countries. The swindle lies in extending this conclusion to the world system while the world market remains a truncated market that embraces only output and capital, as free movement of labour is obviously not on the agenda of what is politically acceptable!


    It is therefore understandable why all of history contradicts the liberal thesis and that polarization is the inescapable consequence of the truncated market it proposes. Under these circumstances, subjection of national policies to the supreme criterion of worldwide « competitiveness » is a bogus response to the challenge. By contrast, the objective of development implies a sustained and constant improvement of productivity in all possible fields, from a given starting point, and action to ensure that the benefits of this improvement should be broadly distributed and permit the gradual integration of all the population in the dynamic of progress. Or, in other words, a policy rejecting the marginalization induced by the implementation of the absolute rule of international competitiveness. Competitiveness is at best a further effect of progress and always relative and segmentary.


    Pursuit of the liberal utopia will of necessity not mitigate but aggravate all the social contradictions. It is disastrous for peoples throughout the earth. North, South and East; but certainly more so for the peoples of the South than for the others. According to the liberal policy, its effectiveness depends on three groups of conditions. First, it demands that the worldwide expansion it envisages should mitigate the contradictions in the peripheries of the system. But this is not the case. On the contrary, polarization has become more explosive than ever in the « semi-industrialized » countries of the Third World; and worldwide expansion, in marginalizing the « fourth world » it dooms to destruction, encounters an obstacle it cannot overcome. Second, it demands that the worldwide expansion, even in the West, should be able to ensure the necessary reconversions without social disasters. But so long as liberalization is sailing ahead this is not so. Third, it demands that the USSR. China and others should subject their economic and political national strategies to the imperatives of capitalist expansion like vulgar « peripheries ». But this is not the case, and the socialist countries will rather seek to retain control of their external relations so that eventually they may intensify these for the benefit of their own strategies.


    In these circumstances, the strength of the constraint of worldwide expansion is more apparent than real and the threat of a break-up ever present. I am convinced that if this murderous folly does not lead to catastrophe in the years to come, the fashion will have passed in ten years’ time.


    It is fashionable to say nowadays that differentiation within the Third World makes it impossible to speak of it in the singular. It is fashionable to say that the newly industrializing countries (NICs) are « semi-peripheries » on the way to « catching up », and that their integration in the world market is the key to their miracle, whereas the « delinked despite themselves » — marginalized in the world system — constitute a shipwrecked fourth world. It is fashionable to draw the conclusion from this comparison that delinking would be an unfortunate and dangerous utopianism. I strongly reject all these theses.


    First, the NICs are not semi-peripheries on the way to catching up but in every sense the real peripheries of tomorrow. For the conditions imposed by polarization within the worldwide system are in fact increasingly unfavourable : in the 19th century two or three decades were sufficient for Germany to « catch up and overtake » Great Britain. How long would it take Brazil to « catch up » the United States? In the semi-industrialized peripheries the model of development pursued is faced now with a decisive choice. As world polarization brings an internal polarization founded on more and more unequal internal income distribution, the development recommended by the liberal doctrine leads to gigantic social problems. Either these countries will embark upon the path of progressive responses to these problems, and obviously will clash with the simple logic of the worldwide expansion of the market. Or they will not. and will accord priority to the demands of « adjustment »; and democracy will wither before it has taken root in the society. The example of Brazil in this regard is striking.


    Second, differentiation within the peripheries and the « fourth world » is not a new phenomenon. Capitalism in its polarizing worldwide expansion has always led to the exclusion and destruction of peripheral regions that had lost the role they played, sometimes outstandingly, at an earlier stage. What has become of the Caribbean and Brazilian North-East, the setting for the « economic miracle » of the mercantilist era? Are not the system that has confined Africa to specialization in agriculture and mining, by extensive exploitation of soils to the point of exhaustion, and the technological revolution that obviates the need for certain raw materials, on the way to excluding the African continent from the world division of labour? The societies of the fourth world undergoing a passive delinking that rejects them cannot find an answer to their problems through the virtues alone of an open door. Does not recolonization, sweetened by charity, aim at concealing the certain failure of the neo-liberal solution?


    One planet, several systems


    The simple solution of the market is always incapable of avoiding the appearance of internal and international, social and political contrasts that reach an intolerable pitch. Legitimation of the ideological discourse of neoliberalism pretends to ignore that the market by itself can only reproduce and heighten these contrasts, and that scientific analysis of the real advantages of the market is meaningless, unless the advantages are related to the determinants of the social system : levels of development, historical place in the world division of labour and the social alliances it has forged and that reproduce it. Critical thought is concerned to discover what might be the alternative alliances susceptible of offering an escape from the vicious cycles imposed by the market. From this point of view the substantial differences between the various regions of the world necessarily entail specific policies that cannot be derived from the rationality solely of the market. These objective reasons are complemented by equally legitimate differences, relating to the culture and ideological and political options of the history of the peoples. The genuine imperatives of our time entail the reconstruction of the world system on the basis of polycentrism. This is my definition of the concept of delinking, one that, as can be seen, has nothing to do with exclusion or autarkic withdrawal. It is a matter of subjecting the mutual relations between the various nations and regions of the whole of the planet to the varying imperatives of their own internal development and not the reverse. That is, a readiness to adjust to the worldwide expansion of capitalism. It is a plea in favour of « reciprocal adjustment » (instead of unilateral adjustment, of the weakest to the strongest), and I regard it as the only possible realistic humanist discourse of our time. We counter the slogan « interdependence governs everything », with another : « one planet, several systems, in the hope of a polycentric world ».


    The social alliances defining the content of the strategies of the various countries and regions of our planet are themselves specific. In the West their bourgeois aspect, founded on a long history that has produced the advanced development, is obvious. This does not preclude evolution towards the gradual socialization of the system. In the countries of the East the strategies call for a liberation of society from the exclusive yoke of statism, to the benefit of a dialectic acknowledging the conflicts between the social forces of socialism and capitalism. But in the Third World the strategies almost always entail a more radical than evolutionary reversal of tendencies, and the rejection of the bourgeois subordination that reproduces an intolerable system. In all cases it is right to substitute a national, popular and regional content for the exclusive bourgeois vision of the market, but consciousness of the crisis represented by this option is much more acute in the South than in the West and the East. To some extent, however, perestroika is required everywhere. To refuse it, through the prevailing discourse of neo-liberalism, is to make certain a response by the peoples in the form of the despair of racisms, primitive nationalisms and religious or other fundamentalisms.


    A strategy of development of new North-South relations is the central axis of this necessary reconstruction of the world. This essential radical change in the very concept of North-South relations entails, in turn, a revision of all aspects of the political options, as regards intra-European relations, relations with the United States and Japan, and East-West relations. This is the price of realism and modernity; it lies to the left.


    Samir Amin 
1989




    Foreword


    The thesis presented in this work — the necessity of « delinking » from the system of worldwide expansion of capitalism — is, in our opinion, little known and perhaps therefore even less accepted.


    The book should certainly explain the concept of « delinking » and avoid a simplistic reading of it as, for example, merely a synonym for economic autarky. It should accordingly reach beyond the discourse of politicians, especially those in the benighted Third World who use the term with an increasing frequency that does not make up for the persistent muddling of propositions, although such confusion is at least in part intentional.


    The delinking thesis embraces the following four propositions :


    First, the necessity of delinking is the logical political outcome of the unequal character of the development of capitalism. This concept of unequal development goes deeper than the superficial aspect revealed in the pyramidal distribution of average income per capita in the various capitalist countries. It implies a certain concept of the law of value and a theory of the value of labour power and transfers of value in the world system. Unequal development, in this sense, is the origin of essential social, political and ideological evolutions such as, for example, the phenomenon of social democracy and the apparent decline of Marxism in the West, and the emergence of national revolutions in the periphery.


    Second, delinking is a necessary condition of any socialist advance, in the North and in the South. This proposition is, in our view, essential for a reading of Marxism that genuinely takes into account the unequal character of capitalist development.


    Third, the potential advances that become available through delinking will not « guarantee » certainty of further evolution towards a pre-defined « socialism ». Socialism is still a future that must be built.


    Fourth, the option for delinking must be discussed in political terms. This proposition derives from a reading according to which economic constraints are absolute only for those who accept the commodity alienation intrinsic to capitalism, and turn it into an ahistorical system of eternal validity. Keeping the debate on a political plane implies in turn a concrete tactical analysis articulated with a strategy that is itself evolving.


    These considerations explain the organization of this work in three parts.


    In the first part we pose a broad problematic of delinking and deal successively with the questions of conceptualization and strategy, and then tactical considerations.


    In the second part, we attempt to answer some of the main objections made to the delinking thesis. Delinking is the only possible answer for the peoples on the periphery of the system, since the unequal development of capitalism necessarily provokes class contradictions there to an explosive degree. The revolutions that have resulted from this unequal development (in Russia and China) can in no way be reduced to moments of capitalist expansion; and capitalist expansion pursued elsewhere in the peripheries of the system that have not delinked retains the specific characteristics that prevent it being assimilated into capitalist expansion in the centres of the system. The delinking thesis demands a reading of Marxism that takes account of its Afro-Asiatic relevance.


    In the third part, we examine two proposals for « delinking » that fall outside the method of historical materialism : that of the movement of the Greens (in the broad sense) in the West and that of Islamic fundamentalism. The current significance of these two trends, both moreover founded on a cultural approach to history, is evidence of the objective character of the social need for « delinking », even if, in our opinion, they offer no real response to the challenge facing contemporary societies in crisis.


    As the problem raised is, we believe, fundamental, it goes without saying that the manner of defining it depends largely on the underlying theoretical concepts. Our adherence to Marxism is not in any sense fundamentalist. The propositions of Marx do not seem to us necessarily and totally indisputable, although the method of historical materialism does not seem to us obsolete. Our concern is not that of a Marxian, nor do we seek to define a « true Marxism », as we accept from the start the legitimacy of a plurality of Marxisms. In this spirit we find useful the distinction between the essential and the circumstantial in Marx’s explanation of historical materialism, as we stress what is, in our opinion, the unseen in the dominant texts of Marxism. In the same spirit the successive contributions of Lenin and Mao are accepted as the understandable products of the evolution of reality and. in this regard, largely positive, even if they are in no sense definitive or complete. On the contrary, the eventual discovery of their historical limits is of greater interest. Capitalist society moreover is still evolving; the problematic of state, nation and social class cannot today, in the era of greater worldwide expansion of the system, be identical to that of 100. or even 50, years ago. Wherever necessary, our views on all these matters are explained in the text (sometimes by cross-reference to other works where we have dealt with the matter more systematically). We wanted to avoid distracting attention with digressions; and, rather the reverse, have chosen to focus the argument on the issue of delinking, the title of the work1.


    Although the views expressed here are entirely personal and commit only the author, our thanks go to the institutions associated with the programme, the Third World Forum, the United Nations University (UNU) and the United Nations Institute for Research and Training (UNITAR), as well as Sweden’s SAREC (the Swedish agency for co-operation in research) which along with UNU provides essential financial support.


    


    
1  The author is currently directing a research programme entitled « Strategies for the future of Africa ». This book deals to some extent with aspects of the themes tackled in the programme.




    1. The worldwide expansion of capitalism


    The past 30 years have witnessed profound changes in practically every country in the world system as well as in the system’s structure as a whole. The previous 30 years — from 1914 to 1945 — had been characterized by relative stagnation of the forces of production at a global level, violent confrontation between the imperialist centres seeking to overcome their difficulties by ensuring their hegemony through military means (two world wars), the maintenance of Africa and Asia in the status of colonies or semi-colonies, the success of two major revolutions, the Russian and the Chinese, under the leadership of communist parties. The post-war situation was by contrast characterized by an unprecedented upsurge in economic growth of the capitalist system as a whole (indubitably unchallenged until the decade of the seventies), the elimination of colonial empires and the establishment of nearly 100 new or renewed independent states.


    Such a contrast between these two periods corresponding to two successive generations must of necessity call into question the theories of social science. In the 1914-45 period, slump, the violence of the two world wars and the crisis of 1930, the success of the Russian and Chinese revolutions, then the upsurge of the national independence struggles, must imply an agenda of an impasse in capitalist development and maturity for « socialist revolution ». By contrast, the 30 years of 1950-80 were to show capitalism’s unexpected capacity to adapt to the new circumstances and even to benefit from them, its capacity, by way of a broad new upsurge, to regain a legitimacy that would ensure a prospect of stability even more remarkable because the socialist revolutions seemed incapable of offering a plausible alternative.


    With the normal time-lag in theoretical reflection on observed reality — time for consciousness of the character of the reality, time for the formulation of theoretical constructs, etc. — the social theory inspired by each of these two successive periods crystallized towards the end of — not at the beginning of or during — the period concerned. Thus « stagnationist » visions of capitalism, built up during the 1930s (see Keynesianism or the theory of « blockade » of the colonies by imperialism), became widespread only in the post-second world war period. Visions based on the significance of transformation, growth and development, and their character and prospects (see the « developmentalist » theories or their critiques highlighting « dependency »), built up during the 1960s, became widespread only in the 1970s, when the model of post-war upsurge was already entering a crisis phase.


    In any case, for each of the periods considered here, just as for the preceding phases of capitalist expansion since its origins four or five centuries ago, « development » has been « unequal », whether in the advanced centres or in the backward peripheries. For the former, any historian can readily identify the periods of rapid advance for some, and stagnation, or decline of others (the contemporary British decline and Japanese advance, for example). For the peripheries, it is the same today as it has been in earlier phases. At no time in history has the whole of the world around or outside the developed capitalist regions constituted a homogeneous and undifferentiated reality. On the one hand — a trite indication — the historical forms of societies, the level of development of their forces of production, the stage of constitution of state forms have always shown a variety that is no greater today than it was four centuries ago. From the advanced tribute-paying states to the tribal societies, there is no less heterogeneity and distance than between Brazil and Rwanda today. On the other hand, in step with their integration into the world capitalist system, the various regions that we have categorized as peripheral have fulfilled diverse specific roles that emphasize their heterogeneity, or their « level of development » in the routine sense of their superficial « modernization ». New England, Spanish colonial America, the plantation slavery colonies, Africa that supplied slave labour, the Ottoman Empire and China (after its « opening up ») which were gradually integrated into exchanges centred on Europe, colonized India and Indonesia are no less differentiated and « unequal » than the Third World of the present.


    The « rediscovery » of this utter commonplace of the current diversity of the Third World, unequal growth rates in the contemporary era and particularly of industrialization, of the variety of roles played in the world system (suppliers of raw materials, of manpower or of manufactured goods, etc.) does not take the reflection far. The use of this commonplace, true of every age, to counter « the so-called theory of the centre and the periphery », or « the existence of the Third World » does not respond to any question worth asking.


    If, likewise, one wants to make an abstraction from the succession of distinct phases in capitalist expansion and in inequality of development in all its phases and in the system as a whole, some broad general trends that define the capitalist mode may be highlighted. At least three obvious ones : the development of the forces of production, the intensification of « inter-dependence » (exchanges of all kinds) that we categorize as « transnationalization » or « worldwide expansion », the generalization of a certain number of forms characteristic of capitalism (wage labour, urbanization, certain kinds of organization of labour and of ownership of the means of production etc.).


    Stressing these general and common trends is an easy matter and of dubious benefit to an understanding of concrete reality and the prospects for the system in question.


    For instance, who could deny the development of the forces of production as a whole in the apparently advanced or backward regions? So, saying that capitalism dooms to stagnation such and such a region (the colonies or the periphery, for example), necessarily runs counter to an essential truth : the constructive dynamic of the capitalist mode of production. But in my opinion no one has seriously argued this. On the contrary, what one might say is that in such and such a phase of capitalism, such and such a region playing such and such a specific role may by virtue of the fact effectively be doomed to temporary stagnation or even decline. This proposition, frequently manifested in history, is very different from the formulation given above, which provides an excuse for those who deny the specificity (and inequality) of the roles by readily putting forward the — abstract — trend towards effective change in the long term.


    A one-sided observation on the « positive » character of the development of the forces of production without a concern for the class character of this development — (in conventional terms « Development for whom? »), either generally (since it concerns capitalism) or concretely, that is to say in a given phase of capitalist expansion and for a particular region playing particular roles in that expansion — is to make an ideological, non-scientific, choice of accepting capitalism as the long-term means (for centuries, a millenium?) of « solving the problems of humankind ». One should note another ideological choice that is likewise available : the social contradictions associated with the development of the forces of production permit a response to the problems of societies in the perspective of their future viewed from various angles, according to the outlook of the observer.


    The gradual intensification of transnationalization is likewise a common-place. One might even argue that it tends to wipe out the autonomy of the regions, nations or peoples, constitutive states of the system. But to conclude that political action must submit to its demands since it represents an insurmountable force and it is unrealistic, or utopianly reactionary to reject the consequences, is likewise to make an ideological choice in favour of the « civilizing influence » of capitalism. It is to make an implicit supposition that this intensified transnationalization operates in the same way and with the same effects on the various components of the system. Nothing could be more wrong than this hypothesis if one admits that the specific roles played by this or that component offer the peoples and social classes profoundly different prospects, again in the horizon of a foreseeable future defining the consciousness and political and social attitudes of the historical subjects.


    Observation of the general development of the organizational forms of capitalism does not take one much further. Certainly capitalism does tend to « homogenize » the world, and talk about the contemporary effects of transnational communication, of « Americanization » in such or such area of social behaviour, etc., is easy talk for the mass circulation magazines. One must obviously go beyond these mere appearances, since at this level the world can always be seen in the shape of a more or less regular pyramid, where quantitative difference seems the only criterion of grading. If one chooses this or that criterion of classification, an artificial criterion (income per head as modern economic statisticians measure it), or even a partial criterion (level of industrialization, or the number of telephones per 100 inhabitants, etc.), as there are obvious correlations between most of these criteria, one will discover no more than one already knew : capitalist expansion exists.


    For the two real questions, and the genuine difficulties for social science, are outside these trivialities. The two questions are :


    First, does quantitative scale of continuing appearance hide qualitative differences? What are the criteria for the latter? Are they of the same character from one phase to another of capitalist history or do they move from one sphere of reality to another? Are the eventual boundaries between the qualitative groups relatively stable or mobile? In particular are there « intermediate » situations? Do they form the rule or the exception?


    Second, does the expansion of the system as a whole entail a tendency to see the more backward regions belatedly reproduce the same type of development as the more advanced regions have previously experienced? Can this trend be « accelerated », to allow « overtaking »? Or the reverse, from one phase to another of the history of the system, is it impossible to reduce the types of development of the various segments to the same basic model?


    Unfortunately the contemporary debates on « development theory », useful as they are for a better appreciation of this or that aspect of the problems, are, in our opinion, fairly confused1. Perhaps the reason is that the questions posed are not always clearly distinguished. In our opinion, the global critiques addressed to a supposed « dependency theory », the general anti-Third World declarations of the kind that « the development of the newly industrializing countries — NICs — demolishes the centre/periphery distinction », etc., do not help to a clear vision. These critiques make their work too easy by inventing an adversary ignorant of the characteristic dynamism of capitalism, and this adversary is easily defeated. By the same token, the difficult issues are removed from the debate.


    Answers to these two series of questions seem to us to lie within two families of vision and perspective of capitalist expansion.


    What seems the prevailing view is founded on two hypotheses. 1) The mode of capitalist production obeys the economic laws of a decisive power and an extreme force that tend to homogenize the world, that is, to establish the same kind of society everywhere, which calls on the development of the forces of production to the highest degree possible. 2) The backwardness of some in regard to others must be attributed in essence to causes internal to the various historical formations, that is, to their class dynamic, more or less hostile or sympathetic to the emergence and domination of capitalist relations.


    Is this general view of capitalist expansion accurate? More precisely, are the fundamental hypotheses on which it is based sufficient? The critique of the prospect of homogenization of the world by capitalism stems from the observation that not only has this not been achieved, even in crude terms, by the five centuries of history of this expansion, but it is also not on the agenda for the foreseeable future. Is not the assertion that this would be impossible made innocently by those who believe they have perceived that Western levels of consumption cannot be shared by the whole of humankind as there are inadequate resources on the globe? So, saying that the trend to homogenization is the decisive force and that heterogeneity is only transitory must surely take all meaning from the concept of transition, as it refers to a transition that has been coexisting with capitalism since its origins.


    One must therefore discuss the character and causes of the permanence of unequal development, on which there are differing views, and not evade the debate by the simple declaration of an abstract tendency for capitalism to spread.


    The common ground of the critics of the prevailing view is founded on the hypothesis that the world capitalist system cannot be reduced to a juxtaposition of autonomous « national » (or local) formations, since the structure and role of these local formations do themselves depend on the structure of the world system and on the play of forces that determine its global evolution. In these circumstances, the dynamic of local formations is not determined exclusively by their internal conflicts. Social classes are not defined exclusively by their position in the local system but — and no less significantly — by their relationship to the range of forces operating on a world scale. The internal forces/external forces distinction is therefore artificial and reductionist : all social forces are internal once the unit of study is the world system and not merely its local components.


    Within the framework of this general hypothesis one should situate the concepts of « centre » and « periphery » on the basis of which the theory of unequal development in the world system has been built up. An outline of the imbalance that characterizes centre-periphery relations might run as follows : in the centres, the process of accumulation of capital is controlled principally by the dynamic of internal social relations, reinforced by external relations at their disposal; in the peripheries, the process of accumulation of capital is derived principally from the evolution of the centres, grafted and in some way « dependent » on that evolution. We shall come back to the meaning of this general definition, its content and historical forms.


    The real question is whether this division of local formations into « central » and « peripheral », which supposes a qualitative distinction, and not merely quantitative differences, makes sense or not. The various responses to this question, posed explicitly here but often implicit, divide the camps. Nobody denies the global « interdependence » of local formations, or even their inequality within the former. In a general sense, any process of accumulation depends both on the internal dynamic and the external constraints. This is equally true for France, Brazil, Rwanda, regardless of their level of development. It is even true for the most advanced capitalist country that eventually achieves a position of hegemony : accumulation in Great Britain in the 19th century, in the United States nowadays, is not unconnected to the relations these countries enjoy with the rest of the world. The partisans of the vision and perspective under consideration argue that the « internal decisions »/ » external constraints » mixture will be differently proportioned for some and for others : the external constraint is less burdensome (perhaps) for Japan than for Brazil, for Brazil than for Ghana; but there is no qualitative difference. We revert to the pyramidal image of the world, stratified in successive layers in a continuum that it would be artificial to divide into qualitatively different categories.


    There are obvious correlations between the various aspects of « development ». Thus the pyramidal classification according to levels of income per head for example corresponds, approximately, to the classification of regions and countries according to the degree of external dependence for accumulation and vulnerability to external constraints. As, moreover, the system is characterized by constant dynamism and the growth of its various segments is always unequal, with nations holding varying positions in the pyramid, the conclusion was drawn that the degree of « external dependence » is itself, and for everyone, relative and variable.


    Moreover, the development of the system as a whole entails the ever closer integration of each of its segments, or in other words the degree of transnationalization is accentuated from one phase of history to the other. But this intensification would mean the same for some as for the others, with the result that France, Brazil and Rwanda are to some extent more vulnerable nowadays to global constraints than they were half a century ago.


    The theses that reject the view under consideration of a continuum do not only insist upon the « specificities » of each local formation (nobody denies these). They argue that there really are qualitative differences that entail differing futures in the development of the system as a whole. The character of these qualitative differences will be considered later.


    One must recognize this difference of perspective. For the prevailing vision and perspective under consideration implies the recognition of the trend to homogenization, in relative inequality, just as it assigns the position of the various formations in the pyramid structure, itself variable, in the light only of the internal conditions of these formations. By contrast, the theory of unequal development seeks an alternative explanation, in the dynamic of the system as a whole, for the reproduction of inequality from one phase to another. It urges the polarity of the system, that is to say a simultaneous coalescing around one or more central kernels on the one hand, and on the other hand the constitution around this or these kernels of a nebula of satellites that are not « coalescing ». In other words, « development » and « underdevelopment », in the descriptive sense of these vulgarized expressions, are organically linked and constitute the locus and direction of the same worldwide global development. But then one has to show why and how the processes can exist and constantly remain of coalescence on the one hand and disintegration on the other; why the first prevails in some cases and the second in others. One must also take on board the challenge represented by the « intermediate » situations, that one might provisionally categorize as « semi-peripheries » and recognize if they form the exception or the rule, if they are « on the way to becoming central formations » or not, etc.


    At this stage and before considering the answers to these questions, one must refrain from crystallizing the positions further. In this area there are not two « theories », more or less complete and coherent or supposedly such, in opposition. The scientific method, « the school of thought », does not necessarily lead to such and such a conclusion. Conventional analysis, in terms of neo-classical economics, functional sociology and empirical political science, the structuralist analyses, those of one or more Marxisms (and « neo-Marxisms ») are used by various people and lead to often divergent solutions, whatever the methods of analysis adopted.


    It might be added that the logic inherent to neo-classical economics does not encourage one to pose the kind of questions discussed here. Neo-classical economics takes no notice of history and recognizes only the supposedly universal economic laws that take effect with immutable force, bringing an almost inevitable development (that we categorize as capitalist). The backwardness of certain nations in this type of development must therefore be attributed to a refusal — political, ideological or social — to submit to the demands of these universal laws. As one can see, Marxism, accused of being economistic, is infinitely less so than the philosophy of neo-classical economics. This fundamental economism is scarcely extenuated by the explanation of the inequalities and historical backwardness, relegated to disciplines separate from economics : functionalist sociology or empirical political science.


    But Marxism itself may give rise to readings that are not entirely different in the conclusions they inspire. The economic laws in question, stripped of their pretensions to universality and revealed as laws of capitalist accumulation, are likewise then regarded as the implacable driving force that leads to homogenization of the world by the development of the forces of production on the basis of generalized capitalist relations of production.


    In any case, once this viewpoint is accepted, it would seem idle, or reactionary, to oppose this development, even if capitalist, of the forces of production. Since it would be preparing the objective conditions necessary for the transition to socialism, in the « economistic » reading of Marxism. Among other factors, resistance to this development in the name of preservation of national autonomy for example would be illusory and in the end negative. A hymn to universality characterizes this view of the expansion of capitalism.


    What can one say to counter this view and its theoretical justification, formulated by schools of thought as far apart as the ones enumerated here? Is there a theory — that described as the « dependency theory » of the 1960s and 1970s, for example — that would take account of the permanence of the reproduction of the centre/periphery imbalance?2 I do not think one can draw that conclusion. We shall return later to this term « dependency » which carries all the uncertainties and ambiguities of its common usage. But, apart from the squabbles — of scant interest — over words and labels, the corpus of analyses produced to counter the prevailing view does not constitute a general theory. First because these analyses draw on fundamentally diverse methods : structuralist. Marxist or « neo-Marxist », sometimes even borrowing from neo-classical economics some of its tools of partial analysis, then because the partial results of these critical analyses lie in various fields, without there always being a concern to integrate them, or may even be contradictory.


    The supposed « dependency theory » in question is no more than a first attempt to reject the prospect of implacable and homogenizing capitalist expansion. The Leninist theory of imperialism was assigned the same critical objective and drew significant conclusions about the political strategy of the struggle for socialism. But here one cannot talk of a single, unique « theory of imperialism ». Rosa Luxemburg for example argued that capitalist accumulation necessarily implied relations of exchange between capitalist society on the one hand and pre-capitalist social formations on the other. In other words, she concluded that the (fully capitalist) centre and the (incompletely capitalist) periphery formed two sub-groups necessarily associated through all the stages of capitalist expansion. Lenin criticized this analysis at a theoretical level, without denying the actual existence of the relations in question. By contrast, he stressed what seemed new to him, in regard to the formation of monopolies, the export of capital, the colonial division of the world and the conflict of imperialisms. But he left standing an ambiguity on the effects of this evolution at the level of the social and revolutionary prospect. On the one hand, he indicated the relationship existing, in his view, between « reformism » and the establishment of « the labour aristocracy ». But on the other hand, he praised a work in which Nikolai Bukharin asserts that imperialism unifies the world labour market and thereby tends to equalize salary levels within the system as a whole. We have drawn attention to this observation that often goes unnoticed3.


    These analyses of imperialism — in the absence of a (single, unique) theory of it — have, in our opinion, represented a great step forward and not, as is too lightly said now, an error. Certainly these analyses are not made in the abstract, but are part of the actual state of the world system of the time. Is it necessary to repeat that until the aftermath of the Second World War, that is during nearly three quarters of a century, the whole system was fundamentally characterized by this dichotomy of industrialized imperialist centres in conflict over colonial and semi-colonial peripheries, with all its implications? Clearly, as always, some have succumbed to the temptation of eternalizing the historical aspects peculiar to this dichotomy, the colonial status of the peripheries for example, or their restriction to agricultural or mining specialization, or the relative blockade on the development of the forces of production, or even the conflict of imperialisms. But these historical forms of the dichotomy, albeit characteristic of the system from 1880 to 1945, are not those that define it today : the Third World is composed of independent states, industrialization is in train (although unequally). American hegemony has excluded some previous forms of conflict of imperialisms, etc. Is it necessary to reject the validity of the analysis of imperialism to return to the view of a continual and homogenizing expansion of capitalism? Or rather to go further and to see why and how unequal development entered a new phase?


    It was attempted with the renewal of analyses in the 1960s and 1970s hastily dubbed « dependency theory ». Here too, the methods, viewpoints, spheres and phenomena analysed and conclusions reached are too varied for one to be able globally — and idly — to accept or reject this supposed theory that does not exist. The choice of the term « dependency » was certainly unfortunate and has lent itself to over-easy enthusiasms or rejections. For worldwide diffusion is characteristic of the system at all stages of its expansion and is even intensified from one phase to another. Accordingly, « interdependence » and by extension « unequal interdependence » among unequals, hence « dependency », are neither new factors, nor clearly defined concepts. With the help of economism, the attempt to measure this « dependency » by purely statistical means — proportion of external trade in the GDP, source of capital, etc. — has too often drawn the discussion on to ground of limited interest. The expression has had successful moments, notably in Latin America whose literature is better known in Europe and the United States than is the production from other regions of the Third World. This, taken with the success of the structuralist school on that continent, is perhaps the source of the confusion that has allowed critics to deal with a supposed « dependency theory » as a coherent and complete whole. In Africa and Asia, the expression has been used less crudely, thanks perhaps to a certain classicism of Marxist language, which preferred to use the expressions « neo-colonial » or « comprador ».


    Once again, whatever the terminology employed, the fields of analyses covered have been broad and the benefits significant. There is no question here of making a survey, however sketchy, of these researches, still less a critical examination. The enumeration is purely to indicate the variety : discussions on unequal exchange and the relations between labour productivity and remuneration, analyses of the agrarian crisis and the migration from the countryside to the towns, analyses of the so-called phenomenon of « marginalization » (urbanization without adequately intensive industrialization), case studies of so-called « dependent » industrialization (through ownership of capital, technology or the sources of accumulation) of its relationships to the control of accumulation, and its forms (import substitution, free zones and segmented delocalization, etc.), characterization of the historical formation of the local bourgeoisie and the state and their relations with the classes of earlier epochs and to world capital, etc. In all these fields, the viewpoints and conclusions have rarely been divided. The discussions have been lively and there has been no shortage of serious critiques.


    By contrast, it seems almost impossible to take seriously the « global critiques » that have become fashionable of rejecting out of hand « dependency theory », the concepts of centres and peripheries, and denying the existence of the Third World, etc. This kind of critique is perhaps only a by-product of the university inflation typical of our time. With the obligation to produce something, certain people, instead of playing an active part in seeking positive answers to the questions posed by the real world, over-specialize perhaps in the easier exercise of the critique. Far too much of this literature filling countless journals is content with vague and spurious accusations : « dependency theory » neglects concrete analysis (!) or social relations (!!) or the diversity of the Third World (!!!), etc. Sticking to these analytical progressions, our critics are content to fall back purely and simply on to the (highly abstract!) « theory » of the tendency of capitalist expansion (a reality nobody disputes) to homogenize the world... To take the discussion forward, it may be useful to begin with a definition of the character of the concepts of « centres » and « peripheries ».


    « Centres » are a product of history. In certain regions of the capitalist system, history has allowed the establishment of a national bourgeois hegemony (we shall explain the meaning of the qualification) and a state that we should also categorize as national capitalist. The bourgeoisie and the bourgeois state are here indivisible : only a so-called « liberal » ideology could fly in the face of reality and speak of a capitalist economy as an abstraction of the state. For example the decision to raise interest rates, the economic foundation of the American counter-offensive, is a decision of the state and not, as Reagonomics presents it, the spontaneous expression of market forces. The bourgeois state is national when it controls the process of accumulation, admittedly within the limits of external constraints, but only when these constraints are rendered highly relative by virtue of its own capacity to react to their action, or to participate in their creation.


    « Peripheries » are defined in purely negative terms : they are the regions that, within the world capitalist system, are not established as centres. Accordingly they are the countries and regions that do not have local control of the process of accumulation, which is therefore mainly shaped by external constraints. The peripheries are not therefore « stagnant », although their development is not similar to that characteristic of the centres in the successive stages of the global expansion of capitalism. The bourgeoisie and local capital are not necessarily absent from the local political and social scene, and the peripheries are not synonymous with « pre-capitalist societies ». The state may be absent in the formal sense (the colonial case), but is not necessarily so (today nearly all the countries of the Third World are constituted as independent states). But the existence of the state in the formal sense is not synonymous with the national capitalist state, even if the local bourgeoisie is broadly in control of the apparatus, in so far as it does not control the process of accumulation.


    There is no shadow of doubt as to the coexistence within the world capitalist system, at every stage of global development, of « centres and peripheries », according to this definition. It is easily proven. So the question does not lie with this acknowledgment. The real — and less obvious — question is whether the peripheries are « on the way to becoming new centres ». More precisely the question is whether the forces operating in the global system are working in this direction, or on the contrary working against it. And hence the changes these forces undergo from one stage to another of the development of the system as a whole.


    We shall later go further into the meaning of the expression « control of accumulation ». It means, we repeat, control by the local bourgeoisie and their state over five essential conditions of the process of accumulation :


    –	the reproduction of the labour force (this supposes at a first stage that the state policy ensures agricultural development capable of producing surplus foodstuffs in sufficient quantities and at prices compatible with the demands of a return on capital, and at a second stage that the mass production of wage goods can simultaneously accompany the expansion of capital and that of the wages pool);


    –	the centralization of the surplus (this supposes not only the formal existence of national financial institutions but also their relative autonomy in relation to the flow of transnational capital), ensuring national capacity to direct its investment;


    –	the market (largely reserved in fact for national production, even in the absence of heavy tariffs or other protection) and the complementary capacity to be competitive on the world market, at least for selected products;


    –	natural resources (this supposes, in addition to their formal ownership, the national state’s capacity to mine them or to keep them as reserves; in this sense the oil-producing countries do not have such control as they are not in fact free to « turn off the tap » — even if they should prefer to keep the oil in their sub-soil rather than possess financial resources of which they could at any moment be expropriated;
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