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ABSTRACT

This dissertation examines Western views on the
relations between the West and the rest of the world in
order to discover explanations for the origins of the
economic inequalities between nations as manifested in the
contemporary division between the developed and the
underdeveloped countries. This research is focussed on
three distinct chronological and intellectual phases: 1)
"perception of differences" (from classical Antiquity to the
18th century); 2) Eurocentrism and the anti-imperialist
reaction (19th century and up to World War II); and 3)
capitalist "developmentalism” and the Marxist general theory
of economic imperialism (after WWII). The first two phases
trace the sources and the evolution of the concepts
underlying the theories analysed in the third part, which is
the principal and most extensive of the three. The third
phase also includes an investigation of the most recent
reactions within the developmentalist and the Marxist camps
against, respectively, the so-called orthodoxy of
development economics and dependency theory. It synthesizes
contemporary research on the development of West European
capitalism insofar as it sheds light on long-term influences
on the appearance of underdevelopment. Aside from the
systematic discussion and  <criticism of the theories
themselves, the research yields a "unified field" approach
to the problems and issues of wunderdevelopment, and it
further allows a summatory evaluation of the general
question of the possibilities of over-all Third World
economic development.
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The main purpose of this dissertation is the search for
theories and explanations on the origins of the economic
inequality between nations. Inherent to this search was the
contemporary concept of underdevelopment, and this led to
focussing on successive Western "systems of
conceptualization" on the relations between the West and the
rest of the world, which in turn determined the
chronological structure and the final form of the
dissertation.

It is divided into five chapters: the first two, which
refer summarily to pre-19th century Western cultural
relativism and to 19th-century Eurocentrism, are mainly
devoted to the Marx/Engels theory of the Asiatic mode of
production and its repercussions and to the anti-imperialist
reaction against Eurocentrism, initiated and inspired by the
theoretical synthesis of J.A. Hobson; and the last three,
which cover the post-WW2 era, principally concern the birth
and evolution of development studies and the different
versions of the contemporary theory of economic imperialism
or dependency theory.

Chapter 1 introduces the concept of perception of
differences to define the dominant Western intercultural
perception, going back to the Classical Greek cradle of
European culture. Perception of differences engendered
principally environmental theories to explain cultural
diversity, although "ordinary" ethnocentricity was not
absent from Western attitudes and it was best expressed in
the valorative, political concept of Oriental or Asiatic
despotism. From conceptual threads antedating the 19th
century and with the active collaboration and support of
F.Engels, K.Marx proposed the Asiatic mode of production in
the context of his theory of historical stages to account
for Asian, principally Indian, economic stagnation. The AMP
was complementary to the Marxist idea that capitalism was a
relatively progressive MOP and that it could be transplanted
to pre-capitalist societies. These tendencies in Marx's
thought were carried to self-defeating extremes by



K.Wittfogel and B.Warren. At the end of chapter 1, we
especially stress the importance of the theory of the

environmental influence on economic performance.

Perception of differences and cultural relativism came
a cropper with the rise of Western Europe to economic world
hegemony significantly during the 18th century and
decisively during the 19th century. In chapter 2, we
explore briefly the implications of Eurocentrism as a
tentative explanation of intercultural inequalities, as
perceived from a strictly Western optic. Eurocentrism is
grounded on the complementary ideas of racism and social
Darwinism, but it is mainly a tautological affirmation of
superiority, and as such it provoked a strong critical
reaction in anti-imperialism and the specific theory of
economic imperialism. This theory was virtually pre-empted
by Marxist thinkers, who elaborated revolutionary theses
based upon on it and on Marxist concepts. neither as Hobson
expressed it nor in its Marxist formulations, however, was
it very convincing in explaining the concrete process of
late-19th century colonialist world expansion, mainly
expressed in the European scramble for Africa. Economic
imperialism became a communist political slogan and banner
after the Bolshevik revolution in the deliberations,
activities, and congresses of the Comintern, the Third
Communist International, which fulfilled an influential
bridging role between the specific theory of economic
imperialism and the general theory elaborated after WW2 and
known as dependency theory. In Europe and at approximately
the same time as the anti-imperialist reaction, the process
of the development of Western capitalism, perceived without
the double intellectual stigmas of racism and social
Darwinism, became a legitimate subject of research, and this
has led in our times to an interesting and productive path
in the exploration of international economic inequality.

Social Darwinism and racism, as the basic ideological
components of Eurocentrism, were discredited by two world

wars, one catastrophic world economic depression, and the
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brutal excesses of Nazism, After WW2, there was a rapid
acceptance in the West of the tendency to perceive the
capitalist world as divided by economic rather than cultural
or political inequalities. The expression of this attitude
is best discovered in the concept of underdevelopment, which
is the cornerstone of the academic discipline of development
economics. Chapter 3 seeks out the'origins and traces the
evolution of development economics and of development
studies in general. In order to do this, it places the
Western concern with underdevelopment and economic
development in its necessary post-war historical context.
It divides the process of development studies into various
chronological stages embodying 1increasing degrees of
disenchantment. On the question of the origins of
international economic inequality, "Western" development
studies exhibit a tendency towards moderate and rational
Eurocentrism through an artificially ahistorical attitude
which posits the endogenous causation of economic
backwardness. Even though development economics was to a
significant degree a Western capitalist strategy to combat
revolutionary subversion in underdeveloped countries, it had
been adumbrated in those countries before its formal
configuration and furthermore theorists from those countries
were influential during the period of gestation and all
along the historical process of developmentalism, as the
doctrine of development economics can be legitimately
termed.

Chapter 4 has a necessarily contrapuntal relation to
the previous chapter. Just as development studies were
begotten as a humane, enlightened form of Eurocentrism in
relation to underdevelopment, so dependency theory was the
Marxist approach to Third World issues as derivation from
the Marxist versions of the specific theory of economic
imperialism. However, unlike development studies, where one
can perceive a straightforward ideological trunk, Marxist
theory presents complicated problems of classification. The
concept itself of dependency has a 1long and ambiguous
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semantical history having been employed at different times
and in different <contexts to signify either total
colonialist subjection or a status involving considerable
margin for political action. Likewise, dependency theory
has different, sometimes self-contradictory, avatars, and
insofar as it postulates a structural view of economic
retardation, it goes against the grain of the Marxist notion
of the expansion and progressive impact of international
capitalism. However, dependency theory, which can within
reason be traced originally to the Russo-Americna economist
P.A.Baran, is the paradigm for theories on the origins of
international economic inequality in that it deliberately
and purposively tackles the issues involved and actually
proposes long-term historical explanations of economic
backwardness. Perhaps more even than orthodox developmental
doctrine, dependency theory was wholeheartedly adopted by
Third World ideologues because it seemed to respond ideally
to Third World queries and, possibly also, to Third World
insecurities.

Developmentalism and dependency theory are
fundamentally incompatible even when they seem to converge
on certain policy issues concerning Third World economies.
In addition, both developmentalism and dependency theory
came under fire almost from their beginnings from critics
within their own political camps, that is, developmentalists
from capitalist critics and dependency theorists from
Marxist critics. These diverse areas of discrepancy and
debate came to a head during the 70s and they resulted in
what we have termed in chapter 4 as the "overthrow of the
orthodoxies". This chapter describes the different debates
involving developmentalism and dependency theory. It also
attempts a general critique of dependency theory. It does a
brief survey of the Western alternatives to developmental
doctrine. The chapter closes with considerations on long-
view historical research into the development of the West,
which, on the 1issue of comparative non-Western economic
retardation, ironically leads back to two fundamental pre-
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19th century concepts associated with perception of
differences: the concept of environmental causation or
influence and the concept of political despotism.

The conclusion very briefly classifies and surveys the
principal explanations advanced in the thesis on the origins
of international economic inequality and it deduces that
nothing in them precludes the possibility of achieving a
reasonable degree of economic development for today's Third
World.

As the thesis unfolds, it attempts and hopefully
achieves various objectives. The primary one is
establishing the validity of the concept itself of theories
on the origins of the economic inequality between nations.
The foundation for this claim is the parallel and often
interwoven ideological histories of developmentalism and
dependency theory. Nothwithstanding their radical
antagonism, their field of action is the same. However,
they are not to deal with conjointly in the literature, and
that is something we have tried to do on the basis of the
idea of the origins of international economic inequality.
In doing this, we have also gone back to search for the
original, and in some cases, the genuine sources for those
theories, which again is not a subject that the literature
usually wundertakes in more than a summarist or casual
fashion. The thesis offers clarifications on the use of
concepts and terms, some of which we anticipate in this
introduction, and in particular, it presents a "taxonomy" of
the theories involved in the Western concern with the issues
of international economic inequality. Last but not 1least,
at a juncture in time when the orthodoxies of
developmentalism and dependency seem to have virtually run
out to steam, the thesis proposes a rational and plausible
analytical approach to this development and it provides a
brief and direct but not wuncritical analysis of the
alternatives to those orthodoxies.

The question of a priori definitions is crucial in a
dissertation dealing mainly in ideas and their evolution.
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Certain concepts and some omissions from the start require
and are susceptible to definition and justification.
"International economic inequality" refers to the economic
differences between the advanced capitalist nations and the
vast, heterogenous intercontinental bloc of the "capitalist"”
underdeveloped countries, and not to issues of inequality
between the capitalist and the communist blocs, or within
the communist world itself. Underdevelopment is
conventionally defined in per capita income terms, as in the
accompanying per capita GNP international statistical
pyramid. (Table 1) The dissertation does not specifically
deal with the complications involved in the concepts of
human equality and inequality in general. It assumes
equality for all peoples, by which we mean that any human
group, whether nation or race, is capable of the highest
achievements (conventionally defined) attained by any single
one of them.

Two significant deliberate omissions from the text
merit consideration: the anthropological concept of culture
and the so-called communist world. The principal reason why
anthropology is not considered as such in this dissertation
on theories on international economic inequality, has to do
with the fact that its two contributions to the subject:
environmental theory and the concept itself of culture, are
not original, and all anthropology does--in this specific
connection, we must underline--is reinforce or document
ideas proposed or elaborated in other fields of study, and
these ideas are subsumed in the thesis in the explorations
of disciplines and schools of thought that make higher
cultures, nations, and blocs of nations their subject in a
way that anthropology does not. The exclusion of communist
nations can be justified on two grounds: 1) the relative
inapplicability to them of the theories defined and studied
here, and 2) the prima facie special character of the
problems of inequality within the "communist world".

To close this "Preface", we shall offer two wuseful
comments on terminology. In dealing with the relations
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TABLE 1

THE PER CAPITA GNP PYRAMID (exc. Communist countries)

Countries with GNP/P of over $12,000 5
(exc. OPEC)

Countries with GNP/P between $6,000 and $11,999 15
(exc. OPEC; inc. Hong Kong, Singapore, and
Trinidad and Tobago)

Countries with GNP/P between $1,500 and $5,999 19
(inc. OPEC, Spain, Ireland, Israel, Greece,
South Africa and Yugoslavia)

Countries with GNP/P between $500 and $1,499 24
(inc. OPEC)

Countries with GNP/P between $120 and $499 28

Over 512,000

Between S6000 and S11,999

Between $1500 and $5,999

“Between 3500 and 51499

“Between 5120 and 5499

Source: World Development Report 1985
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between the advanced capitalist countries and the rest of
the world a considerable degree of ambiguity often
insinuates itself into the use of the related concepts of
colonization, colonialism, imperialism, and economic
imperialism, a problem which is further complicated by the
elevation in our days of the idea of dependence to the rank
of a theory related to all the previous concepts.
Colonization is the least problematical of the lot as it has
the relatively unambiguous sense of the peopling or settling

of "new lands and there exists besides the verb "to
colonialize” in the sense of converting nations and
societies into colonies. Since to justify our decisions on
usages would mean going into another lengthy essay, and
since they have the sanction of wide acceptance anyway, we
shall simply state that by colonialism--always in context,
in this case as in all the others--we refer to the practices
of Western powers in colonialized lands since the beginning
of European overseas expansion in the 15th century. We
realize, of course, that England colonialized Ireland in the
17th century, that the Hapsburgs and the Ottomans
colonialized the Balkans, and that Russia colonialized
central Asia, but, since for reasons beyond our choosing,
most Western theory on colonialism deals only marginally
with these historical expressions of colonialism, we must
insist on our reference to Western overseas or
intercontinental colonialist expansion, although we do not
incline to apply the term colonialism to the former British
colonies of settlement, including the Atlantic seaboard
colonies of North America, which are colonies in the Greek
sense, perhaps in the purest sense, of colonized
territories. Over and above the use of "imperialism" and
"imperialist" to designate late-19th century European
colonialist expansion, we prefer the perfectly legitimate
academic term "economic imperialism”, which, however, we
employ at times--in accordance with a line of argumentation
clearly expounded in the thesis--in the same sense as
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colonialism. We accept the standard definition of informal
imperialism, but always with the economic connotation.

Finally, we use the terms "peoples™ and
"nations" interchangeably, but not extensively to "tribes"
or "savages", and the concepts of "higher cultures”,
"hochkulturen", and "civilizations" as denoting the same
formal reality, preferring the first two over
"civilizations", which despite or because of the affinity
for it of French authors, such as F. Braudel, and of world
historians, such as A. Toynbee, reverberates with a
solemnity that does not seem to accord with banausic yet
rock-solid economic continuities.
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CHAPTER 1

PERCEPTION OF DIFFERENCES, EUROCENTRISM, AND MARX'S ASIATIC
MODE OF PRODUCTION
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During most of recorded history humanity at any one
time has been divided into a scattering of high cultures
which competed or warred on their frontiers or when probing
the interstices between them by sea or by land but which
mostly kept to themselves in self-complacent if struggle-
ridden isolation until the 15th century A.D., when the
overall pattern started to crack under the weight of
European expansion, Nevertheless, up to the 18th century
Europe could not claim to be more than a primus inter pares
with a towering but subjective sense of its own superiority.
This had changed dramatically by the middle of the 19th
century: Europe by then could not only back its pretensions
to superiority with a string of conquests and armed feats
stretching to the coast of China and the ramparts of Edo: it
could and did arrogate to itself the condition of being the
civilization par excellence. The matrix which gives form to
the capitalist world system in our time became possible with
the virtual completion of the process of world integration
by the West towards the end of the 19th century. Western
capitalist civilization had conquered the world and was
imposing its wvalues and mores on it. This was indeed the
culmination of its ascent to absolute superiority. Even as
it got there, though, it was already under fire from within
itself and early into the 20th century it hived off what in
Toynbeean terms is a related but antagonistic revolutionary
society in Russia. At the same time Western supremacy was
being resented, resisted, and sometimes fought in subject
and dependent 1lands. In the aftermath of World War II,
Western ethnocentricity had blended with the wider concept
of economic development in the specific form of
industrialization, and the rest of the world--with the
exception of Japan and of the communist bloc--was being
categorized under the general concept of underdevelopment.
Development and underdevelopment, like world integration and
the world capitalist matrix, are coterminous and mutually
reinforcing, in fact, two sides of the same world historical
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process which seems to have been leading towards a synthesis
of complex disparities.

The process had its beginning in the dawn of Classical
Greece, around the 6th century B.C., when the first of an
unbroken series of European cultural formations became
intensely aware of the wider world around it. The Greeks
themselves were a divided nation neighbouring on older if
fragile empires. Greek Asia Minor was conquered by Persian
satraps and on two occasions Greece itself almost succumbed
to Persian invasion. The Greeks were hardly in a position
to press claims of absolute superiority over other cultures
and what they in effect perceived were the marked
differences that separated their own politically disjointed
culture from those of other nations. This "perception of
differences" was to become the fundamental 1leit-motif in
Western attitudes towards alien cultures until the onset of
unchallenged Eurocentrism--the idea of the exceptionality
and absolute superiority of Western civilization--in the
19th century. The fundamental reason for the durability of
this outlook in the West was the same as in ancient Greece:
where there are no clear victors, there can hardly be loud
boasting. Perception of differences, however, was in no way
incompatible with what for lack of a better designation can
be called normal ethnocentricity--the collective self-esteem
which is part and parcel of every culture--and if the Greeks
despite their vulnerability never renounced their claims to
superiority, it is hardly surprising that this was also a
constant parallel theme to perception of differences in
Western civilization. In fact, the Western perception of
differences emerges over a background cacophony of blasting
and blustering only because of the clarity of its timbre and
the force of its logic. Perception of differences 1led
directly to environmental theory, which affirms that human
beings are influenced crucially if not actually determined
by the physical world around them, and environmental or
climatic theory held good in the West for the explanation of
the intercultural perception of differences until it was
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superseded by the more gratifying and self-righteous notion
of its own material and moral superiority. The point that
should be emphasized is that the environment and the notion
that it influenced human groups decisively was the one idea
that was shared almost wuniversally by intercultural
observers and theorists in Europe during the long epoch of
the perception of differences. When with increasing
frequency during the 18th century and indubitably during the
19th, the West categorised all cultures into superior and
inferior, reserving for itself the former category, the
environmental hypothesis lost a good deal of its relevance,
just as in our times, when economic development became the
basic module for international comparisons, the
superior/inferior dichotomy fell into disrepute in deference
to the idea and the desideratum of potential human equality.

ENVIRONMENT AND DESPOTISM

The general environmental hypothesis traces social
behaviour patterns and modes of thinking to the physical
conditions in which people live, specifically climate, soil
and geography. A further, subordinate extension of this
proposition contemplates the influence of the stars on human
behaviour, and constitutes the basic principle of astrology,
which however is a mostly discredited branch of the theory.
From this general point of view, the effects of the
environment are pervasive: they extend to physical,
intellectual, and moral qualities, and through these, affect
politics, society, and history. Environmental thinking of
this sort is both materialist and fatalist, for it is
grounded on the efficacy of the palpable: given one sort of
climate, you obtain certain precise moral qualities,
although there exists some ambiguity as to whether climate
imprints them indelibly or coaxes them out from people
circumstantially. Again, no human community can escape the
impact of its milieu and people are collectively determined
by it, yet, for one thing, physical circumstances do not
entirely cancel out individual free will, thus making moral
judgement possible, and for another, within the purview of
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this theory it is often possible to modify that impact
through wise choice in legislating. Although environmental
theory stems from the historical occurrence of intercultural
contacts, and therefore, is probably polygenetic, self-
perpetuating, and self-reinforcing, it is also true that the
strands of the theory that Classical Greece first spun and
wove together have been influential, and sometimes decisive,
throughout the intellectual history of the West. In the
writings of Montesquieu <can be found both the most
intricately deterministic statement of the environmental
hypothesis, and its most forthright limitation through the
agency of human design, although it is not humanity freely
shaping and modelling itself but observing and wusing the
effects of the environment to its own ends. Human beings,
in his view, can not make themselves. They can, however,
legislate for their own good against the vices that nature
cossets in them, as S.Bolivar, perhaps Montesquieu's most
distinguished pupil, proposed to the Congress of Angostura,
Venezuela, in 1820.1

If the theory of environmental determinism can be said
to be the ideal intellectual instantiation of pre-19th
century Western perceptions of cultural difference and
cultural relativism, the concomitant and associated idea of
political despotism probably best manifests the tendency
towards forthright Western ethnocentricity. Montesquieu
established the classical connection between the two with
his speculations on the origins of despotism in the central
Asian steppes--a concept so beguiling that the contemporary
economic historian E.L. Jones has made it the core of his
own disquisitions on the origins of inequality--, but the
association between environment and Asian despotism goes as
far back as Hippocrates, the Greek father of environmental
theory, and the historian Herodotus. In post-Renaissance
European thought the concept of Asiatic despotism became as
firmly entrenched as the linkage between nobiliary feudal
privileges and Western political forms, and the
juxtaposition environment/despotism, even though these are
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independent intellectual strands, 1is frequent in the
literature on intercultural comparisons. An observer such
as the 17th century French physician and traveller F.
Bernier, who wrote an influential chronicle on Mughal India,
cannot justifiably be excluded from the wide unbroken stream
of Western authors who used climate to explain cultural
traits, wusually with a bias in favour of their own
civilization. In any event, by the time A, Smith wrote his
The Wealth of Nations (1776), and established therein a
correlation between Asiatic governments and the maintenance

of public, specifically hydraulic, works for the benefit of
agriculture, all the elements were in place for an enquiry
on the origins of the West's economic advance over all other
cultures, once the evidence for this happening had become
manifest and indisputable. (Table 2) But before any serious
work on the subject could proceed, the West itself went
through a prolonged intellectual phase of hubris and intense

self—admiration.2

Despite the often explicit, but by no means unanimous,
pre-19th century Western denunciations of Oriental or Asian
despotism as a form of governance, despotism itself did not
necessarily connote weakness and in reality despotic empires
like the Ottoman were not up for easy grabs by Europe even
at the start of the 19th century. By then, however, India
had succumbed to British Power and J. Mill's celebrated
History of British India (1816), in which Indian
backwardness is confidently related to the deficiencies of

its 1legal practices, manifested an assertive tone of
absolute contempt. The idea that India was afflicted with
both lawlessness and despotic excess had been advanced
already by Bernier, who unlike Mill had actually been there,
but in the pen of the British historian this perception is
besmirched by wvitriol and it stands as a monumental
testimony not to its intrinsic scholarly achievements but on
the historical circumstances in which it was written. What
can be said unequivocally is that when Mill wrote on India
the world balance of strength had been altered radically in
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favour of Europe and the case for Eurocentrism was in the
way of obtaining a plea of nolo contendere from any rival
outlook in the West on non-Western cultures. It is not
unfair to say that the change from perception of differences
to outright Eurocentrism was gradual, determined by events
that seemed to occur in slow motion, but that, if the kernel
of Eurocentrism was imbedded in the nebulous start of the
process, the historical events that gave it definite
sanction were probably lagging in respect to the European
perception of its own superiority. By the time of the Opium
Wars and probably long before them, the change to the
unchallengeable Eurocentric vision had already Dbeen
accomplished. In Goethe and Hegel, in whom Eurocentrism is
perhaps less ordinary and less contemptuous than in Mill,
this attitude has the disheartening plangency of a
curtailmente of reason and yet it was as unavoidable as
doom. It was the 18th century that consecrated the triumph
of Eurocentrism with the accumulated evidence of centuries
of European travels, commerce, exploitation, and conquest.
The 19th century added the inflexion of self-righteousness
and disdain. But what exactly is Eurocentrism?3

EUROCENTRISM: RACISM PLUS SOCIAL DARWINISM

The combination of Western ethnocentricity and Western
material advantages over other cultures--expressed in
economic, military, and, political terms-, engendered the
cultural attitude which is known as Eurocentrism. In one
sense, Eurocentrism is a circular and self-justifying
affirmation of absolute cultural superiority. It has no
other foundation than strength and the "rights" of conquest.
In another, however, it 1is grounded on two signal
intellectual manifestations of 19th century Western thought:
racism and social darwinism, both again founded in part on
the evidence of Western progress and Western expansionism,
but with at least the semblance of rational justification.
In this particular sense, Eurocentrism would qualify as a
legitimate theory on the origins of intercultural and
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TABLE 2
MAJOR WESTERN HISTORICAL SOURCES FOR THE

DEFINITION OF ORIENTAL DESPOTISM
State property of land B3, M2
Lack of juridical restraint B1, B3, M2
Religious substitution for law M2
Absence of hereditary nobility M1, B2, M2
Servile Social Equality M2, H
Isolated village communities H
Public hydraulic works S, M2
Torrid climatic environment M2, M3
Historical immutability M2, H, M3

Key: Bl = J.Bodin; B2 = F,Bacon; B3 = F.Bernier;
H = Hegel; M1 = Machiavelli; M2 = Montesquieu;

M3 = J.Mill; S = A.Smith

Source: P.Anderson, The Lineages of the Absolutist

States (p. 472)
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international inequalities if it were not for its implicit
proviso that -equality, or some relativistic cultural
definition of equality, is simply inconceivable, and where
there is nothing to explain there can hardly subsist the
need to explain. Finally, and perhaps most significantly
over the 1long-haul, Eurocentrism embodies the wuniversal
creed of modernization and material progress. But this
perception is something that the world has come to accept as
gradually the more invidious aspects of Eurocentrism have

fallen by the wayside of history.4

Racism offers at least two handholds for analysis,
although the subject is admittedly too complex for facile
summarization. There 1is racist thinking, which 1is a
reflexive and patterned way of reacting to ordinary social
relations, events, and processes. It can be found in
association with normal ethnocentricity, and there probably
does not exist a culture that has not indulged in it in one
way or another. Western racial thinking, which derived a
great deal of its strength and influence from slavery and
slave trafficking, spread on the back of Western world
hegemony and Western conquest, and thus became a force that
far transcended the bounds of Western civilization. Racial
thought and racial discrimination in the West--excluding, of
course, certain notorious and isolated instances--no longer
count with legal or overt social sanctions, and although by
no stretch of the imagination can they be said to have
disappeared, at least they are no longer as respectable as
they once were. Doctrinaire racism, which for the sake of
brevity can be identified with pseudo-scientific theories
and world-historical interpretations that flourished in the
19th century and survived in etiolated or aberrant forms
into the 20th century, crumbled from the 1lack of solid
scientific foundations and from the revulsion of humankind
at the excesses that it nurtured and fostered. Social
Darwinism was perhaps marginally less intellectually
inviable than racism, although the indefeasible symbiosis
between them virtually assured that it could not prosper or
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even subsist without racism. To put it in a nutshell, and
as G, Lichtheim expressed it, social Darwinism is the
proposition that the weak deserve their fate. It is founded
on the ideas of the pervasiveness of struggle and of the
survival of the best and fittest. It was a going
proposition before the irruption of Darwin's biological
theories, but it gained considerable momentum from them,
principally from their adaptation to social theory by H.
Spencer although not insignificantly from Darwin's own
speculations on the ancestry of humanity. Social Darwinism
developed two distinct branches: a social branch, which had
a conservative tinge but became really influential only with
the elaboration of the theory of Eugenics by F. Galton and
K. Pearson, and an international branch, which was almost
spontaneously incorporated into imperialist theory and
doctrine. In considering the relevance of racism and social
Darwinism to Eurocentrism, it is not inaccurate or
unreasonable to posit that if racism was the invariant motif
throughout the 19th century in all manifestations involving
intercultural and international relations, then social
Darwinism provided the intellectual mechanics or dialectics
whereby racism was employed to proclaim Western superiority.
Unlike racism, which had a deep anchorage in cultural
prejudice, not to speak of human psychology, social
Darwinism died of almost instant death in the indecisive and
self-destructive carnage of WWl.>

As can be gathered from our reference to J. Mill, the
prevalence of Eurocentrism concomitant with Western world
hegemony did not signal the demise of the theories that had
been used in more relativistic times to explain cultural
differences, but there were important changes. What in
Montesquieu and many other authors, had been a theory on
environmental influence, in a 19th century writer and
traveller 1like E.W. Lane it had become an intellectual
reflex to categorize backwardness. The consciousness of the
inferiority of non-Western cultures was just as automatic a
response, and it overshadowed the importance of environment
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as a cultural determinant. The superiority of Western
civilization, which was considered to be the result of more
than sheer materialism, stood out so clearly that mere
climate could hardly explain it; and when the environment
did come up as a significant part of theory it had a very
definite discriminatory rather than explanatory function.
Apart from its inherent inconsistencies and 1logical
failures, which were there, of course, before the 19th
century, climatic theory ultimately had reached the end of
its useful life in a predominantly Eurocentric context. It
sounded superfluous when speculations revolved around the
loci of race and social Darwinism, mission civilisatrice and
manifest destiny. However, the environmental hypothesis was
too powerful to disappear altogether, and come back it did
before long. It returned in the challenge/response version
in a world historical context, rather than in the vague
geographic mould it was cast into before due to the limited
scope of knowledge. And especially it returned in the
developmentalist post-WW2 awareness that unequal economic
development had somehow to do with the differences between
the torrid and the temperate latitudes.®

The qualification of inferiority implied in the concept
of Asiatic despotism did not necessarily indicate hopeless
or eternal stagnation, and it is in this spirit that
J.S.Mill wrote the following in 1859: "Despotism is a
legitimate mode of government in dealing with barbarians,
provided the end be their improvement, and the means
justified by actually affecting their end. Liberty, as a
principle, has no application to any state of things
anterior to the time when mankind have become capable of
being improved by free and equal discussion. Until then
there is nothing for them but implicit obedience to an Akbar
or a Charlemagne, if they are so fortunate as to find one".
This was consistent with the interpretation that his father,
J.Mill, put on Indian history and society, and it was part
of the wutilitarian programme for the reformation and
progress of India. It was on a vision of despotism not
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unlike this one that K.Marx and F.,Engels founded their
theoretical explanation of non-Western economic
backwardness, which was the most rationmal and fecund 19th
century elaboration of this type. Although imbued with an
outspokenly Eurocentric outlook, Marx and Engels were also
sincerely and passionately partisans of the idea of human
equality. In less guarded moments, Marx occasionally
indulged in racial and cultural slurs--and Engels once at
least in print--, but they were never guilty of the
catalogues of insults and derogations that apologists of
colonialism were wont to prepare in their times about non-
European nations and peoples. Marx's Eurocentrism had
strictly to do with the fact that the objects of his
research and observation were European history and European
society. On the other hand, Marx never lost an opportunity
to castigate colonialism and to express his support and
admiration for nations who resisted European encroachment.
Despite his belief that Europe had achieved a superior stage
of economic development, he had no patience with all the
cant about its «civilizing function and its moral and
religious duties. And in the final balance of his work, he
could even be ambiguous about the universal validity of the
West European historical model of socio-economic

development.7

MARX, ENGELS, AND THE AMP

Between Marx and Engels there arose in the 1850s the
rudiments of a theory to explain why Asia never produced
capitalism and why it seemed to lag so pathetically behind
Europe in economic achievement. Marx in particular was
influenced in his attitude towards India by Hegel's dour
Eurocentrism, In a crucial interchange of letters, Marx
suggested to Engels the idea, which he had culled from
Bernier, that economic initiative in India had been stifled
by the absence of legal private property, and Engels replied
by suggesting that the right of private ownership might have
been surrendered in exchange for the state's supreme role as
builder and administrator of waterworks for agriculture,
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which were vital in climates of unreliable hydrography.
With these notions, all of which pre-dated the 19th century,
Marx outlined what he termed the Asiatic Mode of Production
(AMP) and incorporated this concept into various versions of
his theory on historical and socio-economic stages. There
does not exist one consistent or canonical definition of the
Marxist AMP, but in general it can be said that it is
predicated on a blending of the ideas of environmental
determinism and of Oriental despotism, and that it
manifested itself ideally in the British colonialist
perception of Indian society as composed principally of
myriad self-sufficient and immutable village communities in
which the collective or communal ownership of land was
paramount and over which all-powerful monarchs exercised
absolute burocratic sway and appropriated by force the
totality of potentially reproducible surplus, the sine qua
non of economic progress. The AMP was then a construct
specifically devised to give a rational and materialist
explanation for the lack of capitalist development in Asia
through the absence of individual enterprise in the void
created by precarious or non-existent private ownership. If
from nowhere else, you could derive form this sequence of
ideas that Marx and Engels considered that capitalism was an
engine of historical progress and that its functioning
depended on private initiative. Marx's and Engels' use of
notions from the time of perception of differences in a
rigorously and justifiably Eurocentric context resulted in
the first objective, non-parochial, non-superioristic
attempt to build a theory on the origins of economic
inequality among cultures. The asynchronous blending of
outlook and concepts was not however the only potentially
conflictual aspect of this elaboration, and the AMP was
destined to become a notorious bone of contention among
future Marxists. Its formulators themselves never felt
totally comfortable with it and it is widely thought that
they had a change of heart about it.8
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The nub of the conflict had to do with the dynamic
conception of history that Marx had taken from Hegel and
modified to suit his materialist philosophy. Hegel believed
that ideas ruled matter; Marx, that material needs and
conflicts determined events; both accepted that history was
motion and change, and this was of the essence, even more so
in Marx than in Hegel. In the realm of ideas, immobility
was conceivable, and therefore, Hegel could claim that
Asian societies were without history, without progress. The
only negation of this proposition that he could have feared
would have had to come from the facts and the facts were
amenable, docile, for they spelled out one thing and one
thing alone: European progress and European supremacy in the
face of Asiatic stagnation and irrationality. But a
materialist, committed as he had to be to equality of causes
and laws, could hardly accept immobility as a valid
universal historical principle, and that in effect was what
Marx was doing in postulating, with Engels' connivance, an
immutable, time-heavy, and politically infantile Amp. 2

IMPLICATIONS AND CRITIQUES OF THE AMP

I. Habib has countered pour 1l'honneur of Marxism the
two most controversial and damaging implications of the AMP:
that the Indian economy before British colonial rule was
immobile and that colonialism in 1India, all things
considered, was progressive. His refutations are based on
Marx's ambiguous attitude towards colonialism and on his own
researches into Mughal economic history. They also hew
strictly to Marxist methodological assumptions on socio-
historical analysis. Habib does not pretend to demonstrate
that pre-colonial Indian society was advancing towards
capitalism, but he does try to show that it was dynamic
rather than static in that it had experienced changes in its
socio-economic organization before the imposition of British
political supremacy. Conversely, he has no doubts about the
pernicious effects of colonialism, and in this connection he
espouses the thesis, convincingly propounded by other
Marxists, that Marx evolved from his Eurocentric stance of
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the 1850s towards a stance of anti-colonialism and of
rejection of the unqualified idea that the capitalist
destruction of pre-capitalist agrarian structures was
necessary and inevitable. The latter attitude belongs to a
phase towards the end of Marx's life during which he was
influenced by Russian Narodnist ideas, although it cannot be
affirmed wunreservedly that Marx accepted those ideas as
being more than specifically applicable to social conditions
in Russia.l® There are, however, other bones to be picked

in the theory of the AMP.

In the corpus of Marxist theory, mode of production is
a complex analytical tool built on the concepts of relations
of production, means of production, and forces of
production. In any given socio-historical situation, the
relations of production determine the ownership of the means
of production, and consequently, who benefits from the
surplus value produced by labour power, that is, the effort
expended on production over and above the effort and time
required to create the means necessary for the reproduction
of the labour power. The forces of production refer to the
organizational and technological means applied to the
process of production, and as such, they serve both to
characterize the process of production under any specific
MOP and to create the conditions for change from one MOP to
another. In the capitalist MOP, which is the Marxist
paradigm for the definition of the general concept, a tiny
minority of capitalists own the means of production--
involving such forces of production as the concentration of
workers in factories and the mechanization of the productive
process--and appropriate surplus value from the labour power
of workers, which, measured in time, is the final source of
all the value incorporated into commodities for exchange.
We shall see more on how, in Marx's view, the capitalist MOP
evolves within itself from the operation of the forces of
production inside the rigid mould of capitalist relations of
production when we consider the theories on imperialism
elaborated by R.Luxemburg and V.I.Lenin, but our concern
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here is with the marxist use of the concept of MOP in a
historico-analytical context.

According to Marxist doctrine, capitalism is the last
of the antagonistic MOPs 1in the sense that from the
contradictions inherent in its functioning the only possible
issue is the social ownership of the means of production,
but capitalism itself had emerged, by the same process of
change through the tug of economic contradictions, from
another, less efficient MOP. In other words, the Marxist
vision of history was informed by a succession of MOPs in
time, each of which constituted a distinct historical stage.
The concept of historical stages came to Marx via Hegel,
though Hegel did not invent it himself. The first Marxist
elaboration of the theory of stages appears in The German

Ideology, co-authored by Marx and Engels in 1846, and it is
virtually identical to the prototypical Marxist historical
model in Engels' Anti-Duhring (1876), a work renown for the
clarity of its exposition of the Marxist materialist

philosophy, of which it is virtually the pontifical source
as Engels claimed that Marx gave it his approbation and no
one has so far seriously disputed Engels' assertion. The
same general formulation also corresponds to the outline
mentioned in the Communist Manifesto (1848), and as it is

not contradicted by any statement in the Marxist canon, it
can rightfully be considered to be the basic scheme of
history advanced by Marx and Engels. In it the stages in
the evolution of society appear in this order: community,
antiquity, feudalism, and bourgeois society. The source for
both the Marx/Engels theory on the origins of economic
backwardness, i.e. the concept of the AMP, and of one of the
most heatedly debated aspects of the theory of stages, is
that, between 1848 and 1876, and especially in Marx's
Grundrisse (originally written in 1857/8) and in the Preface
to a Critique of Political Economy (1859), Marx initiated
the series of socio-historical stages with the category of

the AMP, and to complicate the issue even further, in the
first volume of Capital (1867), although he emphasized the
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importance in India of autonomous village communities in
lieu of the political despotism idea, he still retained by
implication the concept of AMP. By the time of Anti-
Duhring, Engels, wunder the influence of L.H.Morgan's
evolutionary anthropological ideas and presumably with
Marx's assent, had dropped the concept of AMP and had gone
back to the more general idea of communal property with the
observation that this social form, for environmental or
other causes, could prolong itself indefinitely in time.
(Table 3) Engels' tardy rectification notwithstanding,
there was enough combustible material in all of this to fuel
the prolonged controversy that in time ensued, !l

The different formulations by Marx and Engels of a
materialist theory of historical stages has led to different
contentious interpretations. A dogmatic unilinealist version
of Marxism would have it that capitalism was preceded (and
would always be preceded in pre-capitalist societies) by the
feudal mode of production, and feudalism by an MOP based on
slavery, and slavery by a still more primitive MOP
characterized by the communal ownership of productive
property. This is the orthogenetic view adopted quasi-
officially by Soviet historians in a 1931 Leningrad
ideological discussion, which rejected the thesis of the AMP
for what some see as reasons of political strategy,
concretely, the Soviet pursuit of communist alliances with
"progressive"” nationalist forces in less developed
countries., At another extreme a multilineal reading of Marx
(and in this case mainly of Marx) holds that it is not the
order of succession of stages that matters as much as the
formal sequence itself of a variety of possible MOPs in a
dynamic historical context. This interpretation was
proposed by E.Hobsbawm, who, however, coincided with Soviet
orthodoxy in the rejection of the AMP as a viable socio-

12 In between these two extremes the

historical category.
consensual exegesis of the Marxist canon seems to be that
since the Marxist theory of stages embodying successive

MOPs was exclusively based on the interpretation of
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TABLE 3

THE EVOLVING MARX/ENGELS PRESENTATION OF THE STAGES

IN THE EVOLUTION OF HUMAN SOCIETY

1845-1846 (1) 1848 (2) 1859 (3)

1. Tribal societies 1. Pre-history 1. AMP

2. Antiquity 2, Antiquity 2. Antiquity
3. Feudalism 3. Feudalism 3. Feudalism
4., Bourgeois society 4. Bourgeois 4, Bourgeois
society society
1878 (4) 1884 (5) Corresponding
MOP for all
outlines

1. Communal Property 1. Savage state 1. Communal

Property
2, Antiquity 2, Civilization 2. Slavery
3. Feudalism 3. Civilization 3. Serfdom

4, Bourgeois society 4, Civilization 4, Wage labour

References: 1) German Ideology (Marx/Engels); 2) Communist
Manifesto (Marx/Engels); 3) Preface to a Critique of
Political Economy (Marx); 4) Anti-Duhring (Engels); 5)
Origins of the Family, Private,Property and the State
(Engels).

Source: M.Molnar, Marx, Engels, et la politique
internationale (p.233).
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European economic history, it is principally, and Dbarely
not exclusively, valid for the socio-economic analysis of
European history, and furthermore, that of all the stages
proposed by Marx and Engels, the only ones that can be
placed in a necessary successive chronological order are
feudalism and capitalism, and always in strict reference to
the history of Western Europe. This interpretation can be
found in its general enunciation in P.Anderson, G.Lichtheim,
and others. On the whole it seems to owe as much to
contemporary historical research as to direct Marxist

textual sources.13

If the fundamental Marxist idea of a succession of
different MOPs as the key to the interpretation of universal
history has been whittled down to its bare bones, it was
only to be expected that the concept of AMP, about which
Marx and Engels had such strong latter-day misgivings,
should have been cut to shreds by the same and other
interpreters of Marx's thinking. The broadest possible
refutation of the AMP is implicit in Hobsbawm's rejection of
unilinearity on the colorable assumption that "Marxism has
always held the view that all peoples of whatever race or
historical background, are equally capable of all the
achievements of modern civilization once they are free to
pursue them". On this premise, also shared by Lichtheim, who
characterized Oriental despotism, erroneously it would seem,
as "theocratic monarchies"”, economic retardation had more to
do with colonialism than with any endogenous feature of
Asian societies., This is reinforced by Hobsbawm's categoric
belief in the anti-colonialist Marx, a view which he
expressed in this manner: "It seems probable that Marx, who
had earlier welcomed the impact of Western capitalism as an
inhuman but historically progressive force on the stagnant
pre-capitalist economies, found himself increasingly
appalled by its inhumanity."” Admittedly, Hobsbawm's
specific pronouncement could be subjected to a less radical,
less anti-imperialist interpretation, but in the context of
his wider historical views, in which colonialist
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exploitation contributed to the industrial breakthrough in
England and the industrial revolution was the fulcrum of the
division between the developed and the underdeveloped
nations, it seems to discount the 1likelihood of Marx's
belief in what Hobsbawm describes as a theory of "Asiatic
exceptionalism”, although, strictly speaking, the AMP would
seem to be "exceptionalist” only in the absence of its basis.
on environmental determinism, Hobsbawm's fellow Marxist
P.Anderson finds that the AMP, which he describes as a
"residual category", is not a sufficiently calibrated
instrument of analysis, so that "a very great deal of
further historical research is necessary before any true
scientific conclusions can be drawn from the variant paths
of non-European development".14 Hobsbawm and Anderson would
probably agree with Habib's critique of the thesis of
Asiatic immutability. This point of view was endorsed also
in F.Braudel's polymathic researches into the nature and
evolution of capitalism.

There exist much more intricate refutations of the AMP,
B.Hindess and P.Q.Hirst analysed it, as they claim, within
the conceptual wuniverse of MOP itself. This meant,
according to the rules laid down in their scrutiny, that no
touchstone other than the definition of mode of production
was applicable, not even the evidence of history. They
found, not too surprisingly, that the Asiatic mode of
production as conventionally defined did not exist because
"the appropriation of surplus labour by the mechanism of the
tax/rent cannot define a set of relations of production"”.
M.Rodinson made his critique on the distinction between mode
of production and socio-economic formation. The latter is
the result of the integration of the economic base--the
essential concretion of mode of production in any given
social situation--and the socio-political super-structure.
The only mode of production which in his view actually
engenders a super-structure proper to itself is the
capitalist mode of production. All the other modes of
production can function with a variety of different super-
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structures and that includes so-called feudalism, which he
called a mode of production based on serfdom, hence not
exclusively defined by its European social structures.
Marx's Asiatic mode of production was based on the idea of
communal or village property, and Rodinson considered this a
universal predicate of any human group at an early stage of
technological and social development. Furthermore, the
Asiatic mode of production, which, always according to
Rodinson, can best be described as "mode de production
communautaire primitif", is compatible with institutions
other than those (Oriental despotism) which Marx conceived
in combination with it, so there again Asiatic mode of
production 1lacked precision and specificity. In an
exhaustive study of the international ideas and positions of
Marx and Engels, M.Molnar found that the AMP "n'est qu'une
porte d'entree sur la matiere plus vaste des formations
precapitalistes, finalemente tres insuffisament definies par
Marx et Engels", principally because their knowledge of such
formations was based on their acquaintance with "les
ouvrages des specialistes lus un peu au hasard". From these
inklings to a fully formed theory, Molnar considered that
there was "un grand saut” which he would certainly not dare
attempt. Molnar's main point, however, was that the
Marx/Engels outlook was totally Eurocentric from which he
argued that they considered European world expansion a
necessary part of the capitalist "civilizing" integration of
the world.l? If then, as we have seen, Marx and Engels
themselves, and the Soviets at a time when the Soviet word
still carried the greatest authority amongst Marxists,
disallowed the idea of the AMP, which subsequently has been
demolished by specialists in different branches of Marxism,
what is left, if anything, of the Marxist theory on the
long-term historical origins of economic inequality among
nations?

A HAVEN IN A SARGASSO SEA OF EUROCENTRISM

When inequality is alluded to here, it 1is the
inequality of underdevelopment. The concept of



-38 -

underdevelopment in the sense of a condition which implies
human equality but is refractory to a process of self-
sustaining economic development, is of recent origin. It
did not exist at all in 19th-century Western intellectual
history, which oscillated from the majoritarian acceptance
of extreme Eurocentric racial and cultural prejudices and
the particular but implicit Marxist idea that the evolution
towards capitalist development was inevitable once the dirty
work of the colonialist destruction of traditional social
formations had been achieved. The complicated contemporary
diagnoses and issues of underdevelopment were unknown to
Marx and Engels--perhaps even, in some respects,
inconceivable by them--and in fact the economic stagnation
of Asian societies commanded their interest only
sporadically and briefly. They were committed to universal
egalitarian ideals and therefore they spontaneously came up
against the problem of Indian economic backwardness in
comparison with Europe. The common Eurocentric explanation
of inequality was a naked affirmation of superiority on all
grounds, that is, it amounted to saying that Europeans were
superior because they were. Marx and Engels accepted
Europe's material and even intellectual superiority, but
this did not square with their evolutive, orthogenic concept
of history. In order to explain this paradox, they had
recourse to environmental theory in the broad sense that
climate conditions and determines social responses, and to
the concept of an Asiatic or Oriental despotism superimposed
on self-sufficient, unchanging village communities. To this
socioeconomic formation in the Rodinson sense, Marx and
Engels gave the name of AMP, a category which they later,
and definitely it would seem, subsumed wunder the more
general heading of communal or ancient mode of production.
Subsequently critics have upheld the 1latter attitude by
denuding the AMP of any singularity or usefulness. In
addition to trying to find a rational explanation for inter-
cultural economic inequality, Marx and Engels condemned the
brutal side of colonialism in no uncertain terms, recognised
its violent destructive nature, and encouraged nationalist
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resistance to it. They could not go any further given the
perspectival limitations of their times, to which they could
not escape altogether.

It must be admitted that their rejection of the AMP did
leave a gap in Marxist socio-historical analysis, but it is
a gap which we perceive with the benefit of hindsight.
Their concern was not inequality but the process of history
as they saw it, into which it is not easy to insert the
existence of an underdeveloped third world. On the other
hand, too, Marx and Engels would probably have been at a
loss to explain the appearance and co-existence of social
welfare conditions in one part of the capitalist world with
the simultaneous condition of sub-exploitation of the
greater portion of that world, a paradox which clashes with
the Marxist idea of forward, wuniformizing historical
movement . Any number of dialectical constructs and
inferences could be derived from these two blind spots in
Marxism. One important neo-Marxist alternative, favoured by
critics of the AMP, is that capitalist development fed on
colonialism and neo-colonialist exploitation and is
therefore responsible for today's underdevelopment. But
Marx and Engels did not propose this theoretical solution
and they could hardly have glimmered the theory of economic
imperialism given the unresolved ambiguities of their
varying criteria in judging colonialism, Their statements
on the relations of the industrialized nations with the rest
of the world run the gamut from outright condemnation to
unstinted encouragement of colonialism, but the condemnation
was usually based on humanitarian or moral grounds and their
scattered negative judgements--with which today's dependency
theorists tend to make mountainous systems--must be
considered against the fact that in Marx's explicitly
systematic writings nothing really gainsays the view that
capitalism was an agent of wuniversal historical progress
whose contradictions eventually lead towards general misery,
internal conflict, and collapse. On the question of the
origins of international economic inequality all that can be
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said, in sum, is that Marx and Engels covered the territory
superficially and in haste because it was not central to
their studies and that if in the end they did not elaborate
a finished theory, they at least proposed the rudiments of a
rational explanation of the origins of international
economic inequality and this makes them a safe haven in a
Sargasso Sea of rampant Eurocentrism.

The relative fragility of the AMP theory, which can be
traced to the difficulties in articulating it with Marx's
fundamental perception of historical movement, does not
invalidate the fact that Marx did contemplate it and that it
had an undeniable if blunt-edged socio-historical foundation
in the economic world hegemony of Europe. Therefore, it is
not surprising that it retained a certain unpretentious
prestige with Marxists even during Engels 1lifetime.
Plekhanov and Lenin, although they differed on how
applicable the AMP was to Tsarist Russia, subscribed to it.
It had a period of dormancy in the years before and after
the Bolshevik Revolution, but it came back into the
mainstream of debate in the USSR after 1925 at least until
1938 when Stalin definitely came down in favour of a
conventionally unilineal schema of historical stages. The
Soviet debate was about Asian societies, China in
particular, and their historical evolution, and as such, it
was not devoid of interest or merits. It can even be said
that it established the agenda for all future discussions of
the subject. The debate, which was rigged against the AMP
starting in 1931, touched on such basic points as the
Marxist legitimacy of the theory, unilinealism \Z
multilinealism in history, the defining features of the AMP,
its conceptual assimilation or incompatibility with
feudalism, and the necessity of reconciling it with Marxist
class theory and analysis. As far as it went, the debate
proposed at 1least four Dbasic features for the AMP:
environmental or ecological determinism, burocratic
despotism, the immutability of the autarkic village system,
and economic exaction in the form of tax/rent. The issue of
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class remained undefined, but on the whole the defenders of
AMP  theory attributed to despotic burocracies the
characteristics of a class of exploiters. The concept of
AMP was especially controversial on two fronts:
ideologically, because of its assumptions about Asian
exceptionalism, and politically, because it went against the
thesis of the progressive/nationalist front. One of the
foremost participants in the debate--who entered into it
through his affiliation with the Comintern--was the German
Marxist theoretician and historian K.A.Wittfogel. It was
Wittfogel who gave the thesis its most elaborate and
systematic contours with the publication in 1957 of his work
Oriental Despotism, unfortunately in the guise of an anti-
Bolshevik Phillipic, for by then his recantation of
Stalinism had led him to become a fanatical supporter of
McCarthyism in the USA. Nonetheless, Wittfogel did single-
handedly make the AMP an important subject of intra-Marxist

discussion and his work is probably still the contemporary

locus classicus of the thesis.16

THE BLIND ALLEY OF ORIENTAL DESPOTISM

Wittfogel made the theory of the AMP his particular
fief in various articles published from 1925 to 1962 and in
his thick 1957 tome. In this book he asserted, first, that
Marx committed a crime against objectivity by declining to
develop the concept of AMP when he realized its affinity to
his political programme, which supposedly prefigured the
dictatorship of the proletariat, and second, Lenin and the
Soviet state belittled and suppressed the thesis in the
interest of Soviet legitimacy, because it constituted an
indictment of Soviet totalitarian practices. In his large
work on the AMP, Wittfogel brought together all the evidence
he could find in history, anthropology, sociology, and
politics on the characteristics and the prevalence in all
non-Western cultures of the repressive, anti-individualist,
and non-progressive despotic form of government. In
Wittfogel's vast and exhaustive summarization, the reader is
laboriously and wunflinchingly led on a journey through
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millennia of history and into the darkest cultural grottoes
producing the deeply engraved representation of a hellish,
tentacular, omniscient, and omnipotent monster called the
autocratic state, more powerful than society itself, The
profligate and indiscriminate use of examples propounds the
argument that despotism was of one piece from Cuzco to
Samarkand, its frontiers beginning where those of Western
Europe and its surrogates ended. This vast and multifarious
yet curiously homogenous historico-political panorama had
but a single cause: socially necessary, collectively-built,
and Dburocratically-run hydraulic works requiring the
efficient social disciplining of the masses. He retained
the equivalence between burocracy and exploitative class,
but this was only a feature in what was essentially a
monolithic, inmutable organization. The roots of his
construct were decidedly Marxist, and Wittfogel never
renounced his Marxist origins, but his obsessive
concentration on a single theme, in effect, negated that
Marxism was an instrument of integral social analysis, for
it made most of its concepts irrelevant to the history of
the majority of humanity. Since large-scale hydraulic works
are hardly exclusive to Oriental autocracies, Wittfogel
claimed that the same sort of works undertaken in Europe did
not produce the same sort of social consequences as in Asia
because of the fragmentation of political power achieved

17 The waterworks motif in the

under European feudalism.
Oriental despotism schema is indeed the weakest link in
Wittfogel's theoretical chain, and it in fact seems less a
proof of the necessity and reality of Oriental despotism
than a necessary escape hatch in order to avoid the "special
mentality" cul-de-sac. After all, what if not some
psychological quirk could explain that tyranny flourishes in
some lands and withers in others if a necessary explanation
like hydraulic works fell by the wayside? The notion of
Oriental despotism will always contain a powerful secret
inducement to racism, which will certainly prevail if the
only defence against it seems embarrassing and unconvincing

as the reliance on hydraulic works often seems in Wittfogel.
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However, the weakness in the cause/effect 1linkage that
Wittfogel established between hydraulic works and political
despotism does not necessarily invalidate the individual
elements in his analysis, and in assessing his fully
elaborated theory it is possible to approach its two flanks
separately.

Wittfogel's theory can be read as an explanation for
non-Western economic backwardness in contrast to Western
economic development, especially since it originates in
Marx's and Engels' attempt to explain Asiatic economic
stagnation, but it would be distortionate to emphasize this
aspect of it since it is primarily a political thesis about
the origins of despotism, or as he himself called it in the
subtitle of his major work: "A comparative study of total
power". Therefore, since politics is its primary concern
and since in politics lies the immediate determination of
non-Western societies including their economic organization
and performance, we shall start by considering the Wittfogel
concept of despotism.

The idea fairly bristles with controversy. For one
thing, Western history is not without its quota of despots,
the word itself going back to the sources of Western
civilization in ancient Greece. Wittfogel got around this
with what in effect amounts to arguing from anomaly: if
despotism flourished in the East and not in Europe, it was
because for some reason feudalism, which appeared in the
West but did not take root in Asia, laid the basis of
Europe's political 1liberties and in effect relegated
despotism to exceptionality. Japan and the USSR present
historical difficulties. If despotic pre-modernization
Japan were anything to go by, despotism would be as
suffocating and inept at development as Wittfogel claims.
Since Japan developed from its own despotic roots with at
most a moderate degree of external prodding, Wittfogel--and,
obiter dicta, also P.Anderson and F.Braudel --endowed it
with a truly feudal past. There is, however, a certain
degree of inconsistency in this argument inasmuch as
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economic development did not do away in Japan with political
despotism, an objection which both Anderson and Braudel
anticipated and disarmed by ablating the concept of freedom
from politics and fusing it entirely with the economic
rights of private ownership and of private enterprise, while
Wittfogel did not budge from his rigid political stance.
How could Japan have developed under despotic political
power both before and after industrialization? Wittfogel's
attribution of feudal liberties to Japan seems forced and
artificial from his premisses and definitions, the result of
the post hoc necessity to explain its economic development
rather than of consistent research —criteria. The
explanation he gave of Japanese feudalism--that "Japan's
irrigation agriculture was managed by local rather than by
regional or national leaders"--would either invalidate the
waterworks/despotism formula, or come perilously close to an
exceptionalist, quasi-racist stance. In relation to Soviet
economic development, Wittfogel claimed that in 1917
absolutist, pre-Bolshevik Russia, which he compared
favourably to the successor communist regime, was on the
verge of democracy after years of —rapid economic
development, and that what the Bolshevik coup did was to
bring back and perfect old despotic habits. He affirmed
that despotism was extremely efficient at certain
activities, like tax-collecting and the social control of
the population of a country. Unfortunately, history tends
to refute even these relatively wunassuming propositions.
The Ottoman tax-farming system, a prototypically despotic
institution, was inefficient and originated in a lack of
sufficient centralized political control. And China is a
good example of social unity and stability only if one

ignores its periodic political disintegrations.18

Wittfogel was not unaware of the many historical
inconsistencies involved in the abstract correlation between
waterworks and despotism. In order to at least paper some of
them over, he recurred to the idea, which can be found
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originally in Montesquieu, of the artificial (in the sense
of not materially explicable or justified) perpetuation of
social or political traits. According to this argument
despotic habits acquired by a people in one environment
could be carried to and imposed in a different environment
by a conquering horde. This was particularly the case of
Russian despotism, which originated not in the necessity of
building hydraulic works but through Tatar imposition., This
special line of reasoning was crucial to Wittfogel because
it supported his contention that Bolshevism had adopted for
its own ends the political system left in place by the
Tsarist autocracy, which in turn derived from a dark and
remote part of Russia's history. The affinity with
Montesquieu of some of his arguments--including the
association of despotism and nomadic peoples—--reveals
their ultimately 18th century rationaliste origin, although
no doubt his immediate sources were Marx and Engels, but
while their speculations on economic inequality were a
tentative and relatively flexible adaptation of pre-19th
century concepts in the age of capitalism's European
apotheosis, Wittfogel's adoption and elaboration of the
sketchy Marx/Engels thesis represented a rigid and
unjustifiably generalizing attempt to carry the same ideas
over into the 20th century, in order to do which he had to
posit some dubious hypotheses about the mode of propagation
of despotism. These hypotheses involved the perdurance and
transference of social quirks in a manner suggesting,
despite the ultimate appeal to the environmental causation,
a special psychological tendency in peoples outside the
pale of Western civilization, and this could have been
interpreted as a reversion to some of the more suspect 19th
century Eurocentric speculations on racism and
polygenesis.19

He was certainly not alone in denouncing Soviet
autocracy, but from this to reducing its origins to some
pristine Asiatic font and underestimating or neglecting
other, perhaps more pertinent and immediate influences and



- 46 ~

circumstances, there 1is an inadmissible and vulnerable
theoretical impulsiveness, to say the least. As we shall
see, Braudel recurred to despotism as the final explanation
for the failure of Oriental civilizations--specifically,
Islam, India, and China--to reach the upper 1levels of
capitalist development, but he posited despotism as such and
did not attempt any further theoretical elaboration,
certainly nothing like Wittfogel's totalizing and subsuming
vision of non-European cultures, and although this still
leaves a blank area in Braudel's world-historical canvas--
why was despotism so prevalent in the East? why did it not
prosper in Europe?--, it is overshadowed by the richness of
his total representation, in which those self same
Oriental cultures which Wittfogel relegated to absolute
obscurantism had the potential for and showed signs of an
incipient but eventually unavailing movement towards
capitalism. The pretension that Wittfogel's appeal to
despotism was at least rationally based on the determinism
of the environment, which Braudel's is not, is invalidated
by Wittfogel's frequent and arbitrary unmoorings of the
concept from its initial and fundamental environmental post,
a theoretical 1looseness in his apparently rigorous
correlation which comes out even more palpably in connection
to its other flank, the one involving hydraulic works per
se.

P.ANDERSON AND THE IMPORTANCE OF "SUPERSTRUCTURES"

On the assumption that all non-Western cultures and
civilizations were despotic and that the political system of
despotism was configurated by the social necessity of
harnessing collective efforts to the construction and
maintenance of agricultural waterworks, it is necessary to
go one step further and prove that all despotic systems were
based on the environmentally determined necessity of
hydraulic projects. Such, however, 1is not the case.
Pharaonic Egypt did build some major canals--in fact, the
extent of irrigation in modern Egypt is almost exactly what
it was in ancient times--, but its sustenance depended on
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the natural rise and fall of the Nile and it probably
dedicated most of its surplus and its physical energies and
technical prowess to the edification of temples and
monuments. Central Asia, where, both in Montesquieu and in
Wittfogel, despotism incubated, and from where it supposedly
spread to the Asian fringes, is notably devoid of waterworks
and canals. The early conquering Arabs, purported
propagators of Islamic despotism, are reputed to have
wrecked, or at least neglected, the irrigation canals that
even the Barbarians spared in North Africa. In India, which
was a centerpiece of the AMP for Marx and for Wittfogel,
"centralized hydraulic agriculture" was significant neither
for the Mauryan and the Vijayanagar empires, nor for the
later Islamic social formations: the sultanate and the
Mughal Empire. Probably the most telling succint refutation
of Wittfogel, in English at least, was accomplished by a
fellow Marxist, P.Anderson, who, like Wittfogel, believes in
the historico-political blessings of feudalism. Anderson
found no basis in history for the waterworks-cum-despotism
correlation. "Very crudely", he wrote, "in relation to the
historical evidence with which they [Marx and Engels] were
originally concerned, those countries which were marked by
the absence of private property in land--Turkey, Persia, and
India--never possessed any public irrigation works of
importance, while that which possessed major irrigation
systems—--China--was vice versa marked by private property in
land.” Anderson perceived the disregard of property rights
under Islam as a consequence of its nomadic origins, which
also led to the "economic spoliation of agriculture: the
exact opposite of the European feudal order with its
reliance on land both for power and wealth,20

Anderson's refutation of Wittfogel was embedded in a
theory on Western capitalist development which deserves
mentioning for its own merits. In Anderson's view, feudalism
as an economic system only begets more feudalism, as in
Japan, and forward historical movement necessitates an
impact external to the system itself. This impact,
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according to Anderson, can only proceed from the political,
legal, and ideological superstructures: "What, then, was the
specificity of European history which separated it so deeply
from Japanese history, despite the common cycle which
otherwise so closely united the two? The answer surely lies
in the perdurable inheritance of classical antiquity." The
instrument of this all-transforming influence--in fact, a
product itself of it--was the absolutist centralized state,
from which, again, Japan never benefited in the strictly
Western sense. "The haphazard multiplicity of political
unity in late medieval Europe", wrote Anderson, "became in
the early modern epoch an organized and interconnected state
system...The increase in the political sway of the royal
state was accompanied, not by a decrease in the economic
security of noble 1landowners, but by a corresponding

increase in the general rights of private property".21

Anderson's work adheres to an intellectual tradition--
historicist, rationaliste and Marxian--in which Wittfogel
also claims a place. When all is said and done, their
essential shared position is that inequality is rooted in
historical determinisms: it arises as a natural consequence
of the economic development of capitalism but not because of
the external economic and political repercussions of Western
capitalist expansion. From their outlook, dependency
theory, which affirms that the West produced wunder-
development in the rest of the world for its own economic
benefit, inverts the order of things, because inequality
already existed when Europe took the way of world expansion,
and the proof of this lies in the possibility itself of that
expansion. Marx and Engels, who, in the final reckoning,
never really turned their back on their basic original
persuasion that 19th century colonialism was ultimately
progressive, would probably have accepted those ideas as
fair and accurate enough. They were of a piece with the
concept of Asiatic despotism, with which Wittfogel tried to
go further than historical evidence allowed, but which
Anderson, in applying a corrective to Wittfogel's excess,
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did not disallow while preferring to concentrate, in
connection with the general issue of disparities in economic
development between East and West, on the beneficial social
legacy of feudalism in conjunction with the bracing
influence on Europe of its classical past. It can be said,
therefore, that while Wittfogel, on the prompting of
tentative Marxist texts, took a wrong turn into a
theoretical blind alley, Anderson wisely cut the AMP down to
size choosing instead the application to the question of
inequality of a more flexible Marxist methodology based on
the concepts of MOP and social superstructure. His emphasis
on a specifically Western line of historical evolution can
be considered part of a tendency of thought on intercultural
and international 1inequalities that seeks primarily to
explain the comparative reasons behind Western economic
success while not neglecting the analysis of non-Western
values and structures. It manifests an unmistakably but
moderate Eurocentric attitude whose roots go back to pre-
19th century assessments on the political significance of
feudalism such as can be found, according to Anderson

himself, in N.Machiavelli, Francis Bacon, and Montesquieu.22

As of the can of worms that Marx opened when he
invented the formula AMP, it can be said of Wittfogel's
Oriental despotism, which, on the whole, can be equated with
AMP, that it set the cat among the Marxist pigeons.
Although some researchers tend to downplay Wittfogel's
importance in the contemporary AMP debate, the fact is thta
his mammoth work in comparative history preceded, in the
West at least, most of the mainly intra-Marxist research
done on the subject. In the early 60s the French Communist
Party spawned a brood of AMP theorists, who in turn
stimulated further discussion in the USSR itself. From this
period, too, comes the main body of essays by the Hungarian
F. Tokei vindicating the necessity of the AMP for a true
understanding of history. In 1972, the Italian U.Melotti
produced a much debated work defending multilinealism.
There has been regular output of theoretical works in
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English since the 60s, of which we have mentioned concepts
and arguments in Hobsbawm, Lichtheim, and Anderson, who
placed the AMP in a wider context of historical and social
issues, Other theorists have restricted their perspective
to the idea of AMP itself and its place in the development
of Marx's thinking. The principal points of debate have
been whether or not Marx and Engels eventually repudiated
their tentative formulation of the theory and whether it
expresses a unilineal or multilineal approach to historical
and social analysis. Among these writers, the consensus is
that there was no repudiation, even when they allow that the
theory was principally ancillary to the major concerns of
its originators. In 1975, L.Krader did a thorough
examination of Marx's sources for the AMP, and concluded on
the basis of Marx's ethnological readings and notebooks that
he had more a superficial commitment to it, but that it
served principally to clarify his understanding and critique
of "the political economy of capital as a whole"., H,Lubasz
ratified this approach when he wrote in 1984 that Marx's
observations on India "are what one might call auxiliary
statements whose purpose is to help Marx make a point about
the capitalist, not the Asiatic, mode of production”. In
1977, M.Sawer made an appeal for the "openness of history"
from her reading of Marx, which rejected the "quasi-
teleological view...that world history consisted in a
unitary process of development”. In a doctoral dissertation
published in 1989, B.O.'Leary expounded a systematic
critique of the AMP both from histoiographical and from
internal Marxist perspectives. He did a thorough job of
demolishing Wittfogel's hydraulic hypothesis as it applies
to India. However, his contention that neither Marx nor
Engels abandoned the AMP was inferential and open to serious

questioning.23

AN TMAGINARY BUT USEFUL CONFRONTATION

According to M, Molnar, the AMP with its implication of
historical immutability was a useful but not a necessary
argument for Marx and Engels in their consistent view of
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colonialism as a callous but inevitable force for world
progress. Pulling out that prop did not provoke the
collapse of the other, wider, and more important idea.
Lenin, who accepted the AMP theory up to a point, was
particularly hostile to colonialism, as indeed was a strong
current of opinion inside the Second International. In
order to justify his position within an orthodox Marxist
context, Lenin, always according to Molar, had to ignore the
Marx/Engels texts, and moreover he had to affirm that "They
had not lived long enough to fully observe the imperialist
side of world capitalism”, a demonstrably exaggerated claim
in view of their perfectly explicit perception of the global
nature of capitalism, Nevertheless, the Lenin view gained
wide and forceful acceptance within Marxism, as we have seen
in referring to opinions held by I.Habib and E.J.Hobsbawm,
and it is, as we shall see in extenso, the cornerstone of
dependency theory. Even if we were to consider Molnar's
view too extreme in the opposite direction, it would still
be necessary to take into account that Marx's and Engels'
critique of colonialism was halting and ethical in
character, that is, not addressed to its transforming and
dynamizing socio-economic impact, and this left open another
tantalizing theoretical opening that, as in the case of the
AMP and Wittfogel, could lead to another intellectual cul-
de-sac. It was into this one that the British sociologist
B.Warren entered.Z2%

Warren was apparently a fully committed Marxist
intellectual, who also managed to defend imperialism and to
deny the existence of underdevelopment. In his posthumous
and controversial Imperialism: Pioneer of Capitalism (1980),

his main contention was that Marx had formulated a coherent
theory according to which the inevitable spread of
capitalism throughout the world by means of colonialism and
of formal and informal imperialism represented a progressive
movement and would in the end usher in the stage of world-
wide socialist revolution. He based his thesis mainly on
Marx's early journalistic statements in The New York Tribune
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on the predatory but modernizing British presence in India.
He also cited other pronouncements by Marx along the same
lines, but he could not allege an actual body of theory on
economic imperialism in Marx's works, and in fact his
dogmatic assertions rest on a glaring scantiness of sources
even in a field where each phrase from the master can be
stretched to inordinate lengths. Marx himself did not use
the word imperialism, and what later came to be known as the
Marxist theory of imperialism was an elaboration by Lenin of
J.A.Hobson's idea that the flag follows capital, which flows
outwards when it finds obstructions in the way of its
gainful or profitable placement at home. Marx did believe,
of course, that capital sought outlets when profits fell but
he saw this as a general feature of capitalism and did not
relate it specifically to colonialism or expansionism, or at
least he did not expressly do so. There is no such a thing
as a direct or original Marxist theory of imperialism, but
on the other hand, there is a Marxist/Leninist theory of
imperialism that practically has acquired the status of
doctrine., Warren, who dissented vehemently from Lenin as
Wittfogel had from Stalinism, got around this orthodoxy by
arguing that Lenin turned his back on the pristine Marxist
doctrine for reasons of international political strategy and
later asked for and got sanction for his views from the
Comintern. What Lenin did that cleft him from Marx,
according to Warren, was that he chose to posit that
international capitalism rather than progressive or
modernizing was exploitative and retardatory. Lenin did not
actually espouse this view to the hilt, but he gave it
revolutionary bona fides and respectability. During the
208, when communism was being blocked in Europe while
gaining adherents in Asia and Latin America, the Leninist
alternative, which from the start had been accepted by
intellectuals from economically backward countries, was
adopted and officialized for the revolution by Comintern

congresses .25
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Despite his repetitive invoking of Marx, Warren had
handicaps from the start in the defence of his thesis. Marx
entertained few if any doubts on the cultural as well as on
the material superiority of the West to the other important
world cultures. This superiority had been possible because
of the ripening of economic trends and forces, and the
creation of a capitalist world market by hook or by crook
contributed essentially to the righting of an historical
imbalance. In that sense, and only in that sense, could
Marx conceive of something akin to Warren's imperialism,
and moreover, this was mostly implicit in his work. In
brief, even if Marx's perception of colonialism had been
unalloyed by misgivings and recriminations, which Lenin's of
course was, it 1lacked the compulsive, specific economic
motivation with which Lenin endowed 1late-19th century
colonialism in transfiguring it, and capitalism as a whole
in its alleged final phase, into imperialism. Warren seemed
to be pushing Marx too hard in the direction of a fully
developed theory of imperialism, in doing which he was also
stretching too far Marx's supposed complacent attitude
towards European colonialist expansionism., If Marx welcomed
the capitalist world market, he could also be an implacable
critic of colonialism and this always latent antagonism
became more pronounced and more manifest with the passing of
time and the intensification of colonialist pressures, which
both Marx and Engels did live long enough to perceive.

It was once again I.Habib who took on the task of
vindicating the anti-colonialist Marx. In the 1983 essay
"Marx's Perception of India", he presented a convincing case
negating the Warren version but not overly biased towards
any specific theory of economic imperialism. Even thought
there is no question of a deliberate confrontation, Habib
and Warren have written as 1if they were aiming at each
other, and their writings on the subject of Marx the
imperialist and Marx the anti-colonialist can be usefully
paired and contrasted. Warren affirms that Marx posited a
progressive imperialism; Habib claims that Marx understood
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the imperialist nature of capitalism and that he condemned
it as brutal, harmful, and reactionary. Habib quotes from
Capital and from The Poverty of Philosophy, among other

Marxian sources. He also, like Warren, quotes from the
articles in The New York Tribune, but it is obvious that on
the whole both Habib and Warren were rummaging in different
Marxist sacks. In order to reach their conclusions, they had
to purposefully reject each other's emphases. Who then is
right? Will the true Marx please stand up? Warren bases
his thesis on a few direct and unambiguous statements by
Marx, but he tends to build too high on that minimal
foundation. In order to do so he posits a once-for-all-
times Marx, and then he has to do a lot of extrapolating on
the strength of that static, unchanging Marx. Habib admits
that there did exist a Eurocentric Marx who felt that
colonialism though brutal fostered socioeconomic change, but
he plausibly claims that Marx did not adopt Eurocentrism
either as a banner or as a permanent intellectual attitude.
With more material than Warren uses, Habib builds an
evolving Marx sensitive to the implications and meanings of
events and trends. Perhaps he cannot prove that Marx was a
theorist of economic imperialism avant la lettre but he
makes a good case for the idea that he was neither an ally
of colonialism nor an unconditional believer in the
generative powers of international capitalism. The least we
can derive from the Habib/Warren textual confrontation is a
healthy scepticism about the existence of a truly Marxist

orthodoxy on the subject of economic imperialism.26

THE STATISTICAL DENIAL OF UNDERDEVELOPMENT

Warren can be found even wider of the mark in the
extrapolation of his so-called Marxist theory of imperialism
to the post-WW2 period in specific connection to the Third
World. To start with Warren denied the existence itself of
underdevelopment. He took two lines of approach: one, the
historical argument that —colonialism and imperialism
improved the over-all conditions of existence for humanity
the world over; and two, the thesis that international
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capitalism has stimulated economic development in every
society where it has been either adopted or implanted. To
defend the latter proposition Warren embarked on a veritable
statistical crusade against almost every flank and parapet
erected by development studies in the last forty years.
This is not necessarily proof that he is wrong, wrongheaded
perhaps but not necessarily wrong. However, his statistical
leger de main is self-defeating for the simple reason that
what he specifically tried to demonstrate--that the non-
industrialized nations have been growing since WW2 at a
faster clip than the developed capitalist nations--begs the
issue in various ways: in admitting the statistical
functionality of the group he pretends to deny; in giving
self-serving definitions of growth; and in using special,
almost doctored series. In the end the reality is still
there, for no amount of special pleading can modify the
actual fact of the co-existence of capitalism and extreme
underdevelopment. Warren's wultimate absurdity was his
statement to the effect that the concept of underdevelopment
was a product of the pseudo-Marxist theory of economic
imperialism, concocted for strictly politico-subversive

27 In point of fact, the concept of

strategic purposes.
underdevelopment is if anything a child of a Western
capitalist developmentalist outlook, and its implications
are anything but revolutionary, close indeed to Warren's own
position: that economic backwardness can be overcome, that
it is merely an accidental historical lag, and that it can
be made good without deviating from an essentially
capitalist model.

The paradigmatic theory on the origins of international
economic inequality between the contemporary developed and
underdeveloped blocs of nations is the neo-Marxist/Leninist
long-view theory of economic imperialism, It holds that
underdevelopment is the direct, deliberate, and systematic
historical result of capitalism operating on a global scale.
No other theory besides this one, not even Marxist/Leninist
theories prior to WW2, make such a categoric and sweeping

statement. Basing his thesis on fragments of Marx's works,
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Warren made precisely the opposite claim: that the world
influence of the more developed Western capitalist countries
was not retardating but stimulative of growth. Except by
implication, there is nothing in this pertinent to an
explanation of inequality. Since Warren, however,
proclaimed his faith in a pristine Marxist doctrine on
expanding world-capitalism, it can be inferred that, 1like
the early Marx, he would have been inclined to attribute
backwardness to a combination of climate and despotism., At
any rate, his dogged efforts to validate one arguable,
disputed, and limited side of Marx's thought, places his
theory, in a general sense, on a very precarious footing,
and although, as we shall see, there has occurred, in view
of the deficiencies of dependency theory, a contemporary re-
evaluation of Marxist MOP and class-struggle ideas which
seems to contemplate the possibility of real capitalist
development for the Third World, Warren's position is not
welcome within this trend either because of its neglect of
internal social processes in underdeveloped countries.

In closing our discussions of Wittfogel and Warren, we
cannot refrain from wanting to emphasize how, despite the
seeming disparity in their outlooks and approaches, they
represent two aspects of the same Marxist construct and they
are, therefore, <closer to each other than they are
individually to Marx, who proposed that construct with all
the doubts and reservations in the world. The conceptual
and programmatic complementarity between the AMP and the
transforming effects of Western expansion, like historical
forces inevitably bound to confront each other, one timeless
and immutable, the other dynamic and iconoclastic, presented
two distinct avenues of research for these two authors,
although in following them at different times and
independently of one another they were never very far apart
from each other, and what is really most crucial, the
enticing vistas that attracted them were reduced at the end
to what we have described as intellectual or ideological
blind alleys. Both are zealous, and overzealous, Marxists,
who fished in the same Marxist waters. Both have a driving
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sense of the virtues of Western ways. Both finally sinned
through excess: Wittfogel by making too much of the idea of
despotism; Warren by unduly idealizing the process of world
capitalist expansion. Would it have made any difference if,
rather than Oriental despotism and colonialism/imperialism
by themselves, these concepts had been taken up and used as
inseparable halves of one integral historical vision? Marx
and Engels renounced this scheme. Others have found its
individual parts much too rough—-cast to be able to assemble
them smoothly. It does not do, however, to underrate
Wittfogel and Warren excessively. Political despotism has
been resurrected in recent research--perhaps also less
politically prejudiced research than Wittfogel's--as the
only viable explanation of non-Western economic stagnation.
And Marxists today are going back to the idea that
capitalism, devoid of imperialist intentionality, may indeed
be inching towards the full industrialization of backward
lands. Therefore, it could be put, as a sort of indulgent
envoi to these authors, that they erred not in falsifying
but in distorting reality.
TOYNBEE'S CHALLENGE-AND-RESPONSE

Up to well into the 19th century, the geographic
context of speculations on inequality in the West was not,
as today, the division of the world into two blocs of
nations, one developed, one underdeveloped, but a small
group of different higher cultures with the West on a
pedestal amongst them. The integration of the world by
Western capitalist forces did not, of course, effect an
instantaneous transformation of the political and cultural
diversity of mankind, but it did propagate ideas, values,
and habits, and it did put in place the means for
modernization and for its further spread. Some traditional
political and economic structures that functioned only in
the context of non-Western cultures became obsolete or
obsolescent as a result of world integration. Despotism as a
quintessentially non-Western political system retreated to
the degree that imperialism either imposed its own one-sided
rule or was responsible for indirect change in other
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countries. The adoption of Western practices and values did
not mean the sudden suppression of despotic habits, but it
modified them and tended to put them into a sine die legal
limbo. In general, cultural relativism, or the Western
acceptance of exotic customs and values as embodying a valid
logic of their own, suffered grevious damage at the hands of
Western world hegemony during the 19th century. These
practical and intellectual trends were inevitably also
damaging to the pre-19th century ideas on which Western
thought had built its explanations and rationalizations of
cultural differences and inequalities. Some of those
concepts, 1like the ones that went into the Marxist
formulation of the AMP, survived into the 20th century but
mostly as relicts: the dying gasps of exhausted, wheezing
analytical apparati. Although the direct and wunadorned
notion of despotic political power has been making a
theoretical comeback, its more problematic juxtaposition to
hydraulic works has been discredited. The multifarious
group of theories on environmental influence that had
prevailed since the beginning of Greek classical thought,
ceased to matter much during the 19th century, at least in
their old physiological and cultural versions, as a result
of Western intercultural ascendancy and of progress in the
biological sciences. Nevertheless, of all the pre-19th
century concepts used in the West in dealing with other
cultures, the one idea that has retained a dogged,
polymorphous validity is that human behaviour has somehow to
do with the place and the climate in which people live.
Closer to contemporary perceptions than the dubious
arguments in Montesquieu is the cultural role of the
environment in A.Toynbee's A Study of History. It is

defined by the formula challenge-and-reponse, and although
this is not entirely original--for what it does is reiterate
the very old notion that cushy environments make for
decadence and hardscrabble ones for toughness--in the
flexible, probing Toynbeean grip it uncovers a plethora of
examples and illustrations. In the end, though, what
emerges is not the historical demonstration that
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environmental theory was lacking but a reaffirmation, after
the long Eurocentric interlude, of cultural relativism,
almost though not quite as it was practiced by the
Encyclopedists, because the planet that Toynbee knew was in
general more homogeneous, more integrated than before,
closer to the notion of one world, and at the same time,
more diverse, its corners and pockets less obscure and
remote. Relativism had been a product of ignorance. It was
rejected by and large by the West, whose espousal of it was
never quite unreserved, as soon as it had demonstrated its
own superiority over all other cultures. As Toynbee applied
it (and it was a crucial aspect of his historical approach),
relativism was post-Eurocentric. It was affirmed in the
face of evident economic backwardness and on the basis of
hard-to-define, non-material values. For our purposes,
however, precisely because of his universal outlook, Toynbee
has nothing to say on the origins of international or even
intercultural inequality.28
THE COMEBACK OF ENVIRONMENTAL THEORY

Challenge~-and-response need not be taken only in a
context in which civilizations and high cultures form the
irreducible units, the atoms themselves of history. In
fact, it seems to be part of the general awareness that
theorists on underdevelopment have that environmental
influences are crucial in their field. The impartial and
equable P.Bairoch had to fall back on climate in order to
explain the origins of the T"ecart des niveaux de
developpement”. Guy de Bosschere partly attributed
underdevelopment to "climats excessifs". The ultimate cause
lay in what he called "la chevauchee aryenne", which
parcelled the globe and the climates amongst the peoples and
determined the eventual separation between the rich and the
poor nations., More specifically, though less explicitly,
Bosschere was claiming that the white races started making
the world their own when they swept into and settled in the
European extension of the Asian land mass.29 He was not
alone in claiming that the foundations of inequality were
laid long before written history began, in the fate-ridden,
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unknowable, and probably fortuitous process by which the
earth was originally shared out, but most speculation on
climate has more immediate concerns. What A.K.Biswas called
the "correlation" between climate and development has been
made time and again by development economists.
J.K.Galbraith did so in a 1951 article titled "Conditions
for Economic Change in Underdeveloped Countries”.
C.P.Kindleberger succinctly expressed it in Economic
Development (1965). K. F. Boulding wrote in 1970:
"Development, 1like Economics, has been very largely a

Temperate Zone product"”. P.Streeten and G.Myrdal have both
made the connection between climate and economic activity.
The former in particular presented a book by A.M.Kamarck
which makes explicit some of the crucial specific effects of
the tropical climate on economic development: "Compared to
the Temperate Zones, there are certain effects of the
Tropical climate that, up to the present, hinder
agriculture, handicap mineral exploration, and make the
population 1less vigorous through disease and, possibly,
through the direct physiological impact of temperature and
humidity". Kamarck states significantly: "The effects of
Tropical climate are not absolute obstacles to economic
development, but they do make many of the problems of
economic development in the Tropics sufficiently different
from those in the Temperate Zone countries so that an
additional hurdle has to be overcome and, consequently, all
other relevant factors being equal, the pace of development
in Tropical countries tends to be slower" .30

The implications of these ideas are vaguely
deterministic. P.A.Baran posited the notion that the
environment merely retards development in a manner roughly
analogous to the effects of the balance in a watch
mechanism, In Baran the environment both explained
underdevelopment and was a denial of its existence. It was
the ultimate explanation of why the West surpassed all other
cultures, but since its effects were retardating and not
permanently handicapping, as some environmental theories
would have it, development was inevitable everywhere and the
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persistence of underdevelopment could be explained only as a
result of economic imperialism.31 Climate theory is a vast
non-specific awareness and claim., Biswas tried to pinpoint
the influence of climate through a development strategy
centered on agriculture., Implicit here was a theory of the
purest environmental tenor. Its main contentions were that
farming is fundamental to development and, obviously enough,
decisively influenced by climate. Always as contributing to
a development strategy, but giving support to environmental
theory as well, Biswas handled figures and arguments showing
the adverse influence of tropical climates on soil
management, pest control, and human labour. He did not
specifically trace underdevelopment and inequality to the
environment, but the inference is inescapable.

We shall return to climate because we have only used
these references to illustrate briefly the full circle of
environmental theory from its robust Greek beginnings
through its diverse and honest Western avatars to its racist
Eurocentric misuse and finally back to its groping,
tentative rebirth as a 1last resort explanation of the
origins of wunderdevelopment and international economic
inequality. Climate theory began as a human response to
foreigness and diversity, and it fulfilled this role
diligently up to the 18th century. When the perception of
differences gave way to the superior/inferior dichotomy,
climate was employed to support Western racism and cultural
prejudices. Climate theory fell into disrepute amongst
"Westerners"” as amongst radicals and Marxists. Eventually
however climate resurfaced on the strength of its
theoretical legitimacy but it did so by allowing itself only
very cautious generalizations and by eschewing a commitment
to specific physiological explanations. Is climate theory
then correct as the final instance on the issue of the
origins of international inequality? To come out and say so
without having explored other avenues would be overbold and
prejudicial, but we can point out that the contemporary
writers on underdevelopment who make use of the concept of
the environmental influence on economic development do so as
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an ancillary, almost philosophical complement, and not as an
end in itself in their researches, with significant
exceptions such as Kamarck, or the economic historian
E.L,Jones, whose ideas we shall discuss further on.
Nevertheless, when climate does come up its implications
belie the casual or even subordinate manner in which it
tends to be put in context. Climate, in brief, is in some
manner related to inequality, but it can be an awkward
associate in an era of boundless faith in Dbounding
technology. The environment today from a certain angle
seems like a trifling manageable quantity, and yet it is the
environment that still scythes through communities and
nations with a devastating force that is a reminder of its
underlying empire, as when London built a barrier to stem
flooding tides from the North Sea only to be hit by an
unexpected hurricane from the south four years later. A
more telluric perspective would have to admit that man's
historical fate has always been bound to the environment,
which to a considerable degree still remains attached to
him, exerting its forces pitilessly on him.
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CHAPTER 2

THE ANTI-IMPERIALIST REACTION AND THE MARXIST PRE-EMPTION OF
ECONOMIC-IMPERIALISM THEORY



- 64 -

The history of 19th century European economic and
military expansion and conquest has an in crescendo quality
that is not easy to reconcile with Little-England and other
theories about respites in the advance of colonialism. It
is this observable fact that makes Lenin's claim concerning
Marx's and Engels' relative ignorance of imperialism seem
rather limp, aside, of course, from the overwhelming textual
evidence that, far from not being aware of European
expansionism, they used this tendency as a recurrent motif
in their writings on politics and on history. It was in
fact 1inescapable even in Marx's cold sober economic
analyses, such as those in Capital, a work in which colonial
issues from the start of colonialism and onwards come up
time and again to illustrate technical arguments. Even
though it is true that after 1880 there was an indisputable
intensification of colonialism coincident with a growth of
nationalist tendencies in the major European powers, it is
not easy to find a lack of ideological continuity in the
history of European 19th century colonialism. For example,
the altruistic "white man's burden" motif had never been
absent from the literature of colonialism. In one way or
another, before and after 1880, the violence of colonialist
conquest always submitted to the gloss of world unification
or of human progress or of some such fragile idealization.
However, the scramble for colonies in the late decades of
the 19th century had produced incidents and confrontations
between powers and this presaged war, which ill fitted
anyone's definition of idealism even if it was itself a
social Darwinist paradigm.

The idea of the inevitability of international rivalry
and struggle led to the doctrine that has been dubbed social
imperialism, a phrase first used by the Marxist K. Renner in
1919 although it applies to positions and ideas that were
very much in vogue in Western Europe from the 1880s onwards.
Social imperialism, which did away with the idealistic and
humanitarian jargon of colonialism and colonialist
imperialism, had as its manifest immediate objective the
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harnessing of mass support in the advanced capitalist powers
to the cause of colonialist expansion and inter-imperialist
contentiousness. The distinction is frequently made between
social imperialism in an empire-building power like Germany
and in a power like Great Britain with an already built-up
empire: in the first, social imperialism, relying on social
reform, funnelled national energies towards —colonial
acquisitions; in the second, it promoted belated social
reforms in the metropole and high tariff walls all around
the empire to confront the challenges to its existing
position. The interwoven strands of social Darwinism and
social imperialism can be observed in a writer 1like
K.Pearson, for whom international struggle was the fons et
origo of social reform and of a programme of applied
Eugenics. For both forms of social imperialism, one of the
crucial ideas was that colonies existed for the benefit of
the imperialist centre rather than being in some degree the
object of metropolitan care and concern. It was also a
proclamation to the effect that the world at large--powers
like the USA and Japan excepted--was to be the battleground
of the European empires. Given the bluntness of its
approach, social imperialism could never become the official
state policy of any European power; it was a purely
intellectual proposition. It became, however, politically
influential, and it is probably no mere coincidence that it
was at the height of the social imperialist movement in
England that the theory of economic imperialism was launched
by the liberal politician and author J.A. Hobson, 32

THE FOUNTAINHEAD OF ANTI-IMPERIALISM

Hobson's theory was expounded in his 1902 book
Imperialism: A Study. His choice of title had to do with
the fact that imperialism was the appellation that at the

time was being given to rampant European colonialism all
over the world, but it also signified that he wanted to
attack not just colonialism but the whole complex of pseudo-
scientific ideas and cultural prejudices which underlay the
imperialist project. Among other targets, for instance, he
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gave "biological imperialism"” a prominent place in his
polemic. But he muddled things somewhat by accepting the
distinction, current in the 19th century, between
imperialism and colonization, The latter term applied to
such cases as the British colonies of settlement, which were
considered legitimate expressions of nationality, whereas
imperialism was the conquest of countries that had nothing
in common with the imperialist power. He further
complicated matters by also accepting the Eurocentric
colonialist argument that certain very backward colonies
could be legitimately held by their conquerors in a sort of
humanitarian trusteeship. What these unnecessary
distinctions and qualifications did was to confuse the
general issue of colonialism, its origins, history, and
motivations, because he did not explore the continuities
between the past of European overseas expansion and the
imperialist present that he observed, a historical
likelihood that he at 1least contemplated. Even if his
perception of the special character of the self-governing
white British colonies was justified, he was quite
nonchalant and even sloppy in his general approach to the
complicated and historically far-reaching issue of
colonialism., His critical appraisal of imperialism applied
specifically to colonialism of the 1late 19th-century
variety, yet he decried British colonialist policy in India
long before the appearance of what he called imperialism,
and despite the obvious affinity between these two views, he
seems not to have been tempted to exert a synthesizing or
organizing intellectual effort on them. Likewise, it never
dawned on him that if his «critique of the British
destruction of handicraft industry in India was valid, there
was as well the possibility that analogous acts of cultural
and economic depredation could have been committed in the
case of Africa. In the end, however, it must be recognized
that these were side issues for him and that his main
contention was centred foursquare on the way the British
capitalist economy functioned. Hobson's Imperialism, when

all is said and done, was 1less about international
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inequalities than about social injustice at home, and
perhaps the fact that this was his fundamental concern
allowed him to disavow in 1938 a thesis which had so epochal

and long-lasting intellectual consequences.33

Hobson made the following fundamental claims. He
reasoned that the unequal distribution of national wealth
led to oversaving, which in turn resulted in overproduction
inasmuch as workers were not being paid enough wages to
permit a levelling out of supply and demand. Oversaving and
overproduction together in one country created the necessity
for foreign outlets, but since all advanced capitalist
powers were in the same economic situation, the pressure of
competing for external <capital and consumer markets
contributed decisively to the development of the political
will for the acquisition of colonies which would function as
the exclusive economic preserves of each imperialist
power. This meant that imperialism was motivated by the
capitalist pursuit of economic gain and that capitalism in
each advanced nation employed politico-military means to
ensure its profits. Behind this reasoning lay the notion--
first suggested by A. Smith and later consecrated as a
fundamental idea of political economy by an uninterrupted
line of thinkers from Malthus to Marx--that over a period of
time the rate of profits tended to decline, though generally
not the absolute mass of profit, which thus created a
problem of realization or investment. The culmination of
the imperialist process was the conquest of overseas
territories. Hobson used as historical examples the Boer
War and the scramble for Africa. The latter was the sharing
out of black tropical Africa amongst the imperialist powers,
including tiny and backward Portugal, which was a dead
giveaway on some of the historical and operational flaws of
his thesis: Portugal's claims on empire long anteceded the
imperialist grab and could not be easily accounted for in
terms of internal capitalist pressures, and even less as a
sign of British imperialist benevolence towards an old and
weak ally if dimperialism was being moved by capitalist
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cupidity. In judging Hobson's anti-imperialist stance it
must be emphasized that he did not propose a wholesale
condemnation of colonialism, although it has to be
recognized that he was sensitive and sensible enough to
condemn imperialism wherever it did more harm than good, as
he saw it. He did not use British India to shore up his
main arguments--which in effect put India out of the reach
of the early, topical theory of economic imperialism, with
important theoretical and ideological implications--, but he
did blame colonialism for disrupting the potential for
development of its traditional economic foundations. He was
not concerned with what we know today as underdevelopment,
nor was he particularly interested in the origins of
inequality. He attributed the differences in development to
the environment without elaborating. He certainly did not
blame economic backwardness generally on imperialism, But
he did a sound solidly British job of debunking the hollow
talk about the duties of civilization to the benighted
natives of the colonies. In a manner of speaking, what he
said was: "Social imperialism is perfectly right, so let's
one and all off with our masks and stop the cant!"34

THE TWO SIDES OF HOBSON'S THESIS

There are at least two basic sides to Hobson's theory:
one is its humanitarian anti-colonialism and the other, the
logical, well-articulated connection that he established
between economics and imperialism. There was nothing really
novel about either proposition, and Hobson's prestige and
influence have probably more than anything else to do with
the way he combined them and with the sort of statistical
and documentary support he proposed. On the issue of the
colonies, there had always been in Great Britain a strong
opposition movement with a powerful if not always pervasive
moral component. After the 1830s, the 1little England
liberals, led by J. Cobden and J. Bright, went foursquare
against empire as a syphon of labour and capital needed at
home. Cobden's main argument was that since empire could
not pay for itself, it should be let go rather than be
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allowed to become an economic burden on the mother country.
For this he was taxed with parochialism and petitesse
d'esprit by the eulogists of the glories of empire-building.
It must be said, however, that there were also humanitarian
considerations associated with Cobden's views--notably its
affiliation to the anti-slavery movement--, so that in spite
of the overwhelming jingoist attacks against it, the anti-
colonialist critique never really 1lost the moral high
ground, and over the decades, even as colonialist
imperialism prospered, anti-colonialism itself gained
momentum becoming particularly strong towards the end of the

35

century. Hobson's own critique was prefigured in all its

parts by the socialist press of the times.

The other side to his theory, the connection between
economics and imperial expansion and conquest, has an even
older, in fact an ancient lineage. It had been adumbrated
in Classical Greece and certainly by the time of the
Cromwellian Navigation Act of 1651 colonies were
forthrightly envisioned as strictly economic entities at the
disposal of the metropole, which was really not much
different from Spanish colonialist policy in America despite
the often unctuous tone of the Leyes de Indias. In the
early 19th century the political economist E.G. Wakefield
defended the convenience of transferring both money and
populations from the home countries to the colonies as
reciprocally beneficial. Wakefield belonged to the group of
theoreticians who believed that a capitalist economy tended
to produce excess capital. He went them one better in
proposing that this excess could more profitably be invested
in colonies of settlement, and from this to applying the
same criteria to colonies of conquest the only thing that
stood in the way was the quasi-semantical distinction
between colonization and colonialism. Wakefield had the
support of J.S. Mill, who in turn sympathized with Malthus'
demographic catastrophism and impugned J.B. Say's theory of
recurring equilibria in economic 1life. In Germany, the
nationalist neo-mercantilist F. List expressed in 1841 the
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idea that colonies had a strictly economic function for the
growth and greatness of the colonialist power. List also
defined colonialism as the export of manufactured goods in
exchange for raw materials, which was standard mercantilist
doctrine but as well as one of the basic definitions in
today's dependency theory. In France, Leroy-Beaulieu,
taking a cue from the Wakefield school, proposed colonies as
logical and natural repositories of metropolitan capitals.
His countryman J. Ferry conceived of colonies as necessary

36  Even though most of

outlets for metropolitan production.
these theorists walked a thin 1line between economic
expansionism as reality and as doctrine, between "what is"
and "what should be", the net impression from them is that
one can not separate colonialism from economic interests and

considerations.

Hobson had already worked out the essential line of
reasoning for his thesis in a series of articles which
appeared from 1898 to 1902.37 By then, however, the basic
arguments were well-known. In 1890 the Socialist W. Morris
had correlated "the appetite of the World-Market" with
colonial expansion. B. Porter considers that Morris was in
fact reiterating old arguments: "For years it had been the
unblushing assertion of capitalists and traders, accepted
and implemented by governments, that the 'flag' should be
used in the service of commerce. Both had persistently
stressed the necessity of finding new markets for British
manufactures and new fields for investment."” E.B.Bax wrote
in 1899, in the Socialist journal Justice, that "the one
hope of prolonging the existence of the present capitalist
system lies in the opening up of new territories to
commercial and industrial enterprise, in other words, in the
extension of the world market and the acquirement of fresh
sources of cheap labour”, and therefore "it is a thing of
vital importance to the early realization of socialism to
stem the tide of annexation and colonial expansion without
delay". According to Porter, "The theory was less
sophisticated than the one J.A., Hobson was to develop a
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little later: it confined its attention to commercial
capitalism (not financial), and it was never worked out by
Bax in any great detail.” A similar call was emitted by the
International Socialist Congress which met in Paris in 1900.
In America C.A. Conant, among others, invoked in 1898 the
surplus capital idea as the source of imperialist expansion,
He was quoted by A, Thompson in the Socialist magazine
Clarion. Porter perceives the influence of Marx over
British socialist thinking on imperialism in two concepts:
in the overproduction of capital and in capitalism's need to
exhaust all possible means of surviving, which clearly
pointed to imperialist expansion, although Marx had not made

that specific connection_.38

THE PATTERNS OF COLONIALISM

Hobson had striven to demonstrate his thesis on the
basis of a few examples of imperialist expansion, paramount
among which was the manipulative and obviously economically
motivated British aggression in South Africa. His original
paradigm was the big-power China grab in the wake of the
Japanese defeat of China in 1895, which also had self-
evident economic causes. On another tack, Hobson correlated
statistics on capital outflows from Great Britain with the
measurable growth of &empire in terms of area and
populations. From the series he used, roughly from 1860 to
1890, it has been supposed that he referred to the period
embracing what was known as the scramble for Africa.3?
However, his theory eventually has had to withstand the test
of the entire history of 19th century colonialism, and in
fact it has been made extensive in radical contemporary
versions all the way back to the start of European
colonialism., This means that in effect there are two
theories of economic imperialism: one, the special theory
that Hobson formulated, on which V.I. Lenin directly
patterned his, and two, the general theory, which echoes
parts of Lenin's distantly, and which went through the
Comintern phase before being elaborated in its original and
general form by P.A. Baran. We shall see gradually how
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Hobson's theory mushroomed to the vast intellectual
dimensions it has, including such forms as "world-system
analysis”. But in all propriety, it would seem as if Hobson
should not be judged except within the confines of his own
historical and geographical claims. On the other hand,
since European expansion the world over, starting with the
Portuguese exploration of the West African coast and the
Spanish discovery of America during the 15th century, is all
part of the same historical continuity up to the Boer War
and beyond, if we think of it at 1least in terms of
intercultural relations and confrontations, it would be
helpful, before proceeding to examine the critiques of the
specific Hobsonian thesis, to cast a sidelong glance at its
possible correlation with the long and complex history of
European expansionism.

A summary consideration of the latter reveals the
emergence of at least four historical patterns of overseas
colonialism: the commercial outpost or entrepot; the
Iberian, English, and French colonies of conquest and
settlement in America; the plantation colonies; and the
Indian colonialist pattern of gradual penetration from a
peripheral foothold. Dutch Cape Colony and the British
colonies of settlement in the South Seas can be reasonably
considered to have been variants on the earlier settlements
in America. These patterns demarcate overlapping periods in
the history of colonialism up to 1870. The first warehouses
or trading ports were founded during the 15th century, but
they became the prevailing form of European colonialism in
Asia until at least the mid-18th century, when Great Britain
initiated the consolidation of her Indian possessions and in
the process made herself the foremost power in the
subcontinent. They were also the basic form of the European
presence in Africa. The second period of colonial history
is defined by the establishment of the Iberian and the
English settlement colonies in the new World during the 16th
and 17th centuries. The third period started with the
Anglo-French rivalry for plantation colonies during the War
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of Spanish Succession (1700-1713) and culminated with the
definite imposition of British ascendancy in India during
the Seven Years War. Between 1775 and 1825 there was a wave
of decolonization in America. During part of this period,
the Napoleonic wars monopolized the attention and the
efforts of all the European powers. After 1815, colonialism
started anew and carried on to the end of the century but in
two waves: during the first, the less rapid phase, variants
on the Anglo-Indian pattern were applied in Africa and Asia,
with Britain at the head and France a rather distant second;
and the second, the rapid phase, was basically the scramble
for Africa after 1870, during which a new pattern of
colonialism appears. Even though there is not much
controversy concerning the underlying economic motivation of
European expansion overseas from its beginnings in the 15th
century, the question concerning Hobson's theory of economic
imperialism really is how extensive it can be made to those
historical patterns and stages without falsifying its
import. Hobson was very specific in his formulations and
this has been the cause of both their prestige and their
vulnerability. It is one thing to try to prove with fresh
and relatively reliable figures that the flag travels in the
hands of Mammon; it is another to make the same assertion
for colonial entreprise since Da Gama landed in Malabar.
However, if one interprets Hobson as wanting to say that in
a general sense individual and collective economic gain is a
more potent motivation than politics or religion, or that it
takes precedence over policy and over missionary zeal, then
a case can certainly be made for a Hobsonian rendering of
colonial history. All you need to do is command a
sufficiently impressive array of facts and they are there
for the picking.

The entrepot and the plantation were both strictly
commercial in nature. The Portuguese and Spanish colonies
in America were milked for taxes, profits, and raw
materials. British America rebelled over taxes and
commercial impositions it had not sanctioned. British India
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started as the East India Company, a joint-stock company
definitely chartered in 1657 that prospered as long as it
could set commercial policy for India. It gave up its
rather shadowy control in 1857, but by the end of the
century it was being claimed that the raj--the British
Indian administration that had officially taken over from
the East India Company--had been draining India of a yearly
fortune for servi<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>