University of the Philippines
SCHOOL OF ECOMCMICS

Discussion Paper 2010 Nowember 1980

L}H{'ﬁfs THEORY OF IMPERIALISM
Ly

Charles W. Lindeey
?:".

Note: UPSE Discussion Papers are prelimicary versicns cireulated
privately to elicit critical comment. They are protected
by the Copyright Law (PD ¥No. 59) and not for quotaticn or
reprinting without prier approval.

W gt

1\-1""'“



ABSTRACT

Lenin's theory of imperialism is the basis of much
contemporary analysiz of the ipteractieon between third world
and advanced capitali=t countries. This paper examines the
theoretical coherence of his theory. In Imperialism, Lenin
interwove two theories -- a theory. of moncpoly and a theory
of imperialism, He attempted to prove that the rise of
monopoly changed the velationship between the advanced
capiralist nations and the rest of the world, as well as
qualitatively altering the nature of capitalism within the
advanced countries themselve=. We argue that he succeeded in
the latter, but not in the former. The attempt to equate

imperialism and monopoly is untenstle,



LERIN'S TAZGRY 07 ILZaTALISKS

T oAld science woluld be
- superflucus If the outward
appearance and the essence of
things alrectly colncided.®
sarl fapyx, Capltal, Volume III

Lenin's small boox, Imperialism: the Highest Stape of

Gapltalism, is no doutit a major theoretical source for con—
temporary siudies of Imperialism. That this is the c¢ase in
spite of the claim that it does not constitute a well worked
out theory | *emp TE?H::?jl-ﬁﬂd that Lenin's purpose was to
some extent different irom that of most present day inves-
tigaters is of importance. femp comes closest to the mark
in describing Lenin's purpose wheén he notes that "[ blesides
explaining the character of the | Tirst world] war in

Marxist terms, Lenin seeks also to explain the pro-war stand
of Tthe lezders oi the Zecond International, which again he
traces to its reois in the recent adevelopment of capitalism™

cKemp 1967:65]. Zecent work on The subject of imperialis=m,
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nowever, has been directed much more toward the interaction
of the advanced capitalist world, particularly the United
States, and the third world. HNevertheless, in much of the
current writings reference is made to Imperialism, not simply
as a historical study of the internationalization of capital,
but as a theoretical work that can reasonably form a basis
for contemporary analysis.

Since its publication, Imperialism has been subjected to

considerable :riticism.E kueh of this, however, has been
directed toward specific conclusions or summary statements
and has not adegquately dealt with the work as a whole. COne
can appreciate Magdoff's complaint that "the compression of
Lenin's theory . . .« into a rigld model" is an obstacle tTo
the development of a theory of imperialism [1978:95]. On the
other hand, if there is a theory to be associated with Lenin,
it is not unreasonable to desire to know what it iz and to
what extent it 1s coherent.

The thesis of this paper is that in Imperialism, Lenin
Zttempted to interweave two theorles--a theory of monopoly
and a theory of imp&r‘ialism.3 This 1s unfortunate. Histo-
ricegl coincidence might have given plausibility to this ap-
proach (although even here there are problems), but ecorrela-
tion, NOWEVEr Strong, 13 insufficient for a theory; explana-
tion is nﬂndnd._ Lenin's theory of monopoly, in our view, 1s

sound. ZSut when his % '151 Smperislism is subjected to
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scrutiny, it is found lacking.

In the first section below we give a synopsis of Lenin's
theory of imperialism as it is generally understood. Follow-
ing that we digress briefly to justify our distinguishing im-
perialism from monopoly. Section III shows that Lenin is
Justified in viewing monopoly as a stage of capitalist devel-
opment. Importantly for the theory of imperialism, we argue
that monopoly is a function of centralization, and is at best
correlated with concentration. Sections IV and V take up two
cornerstones of lenin's theory of imperialism: the export
ol capital and the acquisition of colonies, respectively. e
show that Lenin does not make a reasconable case for the theo-
retical association of monopoly with either, and that his
empirical support for the latter is lacking. Section VI
deals briefly with three related points, and we conclude with
Section VII.

Inasmuch as our inteérest is with contemporary use of
Ienin's theory, we do not take up political issues that he

dealt with in Imperialism: the split in the working class

and the inevitability of capitalist wars. What is argued

here, however, may have sSome bearing on those issues.
1. An Overview

Lenin referred to imperialism in several ways, but in the end

: e : - ) I
he defined it as "moribund capitalism" [126]. The evolu-
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tion of capitalism involved ever increasing concentration and
centralization of the means of production. At the same time
banking was becoming more centralized. The interaction of
these two phenomena resulted in the rapid growth of monopoly
{the term being used in the generic sense) dominated by banks,
or what Lenin, following Hilferﬁing. called “finance capital.”
This institutional condition involwved a diminishing of invest-
ment opportunities relative to the accumulation of surplus;

a "superabundance of capitial" existed within the now monopo-
lized economies of the industrialized nations of Europe. A4s
a consegquence finance capital turrned ocutward, locking for new
areas in which the accumulated surplus could be put to use to
extract additional surplus. Thus, in addition to the more
long standing motives for capitalist expansion abroad--markets
and raw materials--a third motive was added: exportation of
surplus capital. This was the distingulshing characterizstic
of the new imperialism.

On the internaticnal level, competition among monopolists
of mature capitalist nations drove them into every corner of
the world, dividing it up among themsSelves and imposing con-
trol as they could. At the political level thls was mani-
fested in the accumulstion of colonies and semi-colonies by
the respective govermments of the monopolists. This divislon,
nowever, was not final; capitalism develops unevenly, and as

Uhe TerRTiNEe parun o Ered Al WAllerhiE reien, TrEnRNre naunted

1o




-5

for a redivision. Given the nature of capitalism, this could
only occur violently. In this way Lenin "proved that the war
of 1914-18 was imperiali=stic ., . . on the part of both

Aides . MO,

On the domestic level, the existence of finance capital
and capital export increased the importance of a rentier
class. In his role as a “"coupon clipper,™ the rentier became
isolated from the process of production. There was a tendency
toward stagnation, decay, and a retardstion of technical pro-
gress. In addition, with the growth of monopoly profits from
exported capital, the domestic bourgecisie was able to buy
off certaln sectors of the working class (worker "“opportun-
ism") and retard the development of the working class move-
ment. To desecribe this process of living off the exploita-
tion of labor of other countries, Lenin used the term “para-
sitism” (taken from Hobson). A1l this does not imply that
capitalism did not continue to grow and develop, but that
growth became more uneven, most noticeably in the countries
which were richest in ecapital. The struggles among the im-
perialist countries that accompanied the uneven development
of capitalism created social and political conditions that
"increase{ d] the irreconcilability between opportunism and
the general and vital interests of the working class move-
ment” [108]. Lenin concluded by saying, “. . . private

economic relations and private property relations constitute
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a shell which is no longer suitable for its contents, a shell
which must inevitably begin te¢ decay if its destruction be
delayed by artificial means; & shell which may continue in a
state of decay for a fairly long periocd (particularly if the
cure of the opportunist abscess is protracted), but which

will inevitably te remowved” [127].
II. The Definition of Imperialism

The definition of imperialism as moribund or monopoly
capitalism requires comment. ~For Marx, imperialism was “syn-
onymous with one-man rule after the fashion of Napoleon III,"
for that was the common use of the term in his day [Hemp 1967:
8). Engels used the word in his opposition to Fan-Slavism as
referring to national and racial, rather than to economic,
considerations [Lichthiem 1971:91]. HRosa Luxemburg rooted
imperialism in capitalist expansion, but she did not limit it
to the monopoly stage. Even Lenin spoke of imperialism in a
wider context: "Colonial policy and imperialism existed
before this latest stage of capitalism, and even before cap-
italism® [81-827]. And he referred to British mid-nineteenth
century actions abroad as “embryonic imperialism* [108].

The difficulty in defining imperialism is that it is a
political term and as such it "is subject to no authority but
its acceptance by the public which uses it, or to which it is

addressed. The expressions of our political wvecabulary, and
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among them those denoting 'histerical consciousness,' are
unavoidably ambiguous: thelr meaning is in perpetual move-
ment and one meaning constantly overlaps another™ [Koebner
1965:xiv]. Further, the problem is not so much "to state or
set forth the meaning of" (a5 one would in the definition of
a point), as it is “to describs."

But while imperialism is not & visible thing--any
more than “The state;" or *the nation,! or “the commorn—
wealth'--neither is it a mere word or empiy sound . . . .
[TIhe term 'imperialism' describes a particular kind of
reality, even though it is not the kind that can be

statistically weighed and measured. What it denotes is
a relationship: specifically, the relationship of a

ruling or controlling power to those under its domina-
tion |L1¢hthlem 19?21#? emphasis added].

In this connection, Lenin was quite specific:

But ‘general' argumentis about imperialism, which ignore,
or put into the background the Tundamental difference of
soclo-economic systems, inevitably degenerate into abso-
lute banalities, or into grandiloquent comparisons like
‘Greater Rome and Greater Britain.' ZEven the colonial
policy of capitalism in its previocus stages is essen-
tially different from tThe colonial policy of finance
capital [B2].

Lenin defined imperialism as the economic (and political
and social} aetivity of the leading characters of the world
economy, and of its unfolding, as he saw it. Thus, he writes:
*[ijmperialism, or the domination of finance capital . . ."
[59]1: . . . imperialism is the monopoly stage of capitalism

. « " [88]; "[ilmperialism, which means the partition of the
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world, and the exploitation of other countries . . .» [104];
"« + . imperialism is an immense accumulation of money capital
in a few countries . . ." [100]; ". . . define [imperialism]
as parasitic or decaying capitalism" [124]; "we must define
[imperislism] as capitalism in transition, or, more precisely,
28 moribund capitalism" [126]; and, of course, the title of

the book, Imperialism: the Highest Stage of Capitalism.

From our reading, we see no reason to suggest that Lenin
would find objectionable the more generazl definitien of impe-
rialism ms "the relationship of a ruling or controlling power
to those under its domination:" his peoint was to show that
the striving for domination should be understood in histori-
cal context. We shall therefore use the more general defini-
Lion and view Lenin's work as an attempt to comprehend its

5

reality.
i1f. Fonopely and Stzgnation

In his analysis of competitive cspitalism, larx theo-
retically demonstrated why industry would become more con-
cenirated and centralized, but he did not study such an
economy in detail. Ienin took up the analysis at this point,
fie was not the first te incorporate monopoly into Marxist
economic theory; that honor is reserved for Budolf Hilfer—
ding. However, as Baran and Jweezy point out, "Hilferding
did not treat it as a gualitatively new element in the capi-

talist economy; rather he saw it as effecting quantitative
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modifications of the basic Harxian laws of capitalism™ [1968:
18-197. Lenin, on the other hand, saw moncpely as a new stage

of capitalist development.

In spite of themselves, the capitalists are dragged, as
it were, into 3 new soclal order, a transitional soecial
order from complete free competition to complete social-
ization.

Production becomes social, but appropriation remains
private. The social means of production remain the pri-
vate property of a few [25].

To understand why this iz the case, it is important To
keep in mind the t the essence of monopoly 1s the centrallza-
tion of capital--not simply size, but the limiting of the

number of competitors. [arx put it This way:

This process [ centralization]| differs frem the former
{ concentration] in this, that it only presupposes a
change in the distribution of capital already to hand
and functioning; its field of aciion is therefore nol
limited by absoclute growth of social wealth, by the
absolute limits of accumulation. <apital grows in one
place to a huge mass in a single hand because 1t has
in apother place been lost by many. This is central-
ization proper, as distinet frem accumulatien and
concentration [Marx, Capltal, Vol I:6G86, as gquoted in
Sweezy 1942:255].

Phe importance of concentraticn is that i1 makes central-
isation both easier and more desirable on the part of the

capitalists.

. . . at a certain stage of its development., concentra-
tion itself, as it were, leads right to moncpoly; for a
score or so of giant enterprises can easily arrive at
an agreement, while on the other hand, the difficulty of
competition and the tendency towards monopoly arise Irom
the very dimensions of the enterprises [17].
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From a Marxian point oI view, a new stage in capitalism
would necessarily be associated with altered socizl relations
of production. In developing his theory of monopoly, Lenin
focused primarily on the relations among capitalists: mono-
poly reduces the pressures inherent in free competition,

resulting in a tendency to stegnation.

This is capitalist monopoly, i.e., monopoly which has
grown out of capitalism and exists in the general en-
vironment of capitalism, commodity production and com-
petition, and remains in permanent and insoluble con-
itradiction to this general environment. Hevertheless,
like all monopely, this capitalist monopoly inevitably
gives rise to a tendency to stagnatien and decay. As
monopoly prices become fixed, even temporarily, so the
stimulus to technical and, consequently, to all pro-
gress, disappears to a certain extent, and to that ex-
tent, also, the eccnomic possibvility arises of delib-
erately retarding technical progress. . . . Certainly
the possibility of reducing cost of production and in-
creasing profits by Introducing technical improvements
operates in the direction of change. Nevertheless,
the tendency to stagnation and decay, which iz the
Teature of monopoly, continues, and in certain branches
of industry, in certain countries, for certain pericds
of Time, it Decomes predominant [99-100].

+ « « the development of capitalism has arrived at =
Stage when, although commedity production still 'reigns’
and continues to be regarded as the basis of econemic
life, it has in reality been undermined and the big
prgfitﬁ g0 to The 'geniuses' of financial manipulatieon
:E-E?-

Throughout Imperialism ILenin discussed the importance of
cartels, trusts, and other agreements among producers. Here

he emphasized their impact on the rate of development of the

economy: & retardation due to fixing of prices and lack of
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technical progress. To the extent that competition is viewed
as capitalists struggling to produce more and more surplus
value, Lenin suggestedthat monopoly retards competitieon.
Financial manipulation rather than commodity production cap-
tures the big profits. But, he goes on to say that *[t]he
statement that cartels can abolish crises is a fable . . . .
[and] when monopoly appears in certain branches of industiry,
it increases and intensifies the anarchy inherent in capital-
ist production as a whole"™ [ 28].

The key word in the quote is "anarchy"; it is important
to distinguish between it and "competition." The latter is
reduced by monopoly, as well as being transformed. The driv-
ing force of capitalism is weakened. Lenin implied, however,
that this does not result in a smoothly functioning capitalism.
The anarchy inherent in private ownership of the means of pro-
duction remains, and so do the crises.

To understand the "real power and significance of modern
menopelies,” Lenin argued, the role of the banking system must
be examined [30]. As the banking system becomes more and more
centralized, "we find that a handful of monopolles control all
the operations, both commercial and industrial, of the whole
capitalist society” [35]. Capitalism is transformed into
"capitalist imperialism® [31].

To describe this process, lLenin used the term, taken from

Hilferding, "finance capital.”
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The concentration of production; the monopoly aris-
ing therefrom; the merging or coalescence of banking with
industry--this is the history of the rise of finance cap—
ital and what givesthe term "finance capital” its content
[473.

The importance of banks, according to Lenin, arises from
their "having at their command almost the whole of the more)y
capital of 211 the capitalists and small business men and also
a large part of the means of production and of the sources of
raw materials of the given country and in a number of coun-
tries” [31]. This allows the banks to transform "thousands
and thousands of scattered economic enterprises into a single
national, capitalist, and then into an international, capital-
ist, economic unit" [347; to econtrol credit [ 35]: to acguire
shares and appoint directors [417]; to take over, reconstruct,
and recorganize businesses which fail during depressions o 220
to accelerate technical progress [45]; to obtain monopoly
profits from the floating of companies, issue of stoeck, and
state loans [53,55]: to form holding companies L 32,34%-35,48];
to Ygreatly intensify and accelerate the process of concentra-
tion of capital and the formation of monopolies” [37]: and,
consequently, to "inevitably penetrate inte avery sphere of
public 1life” [ 53]. On the international level, the result is
the growth of a few, financially powerful states [ 59].

It iz an impressive list, but is it one that should be

limited te banks? As financial intermediaries, bank capital-

ists no doubt can perform these activities, but so can other
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capitalists. Centralization of capital--the rise of monopoly-—-
and not banks or, for that matter, finance capital 1s the key.
The extent to which financial capitalists or indusirial or com-
mercial capitalists (if they are truly separable) play the dom-
inant role in the funetions Lenin discussed is a historical
gquestion. What is important for a theory of monopely is the

role capital plays as it becomes more centralized.
IV. 'The Export of Capltal

In presenting data which showed that Great Britain, the
United States, France, and Germany owned 80 percent of the
world's finance capital, Lenin shifted the discussion te the
world economy. "Thus, in one way or another, nearly the whole
world is more or less the debtor to and tributary of these four
international banker countries, the four ‘*pillars® of world
finance capital® [61]. 4s the industrialized countries moved
from competitive capitalism to monocpoly, the export of capital
replaced the export of goods as =the typlcal feature" of the
world economy [62]. Why?

Onn the threshold of the twentieth century, wWe See & new

type of monopely coming intc existence. Firstly, there

are monopolist capitalist combines in all advanced cap-
italist countries; secondly, a few rich countries, in
which the accumulatien of capital reaches gigantic pro-
portions, cccupy 4 monopolisi positlon. AT enormous

“syuperabundance of capital" has accumulated in the ad-
vanced countries [&62].
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The meaning of "superabundance of capital” is somewhat
amblguous: however, we shall assume that it refers to the
existence of a econsiderable stock of money capital available
to be used for direct investment or to be lent by those who
control it, but is ldled for lack of profitable opportuni-
ties.ﬁ The problem then is to explain why investiment oppor-
tunities are lacking, keeping in mind that to contribute to
& theory of imperialism, the explanation must transcend the
particular instance to which Lenin addressed himself.

[f we assume a lack of investment opportunities in
some absolute sense, without reference to the larger, world
economy, Two explanations present themselves. .Ene Iz the
long term or secular falling rate of profit hypothesis, an
interpretation Lenin is often saddled with., We reject this
approach. There is no theoretical reason to causally link
the secular Talling rate of profit with centralization or
the onset of monopoly. At best the relationship would be
one of correlation. Further, without reference to opportu-
nities outside the country, there is no reason that a Talling
rate of profit should provoke any surplus capital; il any-
thing, there would be a shortage. In addition, it has been
shown that the Marxist theory for the long-term rate of
profit to fall (as the consequence of a rising organic com-
position of capital} suffers from severe, if not fatal, empir-

ical and logical difficulties [Wright 1977; Parijs 1930?.f
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Finally, and most importantly, Lenin never suggested in

Imperialism that there was a falling rate of prafit.s He did

speak of profits being higher in backward countries, but that
ig g different matter. The only instance in which he came
close to using the term ("decline in profits™ £53]) is in
reference to the conseguence of a redistribution of income
within the industrialized countries, and he did not think that
possible (a criticiam of Hobsen). If it did occur "there would
ve no talk of a supérabundance of capital . . . . Buk if capl-
talism did these things it could not be capitalism* [62-63].

This guote, Lenin's discussion of the relationship between
the export of capital and the export of commodities [65=-66],
and his claim that the exporti of capital restricts the devel-
opment of the capital experting couniry [65], are easily ex-
plicable in terms of an underconsumpticn or {perhaps) a dis-
proportionality theory of crisis [ Barratt Brown 19?2:53];9
They do not lend themselves to a secular falling rate of profit
axplanation. Further, any attempt to reconcile the secular
falling rate of profit view with the inflow of income from
foreign investments, which Lenin associated with the rise in
importance of the rentiers and aristocracy of the worlking
elass [100-101], is doomed To fallure.

In one sense, the crisis explanation of a superabundance
of capital gives support to Lenin's argument that the export

of capital is to De associated with monopoly capitalism.lu
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Monopolists, as contrasted with non-monopoly capitalists,
must take into account not only the potential profit on new
investment, but also the impact of the new investment on the
size of profit from thelr existing capital stock. Thus, the
existence of a Superabundance of capital may in part be a
consequence of the centralization of capital. Por the same
reason, crises may be morae Severe under monopoly, However,
crises also cecur in capitalism under more competitive con-
ditions. This being the Case, the existence of Euperabun-
dant capital itsalf ecannot Stand as the explanation of why
the export of capital became the qualitatively differant
Teature of the new imperialism, Ve must look further,

The lack of profitable investment eppertunities can alsg
be interpreted in g relative sense: there is g lack of prof-
itable opportunities domestically when compared with oppor-
iunities elsewhere, This, howaver, reguires differentiating
between the "necessity for SXporting capital” and the "possi-
bility of exporting capital,™

In these backward couniries profits are usually high,

Tor capital is scarce, the price of land is relatively

low, wages are low, raw materials are cheap. The

058ibility of exporting capital is craated by the

fact that numerous backward countries have been drawn
inte international capitalist intercourse; main rail-
Ways have either been built Or are Deing built there;
the elementary conditions for industrial development
have been created, etc. The necessity for exporting
capital arises from the fact that in a few countries
capitalism has become "over-ripe" and {owing to the
backward state of dgriculture and the impoverishead

State of the masses) capital cammet fingd "profitablen
investment [63; emphasis added].
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We have already dealt with the necessity side of the
argument; we now turn our attention to the possibility side.
Although he gquoted a passage from the Berlin review, [ie
Bank, discussing the demand for loans from the big money
markets by countries that would be classified as backward L 6% ],
lLenin treatadthe backward countries as essentially passive,
waiting for the monopoly stage of capitalism in order to
become the receptacle of capital exported from the industri-
alized nations. This makes little sense. Whether it be for
the development of export industries, of infrastructure, or of
domestic industry, the demand for capital in the backward
areas should not depend on whether the industrialized capl-
talist countries are in a competitive or monopoly stage. No
doubt, ignorance of the backward countries, the risks invelved,
and the smaller size of firms in an earlier stage of capitalist
development would be factors 1imiting capital export. But
with the development of productive forces (particularly in
transportation and communication}, and with the increasing
concentration of capital (reducing the risk of large projects),
these factors would diminish in importance. Thus also on the
possibility side, monopoly capitalism iz of little relevance.

e must conclude that Lenin's explanation of the export
of capital becoming thetypical Teature of the world economy
as being dus to menopoly (centralization) is theoretically

untenable, If in some instances the rapid growth of capital
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export and monopoly occurred together,; it is an interesting
observation. 32Zut our point is that Lenin provided no theo-
retical 1link (and we do not believe one exists). This, of
course, implies that we must reject the definition of the
: - 1

new imperialism as the monopoly stage of capltallsm.l‘

The point that is made here is supported by the argument
of Mapdoff.

. . the primary drive behind the export of capital

was not the pressure of surplus capital but the utili-

zation of capital where profitable opportunites exist-

ed, constralined of course by the technelogy of the

time, the economic and political conditions in the

other countries, and the rescurces of the home coun-

try [1978:121].
He fails, however, to draw the necessary implications about
the theoretical content of Lenin's theory.

Barratt Brown, we feel, also has the correct conclusion.

Wnat all those that did expand had in common was a cer—

tain level of technological development--some more ad-

vanced than others--and the driving force in this tech-

nological development of a capitalist class [1972:40].
He goes on to say, "It 1s from the special circumstatnces of
this class and the economic relations that it established
that Harxist theorles of imperialism start." This is
incorrect. karxist theories of imperialism build-
ing on Lenin do not start simply from a level of technolo-
gical development and a capitalist class; in addition, they
assume the capitalist class is dominated by monopolists. It

is the latter to which we are objecting.
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¥. Colenization

We noted in beginning that the purpose of Lenin's theory
was to explain the interaction of the advanced capitalist
countries in the decade or so on either side of the beginning
of the tweniieth century. 3ut this i=s not to say that he ig-
nored completely the relationship of the capitalist nations
with the backward areas. To begin with, he had no illusion
as to the nature of the expansion of capitalism into these
regions. “Imperialism iz the epoch of finance capital and of
monopclies, which introduce everywhere the siriving for domi-
nation, not for freedem" [120]. It is "the struggle of the
Great Powers for the economic and political division of the
workdss <= FHsde

The most obvious form of political division is, of course,
colonialism. QOther forms of dependence exist, but in Lenin's
view, "finance capital finds it most ‘convenient,® and i1s able
to extract the greatest profit from a subordination which in-
volves the loss of the political independence of the subjected
countries and peoples” [51]. He referred to other forms of
dependence as "transitional” [85].

Prom this perspective, Lenin directed his attentlion To
the race for coleonies in the latter part of the nineteenth
century and the beginning of the twentlieth century. He gave

savaral reasons for this drive:
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\1) Colonial possession alone gives complete guarantee of
Success to the monopolies against all the risks of the
struggle with competitors, including the risk that the
latter will defend themselves by means of a law estab-
lishing a state monopoly [ 82].

{2) Finance capital is not only interested in the al-
ready known sources of raw materialg; it is also inter-
ested in potential sources of raw materials . ., .
Hence, the inevitable striving of finance capital to
extend its economic territory and even its territory in
general [ 83].

{3) The necessity of exporting capital also gives an
impetus to the conguest of colenies . . 4 LEH%.
(4) The non-economic superstructure which grows up on

the basis of finance capital, its palitics and its
ideology, stimulates the striving for colonial con-
quest E%h]i

{5) .« . . an essential feature of imperialism is the rivalry
betiween a number of great powers in the striving for
hegemony, i.e., for the conquest of territory, not so
much directly for themselves as to weaken the adversary
and undermine his hegemony [91-92].

Lenin was not trying to give an explanation for all
colonialism, but only for colonialism in the epecific his-
torical period of monopoly capitalism. “Even the colonial
policy of capitalism in its previous Stages is essentially
different from the colonial policy of finance capital [ 82y
see also B8]. During the latter periocd political alliances and
divisions were connected to alliances of capitalists which

in turn were "based on the economic division of the warld®

[75]. He also presented data which he felt showed that there
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was an intensification of the struggle for colonies in the

period of finance capital [76-78,80]. But this demarcation
presents problems.

Lenin stressed the unevermess in the rate of colonial
expansion of the Great Powers [80]. Great Britain expanded
its colonial possessions most rapidly in the period 1860--
1880, the period which he called"the apex of pre-monopoly
capitalist development, of capitalism in which free compe-
tition was predominant . . . [77]. On the other hand, the
rapid colonial expansion by France and Germany occurred
during the periocd 1880--1899. It is in this latter periocd
*that the boom in colonial annexations begins, an& that the
struggle for the territorial division of the world becomes
extraordinarily keen" [77].

At one point he wrote "that capitalism's transition to
the stage of monopoly capitalism, to finance capitalism, is
bound up with the intensification of the struggle for the
partition of the world” [77-78]. Alternatively, “"Imperial-
jsm is capitalism in that stage of development in which the
dominance of monopolies and finance capital has established
jt2elf; . . . in which the division of all territcries of the

globe among the great capitalist powers has been completed®

[89; emphasis added]. The first quote can be interpreted as
implying that the causal sequence is somehow reversed (but

why would this be?), or that the two phenomena occur simul-
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taneously. The second quote limits imperialism to
the period after the territorial division “has been complet-
ed.” Above we quoted five reasons for the push for colonies,
the first four of which explieitly refer to monopoly or fi-
nance capital as the motivating force. Which way is it?
Does monopoly capitalism (the new imperialism) cccur simul-
taneously with, after, or before the territorial division of
the world?

Further, Lenin stated that monopoly capitalism "super-
ceded®™ the old capitalism in Europe and the “domination of
finance capital was established"” and "exports of capital
reached formidable dimensions at the beginning of the twen-
tieth century” [20,46,64]. Since the pre-eminent imperialisgt
power, Great Britain, began its rapid colonial drive 40 years
before the turn of the century, and the other two major Euro-
pean powers, some twenty years prior, we can enly conclude
that the acquisition of territories had nothing to do with
monopely or finance capital, that is, with imperialism as
Lenin defined it. Imperialism might remain important in
Lenin's theory for the redivision of the world, but not its
division [Kiernan 1975:50].

This conclusion is not unreasonable in terms of Lenin's
analysis. Referring to the five reasons for the acquisition
of c¢colonies listed above (risk,raw materials, capital export,
politica and ideoclogy of capitalism, and defense), we can ask

ourselves of what importance is mondpoly. The only difficult
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one is the third, the one dealing with the export of capital.
We argued previously that its association with monopoly does
not stand wp to scrutiny. And neither do any of the others.
Part of the problem is that the term "ménupaly“ can be
used in more than one context. When Lenin spoke of Britain's
"monopolist position in the world market™ in the middle of
the nineteenth century [107], he was using the term with ref-
erence to British capitalists collectively, not to the posi-
tion of specific enterprises. The same is true when he dis-
cussed the breaking up of the British monopoly [108]. Lenin
did not adequately or properly distinguish between actions of
monopoly caplitalists and the actions of capitalist governments
to create privileged reserves (monopolies) for their respec-
tive bourgeoisie, monopolists (at home) or not. If the above
list of reasons for colonization is read with this distinction
in mind, it makes sense. Otherwise, major logical and chrono-
logical problems arise. Lenin's attempt to overcome the prob-
lems by claiming “"it would be absurd to discuss the exact
year or the decade in which imperialism 'definitely' became
established” [90] won't do. Hi= analysis and the data that

he presents are simply incompatible.
VI. GSome Additional Pn&}ts

In discussing the reasons for and the relative impact of

the export of capital on the exporting and recipient countries,
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Lenin created logical difficulties for his theory that have

not yet been brought into cur discussion. He said:

(1) On the threshold of the twentieth century, we See a new
type of monopoly coming into existence. . . . An enor-
mous ‘superabundance of capitsl' has accumulsated in the
advanced countries [62].

+ = = i a Tew couniries capitalism has become 'over-
ripe' and . . . capital cannot find *profitable’
investment [&63].

(2) It goes without saying that if capitalism could
develop agriculture, . . . if 1t could raise the stan-
dard of living of the masses, . . . there could be no
talk of a superabundance of capital. . . . But if cap-
italism did these things it would not be capitalism;
for uneven development and wretched conditions of the
masses are fundamental and inevitable conditions and
premises of this mode of production [ 62-63].

{3) The export of capital greatly affects and accel-
erates the development of capitalism in those countries
to which 1t 1= exported. While, therefore, the export

of capital may tend te a certain extent to arrest de-
velopment in the countries exporting capital, it can
only do s0 by expanding and deepening the further de-
velopment of capitalism throughout the world [65].

Capitalism is growing with the greatest rapidity
in the colonies and in the overseas countries [97].

(4 Finance capital has created the epoch of monop-
olies, and monopolies introduce everywhere monopolist
methods: the utilisation of ‘connections® for profit-
ghle transactions takes the place of competition on
the open market. The most usual thing i= to stipulate
that part of the loazn that is granted shzll be spent
on purchases in the country of issue. . . . The ex-
port of capltal abroad thus becomes a means for en-
couraging the export of commodities [565-64].

In di=cussing the significance of finance capital in
regard to exports, etc., one must be able to single out
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the connection of exports especially and solely with the
tricks of the financiers, especially and solely with the
sale of goods by cartels, etc [114&].

{5) The export of capital, one of the most essentizal economic
bases of imperislism, still more completely isolates the
rentiers from production and sets the sezl of parasitism
on the whole country that lives by the exploitation of
the labour of several overseas countries and colonies.

The income of the bondholders [of Great Britain] is
five times greater than the income obtained from the for-
elgn trade of the greatest 'trading® country in the world.

The world has become divided into a handful of usurer
states on the one side, and a vast majority of debtor
states on the other [100-101].

{6) Imperiaslism . . . creates the economic possibility of cor-
rupting the upper sitrata of the proletariat . . . [104].

The receipt of high monopoly profits by the capitalists
.« - - makes it economically-possible for them to corrupt
certain sections of the working class, and for a time a
fairly considerable minority, and win them to the side

of the bourgeoisie of a glven indusiry or nation against
all the others [126].

First, examine quotes (2), (5), and (6). In (2) Lenin
acknowledged that a redistribution of income in favor of a
depressed sector of the masses would result in the elimination
of the superabundance of capital. Following Marx, he denied
the possibility of capitalism solving crises in this fashion.
But in (5) and (&), he in effect argued that there is a redis-

tribution process at work--to rentiers and to a strata of the

working class. This process would have a tendency to overcome
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the crises of surplus capital in a way that Lenin in guote
(2) denied would occur.

True, Lenin reasoned that the redistribution process
occurs because of the surplus inflow from abroad, but there
is no reason, theoretically, to argue that monopoly profits
extracted from abroad should be viewed as any different from
thoge extracted domestically, for tThe purpcose at hand. And,
true, Lenin argued in guote (2) zgainst the possibility of
redistribution to those that need it, as opposed to a trans-
fer to luxury goods consumers and the more well-off among the
working class. But again, for purposes of solving crises, it
is the spending that matters.

A1l thi=s is not to deny that surplus from abroad cannot
be used to buy off a section of the working class and that
under capitalism the redistribution would not likely be in
favor of the masses asz a whole. Rather, it is to suggest
that it is monopoly rather than imperialism that creates the
possibility of buying off a section of the working class. In
addition, Lenin showed that redistributions, which would tend
to solve crises, do occur. (Whether redigtributions are under-
taken specifically te eliminate crises or not, is immatecial.)

Second, in gquote (3) Lenin suggested that the export of
capital accelerates the development of capitalism in the back-
ward countries to which it is exported and tends to arrest de-

velopment in countries from which it is exported. These two
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propositions are interrelated, but one does not imply the
other. Causality would follow directly for the capital in

the exporting country only if capital was not in “super-
abundance.” In addition, in quote (4] Lenin pointed to the
increased exports of goods conseguent upon the export of cap-
ital, and the implication from (5) and (6) is that there is
increased domestic censumption on the part of those recelv-
ing the surplus from abroad. It is as possible for capital
exports to improve as to retard the development of the export-
ing country.

The third peint we wish to make in this section deals
with the direction of net capital flow and the existence of
a surplus of capital. (See gquotes (1) and (3).) Critiecs of
leéenin's theory of imperialism point to empirical data which
shows that the net flow of capital is toward the advanced cap-
italist countries when profit and interest are taken into ac-
count. Buet we do not need to go outside Lenin's work 1tselfl,
for he implied as much in guotes {5) and (&).

There is an unavoidable contradiciton, however, only if
one atiempts to interpret the existence of a superabundance
of capital as resulting from & secular déclining rate of
profit, As we discussed this point earlier, there is no need
to pursue it agaln here.

If the superabundance of capital is the result of a cri-

sis, then the existence of a capital surplus and the origin
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of that surplus are two separate issues. Lenin's theory ad-
dresses itself only to the directien (or redirection) of the
use of the surplus (or part of the surplus) when a crisis
situation cccurs. It is perfectly compatible with a year by
year net capital inflow to the advanced capitalist countries.
(We leave aside the semantic question of the appropriateness
of referring to the advanced countries in this eventuality as

"capital exporters.”)
VIi. Conclusion

In Imperialism, Lenin attempted to prove that the rise
of monopoly changed the relationship between the advanced cap-
italist nations and the rest of the world, as well as gualita-
tively zltering the nature of capitalism within the advanced
countries themselves. We believe that he succeeded in the
latter but not in the former.

Modern imperialism is no doubt rooted in the nature of
capitalism. The process may be intensified under menepoly cap-
Italism, but it is not qualitatively altered. The existence
of monopoly within the backward areas and its international-
ization today by the transnational firm are important issues,
but more in understanding the pace and pattern of economic
growth in the third world than in explaining theorigirsof imperialis

The slogans, rhetorical phrases, and quick summaries that

have been extracted from Imperialism and presented as if they
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were & theory, may be useful for Superficial criticism: how-
€ver, they are not helpful for theory building or cogent anal-
¥sis. A theory of imperialism that took monopolies into ac—
count would be a contribution to uUnderstanding the present

world economy. But it is not to be found in Imperialism.




HOTES

1. ZILenin undertock extensive research on the subject,
the notes of which have Deen gathered in the 800 page volume,

Hotebooks on Imperialism [Lenin 1968]. HNevertheless, his

research and writing were done under less than the most Ta-
vorable conditions. He was confronted by limited French,
English, and Russian literature, and he wrote “with an eye
to the isarist censorship.” He later complained that =Falt
is very palnful, in these days of liberty, to read these
cramped passages of the pamphlet, crushed, as they seem, in
an iron vise, distorted on mccount of the censor” LLenin 1939:7].
2. 0'Connor provides a useful summary of important
criticisms, but then he coneludes, rather inexplicably,
“Lenin's description of the chief characteristics of the new
colonial era--foreign investments, seizure of territory, monop-
olistic preferences--was therefore largely accurate” [ &' Connor
1971 :114%].
3« Ye will not be concerned with other works by Lenin
in which he expressed ideas about imperialism (e.g., Imperial-

ism and the Split in Socialism, The War and the Second Trter—

national, or The Development of Capitalism in Russia) .

%. Inasmuch as Imperialism is cited numerous times,; only

the page number will be placed in brackets.

-30-
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5. We assume that Lenin's equating imperialism and
monopoly was a gtatement of fact (and hence refutable) and
not a postulate of identity [Arrighi 1978:10]. 1In Arrighi's
view, the latter approach has led %o a situation that "what
had once been ‘the pride® of Marxism——the theory of imperial-
jem--had become a 'Tower of Eabel,® in which not even Marxisis
knew any longer how to find their way" [1978:17].

&. Magdoff has questioned the importance of surplus
capital as a motive for capital export. We agree. However,
he goes further to suggest that Lenin did not necesgarily place
much weight on a superabundance of capital as an explanatory
variable [19?5:119—123,2?5—2?1]. This is incorrect. Lenin
explained the superabundance of capital in terms of monopely,
and it ies the latter that distinguishes the new imperialism
from the old.

7. after showing that the theoretical argument for a
rising organic composition of capital is theoretlcally defi-
cient and that empiriecal support is lacking, Wright goes on
to suggest that “there is general agreement among Marxists
that it was a significant characteristic of nineteenth century
capitalism®™ [1977:20%]. From there it is an easy step to a
atylized history in which "in spite of an increasing rate of
surplus value, there was a definite tendency for the rate of
profit to fall" [1977:225; emphasis added]. Unfortunately,

liright says nothing about the actual movement of the rate of
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profit nor even bothers to Suppert the case that the organie
composition of capital rose sufficiently for thg tendency to
be invoked.

Farljs. on the other hand, does make &n important theo-
retical point:

[I]f one is prepared to move sufficiently far away from

the ideal competitive world that is generally taken for

granted in the discussion [of the secular falling rate

of profit hypothesis], some room can be made for the

possibility (just the possibility) of a fall in the av=

erage (not the generalg rate of profit, with a constant

real wage and prufit-maximizgtinn as the only eriterion

in the choice of technique"™ [1930:11; emphasis in original].
He goes on to say that further possibilities are opened up if
non-proflt maximizing behavior is assumed. But even thisg case
is of limited usefulness for our purposes, since the argument
has to be made on a firm by firm basis, with little ability
to generalize.

8. Parijs points out that the falling rate of profit
“came to constitute the core of Narxist interpretation of
crizes” only in the 1930s, with disproportionality or under-
consumption put forth as the origin of crises prior to that
time [1980:17.

9. Lichthiem wrongly states that Lenin rejected the
underconsumptionist argument; he dees not properly distin-
g£uish between explanation and policy Prescription [1971:117].

10. I am grateful to Ricardc Ferrer for emphasizing

this point.
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11. This conclusion is compatible with the widely held
view that while in the late nineteenth century there was
considerable monopoly in Germany and the United States, this
was not the case in Britain and elsewhere. The response by
some in support of Lenin's theory that monopoly did occur
later in these countries is in reality support for the argu-
ment put forth here. See Lichthiem [1971:1187] and Kemp

[1972:126].



REFERENCES

Arrighi, Giovanni.
NLE, 1978,

Baran, Paul A. and Paul M. Sweezy.

The Geometry of Imperialism.

London:

Monopoly Capital.

Middlesex: Penguin Books, 1948,

Barratt Brown,
Imperialism.”

Michael. "A Critigue of Marxist Theories of
In Studies in the Theory of Imperialism.

Ed. by Roger Owen and Bob Sutcliife.

Tom.
in the Theory of Imperialism. =d.
Sutcliffe. London: Longman, 1972.

Kemp,

« Theories of Imperialism.

V. G. HMarxism and Imperialism.
1975,

and H. D. Schmidt.

Kiernan,
Pregs,

Koebner, H.

Significance of a Politieal Yord, 18%0-1G80.

"The Marxist Theory of Imperialism.”

Londar:

London: Longman, 1972.

In Studies
by Roger (Owen and Bob

Lennis Deobson, 1967.

Hew Tork: 5t. Maxrtin's

Imperialism: +the Story and

Londori:

Cambridze Unlversity Press, 1965.

Lenin, V. I.

Imperialism:

the Highest Stage of Capitalisn.

New York: Interrftimnél Fublishers, 193%.
» MNotebooks! on Imperialism. Yolume 39: Collected

florks.

Lichthiem, George.

koscow:

Imperialism.

rrogress Publishers, 1968.

Hew York: Praeger Publishers, 1971.

Magdoff, Harry. Imperialism: from the Colonial Age to the
Fresent. HNHew %ﬂrﬁ: Jonthly Heview Press, 1978.

CConnor,

James.,

In

"The Meaning of Economic Imperialism."

Imperialism and Underdevelopment.

Ed. by Robert I, Rhodes.

New York: Monthly Hewvlew Press, 1971.

Farijs, Philippe Van. "The Falling-Rate-of-Profit Theory of
Crisis: A Rational Reconstruction by Way of Obituary.™
Review of Radical Political Economics, 12 (Spring 1980); 1-16.

Sweezy, Paul M., The Theory of Capitalist Develcpment. Mew York:

Menthly Review Press, 1942,

"Alternaztive Perspectives in Marxist Theory
of Accumulation and Crisis.” In The Subtile Anato of
Capitalism. Ed. by Jesse Schwartz. Santa lonica, Cali-
fornia: Goodyear Publishing Company, Inc., 1977.

Wright, Eric Ohlin.




