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Book Reviews 

Communist Working Graup: Unequal Exchange and the Prospects of Socialism. 
Copenhagen, Denmark: Manifest Press, 1986. 225 pp., notes, bibhography. 

This is a timely book in many ways. For over a decade now, imperialism haS 
dealt fatal blows to some of the promising struggles for sociaUsm in oppressed 
nations. Chile comes to mind; so do Grenada and, to some extent, Mozambique. In 
the imperiaUst countries themselves, the elections and re-elections of ultra-conser
vatives lUce Thatcher, Reagan, Nakasone, Kohl, Mufroney and Chirac mdicate that 
the prospects for socialism, for now, are not too bright. To be sure, the post-Viet
nam period has seen impressive national Uberation struggles and social revolutions 
(Angola, Ethiopia and Nicaragua being among the most prominent), but this has 
also been a period of profound difficulties for socialism globally, as imperiahsm has 
re-doubled its efforts to recover lost ground. 

This situation raises several important questions: Why has the revolution not 

occurred in the imperiaUst coimtries? What are the chances of it occurring? What are 
the prospects for sociaUsm in the oppressed countries in the face of mounting 
imperiaUst agreession and counter—revolution? What social forces remain 
revolutionary and can be expected to struggle for socialsm? These questions require 
serious attention, if only for revolutionaries lo learn the proper lessons from past 
experiences and prepare for the continuing gathering waves of social emancipation 
globaUy. 

This Dook is devoted to these issues. It is made up of six chapters prefaced by 
Arghiri Emmanuel, whose confroversional theory of unequal exchange (first prop
ounded in the 1970s) is used as the theoretical starting-point. The first chapter 
explains a number of basic Marxist concepts and categories: the dialectics of theory 
and practice, dialectical materialism, base and superstructure, etc. It also provides 
statistics (not new) to show what we akeady know: that the "popjilation of the world 
is divided into rich and poor". The second chaptei describes the historical back
ground of unequal exchange, and the third chapter explains the essential aspects of 
the theory of unequal exchange by its reference to wage differentials between "rich 
and poor countries". The final chapters, the most original parts of the book, consider 
the prospects for socialism in both imperiaUst and oppressed countries, and what 
actions must be put on the poUtical agenda of communists in imperiaUst countries. 

Tbe entire book is based on the argmnent that the imperiaUst countries exploit 
third worid countries through unequal exchange, as iUustrated in wage variation, 
consumption differentials and trade imbalances in the worid market. On the basis of 
this premise, the authors argue the thesis that the proletariat in the imperialist coun
tries is better of materiaUy than the people of the poor nations. Not only that: this 
proletariat constitutes a labour aristocracy that actually shares in imperialist exploi
tation. It cannot, therefore, be revolutionary. Indeed, it has time and again betrayed 
,the people of the poor nations in their anti-imperiaUst struggle. We are told that, in 
the imperialist countries. 



... there are no classes today which are objectively interested in overthrowing the 
imperialist system, because all classes in these countries profit by this system (p. 197) 

Also, since the proletariat in these countries have a stake in imperialist exploitation, 
there is really no basis for expecting it to struggle for sociaUsm which irnpUes 
anti - imperiaUsm. 

The situation in the poor countries is different, the authors argue. In these coun
tries, genuine and effective anti-imperiaUst struggles are possible and do occur, for 
"anti-imperiaUst mass movements are only found where imperiaUsm means exploi
tation and unpoverishment" (p. 198). The national liberation struggle taking place in 
these countries constitute. 

the greatest threat to the imperiaUst system today. They do their share towards creating 
crises in imperiaUsm. These crises are of crucial importance, if a revolutionary situation 
ever is to arise in the rich part of the world (pp. 198-9). 

In other words, the "prime movers" (mdeed, the prospects) for sociaUsm are rooted 
in the poor countries. 

What is to be done? Communists in the imperiaUst countries imist support 
(materiaUy) the anti-imperiahst movements and struggles in the exploited coun
tries. That is where the future is. There is no other. 

There are a number of obvious problems with the premise, thesis, and conclu
sions of the book. First, the division of the world into simply rich and poor nations is 
conceptualy Umiting. Since the authors claim to be Marxists (Marx, Engles and 
Lenin are quoted profusely), the least we can expect from them is class analysis. In 
Marxism, imperiaUsm is first and foremost a class (not simply a national) phenome
non. It is class exploitation. And, therfore, to say that an imperiaUst country exploits 
a poor country and leave it at that is to gloss over class differentiations in the poor 
coimtries at least. Not aU classes in the so-caUed poor countries have a stake in 
defeating unperialism. The comprador class, for example, survives and thrives as as 
a result of imperiaUsm. It is this failure to undertake class analysis that leads the 
authors to assume that aU "national Uberation" struggles are by definition anti-im-
periaUst. The experience of Africa, at least, sharply contradicts this. 

There is also the characterization of the proletariat in the imperiaUst countries. 
Even if we were to accept the contention that this class is whoUy constituted by a 
laboiu- aristocracy, the burning question remains: does this make them imperiaUst? 
Is a labour aristocratic class, objectively, an imperiaUst class? Does it have monopoly 
capital with which it exploits? Obviously not. 'The authors' answer to this is that class 
is 'bribed' to support imperiaUsm. But always successfuUy? And if there is no class in 
the imperiaUst countries that has an interest in overthrowing imperiaUsm, what do 
we make of the popular struggles in those countries in soUdarity with the Vietnam 
people, the Nicaraguan revolution. South African Uberation, etc. ? What do we make 
of the ever-mounting working class struggles in those countries against capitalist 
exploitation? 

In aU the imperiaUst countries today, there is ever-increasing unemployment, 
homelessness, poverty, hunger, etc. What stake do those who suffer most from these 
(i.e the working class) have in imperiaUsm? Related to this, of course, is the obvious 
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question: if there is no revolutionary class left in the imperiaUst countries, in what 
social class are the conununists upon who the authors caU to support the national Ub
eration movements? These are only a few of the issues not considered. 

The book is undoubtedly very weU-written and the authors show a good grasp 
of very basic Marxist concepts. It also represents the first effort to draw the i>oUtical 
impUcations of Emmanuel's theory of unequal exchange. Its thesis is Ukely to receive 
considerable attention and may even appeal to some Third World progressives, if for 
no other reason than the psychological satisfaction that wiU come with being per
ceived as the most revolutionary force in the world. Beyond this, it is not likely to 
have much social Uberating influence for, in the final analysis, there is something fun-
damentaUy flawed m a revolutionary organization that bids farewell to the oppressed 
classes of its own country. 

A. Aidoo i 
University of Dar es Salaam 

109 


