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Crisis of Marxist 
Theory of Imperialism and Underdevelopment 

A.B. Zack-Williams 

T h e a u t h o r s i n th i s rev iew represent three shades of M a r x i s t 
o p i n i o n on the quest i on of i m p e r i a l i s m and u n d e r - d e v e l o p m e n t Of f i ong* 
represents the ' T h i r d W o r l d N a t i o n a l i s t pos i t i on , H a y t e r * epitomises 
w h a t W a r r e n * has l a b e l l e d the " p o p u l i s t l e f t i s t " l i n e (p. 112), a n d 
W a r r e n ' s p o s i t i o n f o r l a c k o f a be t ter w o r d c o u l d be c a l l e d t h e i 
" r e v i s i o n i s t M a r x i s t " l ine . These labels w i l l soon become clear. 

B o t h O f f i ong a n d H a y t e r share a c o m m o n ep is temolog i ca l p o s i t i o n : 
u n d e r d e v e l o p m e n t a n d w o r l d pover ty are the results of c a p i t a l i s t ex­
p l o i t a t i o n . B y contrast . W a r r e n , w h o c l a i m s a l leg iance to M a r x , r a t h e r 
t h a n L e n i n (more a b o u t t h i s l a t e r ) , sees c a p i t a l i s m as p r o v i d i n g the basis 
for the g r o w t h i n m a t e r i a l w e l f a r e w h i c h the t h i r d w o r l d is now ex­
per ienc ing . S ince Warrer t ' s w o r k represents the d e v i a t i o n f r o m the ac­
cepted l ine i n c o n t e m p o r a r y M a r x i s t analys is on the quest ion of W o r l d 
poverty , his w o u l d be the y a r d s t i c k by w h i c h the other t w o w o r k s w i l l be 
judged . W e s h a l l no t be concerned w i t h the re la t ive i m p o r t a n c e of these 
w o r k s ; b u t we s h a l l , instead, look a t the issues ra i sed by tbe three authors . 

I M P E R I A L I S M A N D U N D E R D E V E L O P M E N T 

B o t h Of f i ong a n d H a y t e r re ject the c o n v e n t i o n a l ( m o d e r n i s a t i o n ) ex­
p l a n a t i o n s for poverty . H a y t e r notes: "... the e x p l a n a t i o n s , i f g iven a t a l l , 
are inadequate . F o r a s t a r t , t h e q u e s t i o n addressed is n o t u s u a l l y the 
quest i on of w h y the i n t e r n a t i o n a l d i s t r i b u t i o n of income is so u n e q u a l . 
E x p l a n a t i o n s are a t t e m p t s to show w h y the peoples of underdeve loped 
countr ies are 'poor' b u t the existence of t h e i r pover ty is n o t r e l a t e d to the 
w e a l t h a c c u m u l a t e d elsewhere... (The e x p l a n a t i o n s ) tend to be based on 
w h a t m i g h t t a c t f u l l y be c a l l e d a E u r o c e n t r i c v i e w o f the w o r l d , w h i c h is i t ­
self a p r o d u c t of h i s t o r i c a l c ircumstances, and of c o l o n i a l m y t h o l o g y i n 
p a r t i c u l a r . . . " (p. 18-19). 

F o r b o t h H a y t e r and Of f i ong , the c u r r e n t s tate of pover ty and u n -

*Daniel O. Offiong, Imperialism and Dependency: Obstacles to African Develop­
ment, Four th Dunension Publishers, 1980, pp. 304, N6. 50 ; T. Hayter The 
Creation of World Poverty: An Alternative View to the Brandt Report, Pluto 
Press, 1981, p p l 2 8 , .2.50, B i l l Warren, Imperialism Pioneer of Capitalism Verso, 
1980, pp. 274, fc3.95/$8.50. 
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argued t h a t i t was no t possible for E u r o p e a n technology to be b o r r o w e d 
by A f r i cans . T h e r a c i s t stereotype of A f r i c a n s by Europeans is contrasted 
w i t h J a p a n w h i c h was never co lonised or enslaved. E v e n w h e n A f r i c a n s 
were p r e p a r e d to forget the p a s t a n d " d e m a n d technology re l evant to our 
deve lopment , " t h i s a p p e a l f e l l o n dea f ears . 

H a y t e r , w r i t i n g on a perspective w i d e r t h a n Off iong's , noted t h a t the 
N a v i g a t i o n Ac ts h a d l a i d the f o u n d a t i o n whereby "co lonies were 
p r o h i b i t e d by l a w f r o m t u r n i n g to any i n d u s t r y w h i c h m i g h t compete w i t h 
the i n d u s t r y of the m o t h e r c o u n t r y . " W h i l e the des t ruc t i on of the I n d i a n 
t ex t i l e i n d u s t r y is u s u a l l y emphasised, H a y t e r notes: 

" I n Africa, Europeans already undermined much of the local textile industry 
by bringing in textile from Ind ia , thus adding to the destruction of African 
commerce, mining and industry already wrought by the slave wars. These I n ­
dian textiles, in Africa and also in America, then began to be replaced by tex­
tiles from B r i t a i n " p. 48). 

C o l o n i a l powers l i k e B r i t a i n used " a n e labora te n e t w o r k of restr ic ­
t ions a n d p r o h i b i t i v e dut ies , " a n d imposed " f ree t r a d e " w h e n i t su i ted 
t h e m . T h u s the B r i t i s h dec lared w a r on C h i n a t o force the l a t t e r t o i m p o r t 
o p i u m . T h e net effect of these strategies was no t on ly the loss of t h e i r 
" P r e v i o u s l y self -suff ic iency i n m a n u f a c h i r i n g , b u t also, increas ingly , t h e i r 
a b i l i t y to feed themselves." ( H a y t e r P. 53) . 

F o r W a r r e n , the effects o f c o l o n i a l i s m s h o u l d n o t be measured 
p r i m a r i l y i n terms of "economic deve lopment , " b u t i n terms of " m a t e r i a l 
w e l f a r e " o r " c u l t u r a l t rans fe r . " T h u s he offers the f o l l o w i n g caveat : 

' T o divorce economic development however, from the material welfare of 
the population or from the intellectual and cultural foundations of the ad­
vanced technology, organization, and characteristic psychological traits on 
which i t rests is to register only surface phenomena. Marxists have tended to 
do just t h a t to minimise improvements in material welfare on the one hand 
and to ignore (or even denounce) cultural transfer on the other, focusing on 
aspects of colonial economic development considered negative on the basis of 
an unhistorical ideas type" (pp. 128-29). 

W a r r e n goes on t o argue t h a t i f the three components of m a t e r i a l 
we l fa re are ana lysed ( i e . h e a l t h educat ion , and prov i s i on of new types of 
consumer goods), i t is c lear " t h a t the c o l o n i a l era, f a r f r o m i n i t i a t i n g a 
re in fo r c ing process of u n d e r d e v e l o p m e n t , l a u n c h e d a l m o s t f r o m its i n ­
cept ion a process of d e v e l o p m e n t " (p. 29). W a r r e n examines the " t h r e e i n ­
terwoven processes" a l l eged to be s y m p t o m a t i c of u n d e r d e v e l o p m e n t : -
(a) d r a i n of s u r p l u s f r o m p e r i p h e r y t o centre , 
(b) the e s t a b l i s h m e n t of a n adverse i n t e r n a t i o n a l d i v i s i o n of l a b o u r w h i c h 

is se l f - re in forc ing . 
(c) the consei-vation o f p r e - c a p i t a l i s t modes of p r o d u c t i o n w h i c h r e t a r d 

the deve lopment of p roduc t i ve forces. 
I n the case of d r a i n of surp lus , he argues t h a t for th is to r e t a r d 

economic development , i t m u s t be an abso lute d r a i n , a n d since i n ­
ves tment is genera l ly va lue c rea t ing , or p r o f i t a b l e , then a net ga in is 
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real ised. W i t h regards to the ques t i on of adverse i n t e r n a t i o n a l 
d i v i s i o n of labour , the l i n e of the u n d e r - d e v e l o p m e n t theror i s ts is v a l i d 
on ly i f spec ia l is ing i n p r i n i a r y products made i t imposs ib le for a n ex­
p o r t - l e d g r o w t h to occur, a n d a lso i f i t imposed serious i m p e d i m e n t s t o 
i n d u s t r i a l i s a t i o n , i n his v iew, the d e v e l o p m e n t a l experiences of 
A u s t r a l a s i a a n d the U.S. w h i c h he ho lds were " i n i t i a t e d by p r i m a r y 
c o m m o d i t y exports " shows the indequacy of the pos i t i on of the u n ­
derdeve lopment theorists . 

T h e quest ion of the preservat i on of arc l ia i c modes is d ismissed by 
W a r r e n as a n t i - M a r x i s t , f o r " M a r x h i m s e l f h a d no d o u b t t h a t the 
destruct ive force of c a p i t a l i s m w o u l d o u t w e i g h any conserving t e n ­
dencies." (p. 153) I n his view, w h a t is seen as preservat ion of archa ic 
forms is e i ther t r a n s i t o r y or is the r e s u l t of the uneven deve lopment of 
c a p i t a l i s m , " in w h i c h the t e m p o r a r y s tagnat i on of one sector m a y be 
the c o n d i t i o n for the r a p i d advance o f a n o t h e r . " (p. 154). T h e p r o b l e m 
is how t e m p o r a r y is t e m p o r a r y , for i t cOuld be reca l l ed t h a t i t is p a r t 
of Lac lau ' s a r g u m e n t ( w h i c h W a r r e n .strongly crit icises) t h a t the ar ­
chaic forms serve a ro le w h i c h is f u n c t i o n a l to c a p i t a l i s t a c c u m u l a t i o n . 

D E P E N D E N C Y T H E O R I S T S A N D T H E M Y T H 
O F U N D E R D E V E L O P M E N T 

I n his analys is o f the d e p e n d y i c y theory , W a r r e n argues t h a t i t 
reflects no t the " interes ts o f the w o r k i n g classes," b u t " t h e n a t i o n a l i s t sen­
t i m e n t s o f the i n t e l l e e l u a l groups." I t Ls i m p l i c i t i n W a r r e n ' s w o r k t h a t the 
dependency theorists w i t h the emphasis on b a c k w a r d c a p i t a l i s m are the 
i n h e r i t o r s of L e n i n ' s " r e v i s i o n i s t " pos i t i on . W a r r e n ' s task is to show the 
fa l s i t y of t h i s approach . A m o n g the c r i t i c i sms he levels aga inst this ap­
proach are t h a t : -
( i ) I t is a stat ic a n d super f i c i a l phenomenon l a c k i n g any d e p t h of 

analysis , 
( i i ) I t fa i l s to look a t the effect w h i c h the per iphery may have on the 

core countr ies w h i c h are now t e n d i n g towards in te r -dependent 
deve lopment a n d not dependency. 

( i i i ) I t suffers f r o m v u l g a r economic ^ e t e r m i n i s m ; i n p a r t i c u l a r , i t f a i l s t o 
look a t the g r o w i n g power of the n a t i o n a l s tate over the ben ign 
m u l t i n a t i o n a l corporat ions . F u r t h e r m o r e , i t f a i l s t o look a t the w i d e 
range of opt ions opened to the undeve loped societies, a n d the w a y 
d i f f e rent societies have adapted t o the w o r l d m a r k e t 

I n order to re ject the arguments of the u n d e r d e v e l o p m e n t theor ist , 
W a r r e n tr ies to show t h a t a n u m b e r of the i r conclusions do not c o m p l y 
w i t h e m p i r i c a l r e a l i t y . T h u s he argues t h a t the pos twar record (measured 
i n G N P per c a p i t a ) of the t h i r d w o r l d has been o u t s t a n d i n g l y succesful. 
F u r t h e r m o r e using f r a g m e n t a r y and ra ther shaky evidence (he h i m s e l f 
c l a i m s they are " s c a n t ' . i a n d u n r e l i a b l e " p. 200) , W a r r e n argues t h a t 
h igher g r o w t h rates in the p o s t w a r years have not generated greater 
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i n e q u a l i t y . 

O n the q u e s t i o n of m a r g i n a l i s a t i o n of the masses i n the t h i r d w o r l d , 
W a r r e n ho lds t h a t t h i s is a m i s l e a d i n g impress ion . O n the quest ion of 
t h i r d w o r l d u n e m p l o y m e n t W a r r e n rejects w h a t he cal ls evidence based 
o n " e m p l o y m e n t - e x c h a n g e s ta t i s t i c s . " B y c o n t r a s t evidence based on cen­
sus a n d sample survey d a t a gives a less g l o o m y p i c t u r e , w i t h rates " o f t e n 
c o m p a r a b l e to rates i n the Deve loped M a r k e t E c o n o m i e s " W a r r e n also 
rejects w h a t c o u l d be c a l l e d the ' A m i n thesis ' t h a t " t h e v o l u m e of goods 
a n d services a v a i l a b l e i n the T h i r d W o r l d since the second W o r l d W a r is 
n o t o r i e n t e d t o w a r d s the 'basic needs' o f the m a j o r i t y of the p o p u l a t i o n . " 
(See A . A m i n , Accumulation on a World Scale). H e w a r n s t h a t : "changes 
i n v a r i o u s basic i n d i v i d u a l i n d i c a t o r s o f w e l f a r e i n recent years are a l so 
consistent w i t h the v i e w t h a t there has been considerable progress i n 
m a t e r i a l w e l f a r e for the p o p u l a t i o n s as a w h o l e a n d n o t s i m p l y for the 
p r i v i l e g e d few." (p. 231). 

W a r r e n was q u i t e u n e q u i v o c a l w i t h regards to the quest ion of i n ­
d u s t r i a l i s a t i o n a n d the spread of c a p i t a l i s m . He observes; "desp i te asser­
t ions a n d pred i c t i ons to the c o n t r a r y , the underdeve loped w o r l d as a 
w h o l e has made considerable progress i n i n d u s t r i a l i s a t i o n d u r i n g the 
pos t -war p e r i o d " (p . 241). 

U s i n g aggregate f igures for the T h i r d W o r l d , W a r r e n argues t h a t 
m a n u f a c t u r i n g o u t p u t has r isen faster i n the underdeve loped w o r l d t h a n 
i n the developed c a p i t a l i s t countr ies . T h i s has t e n d e d to increase the f a r ­
mers c o n t r i b u t i o n t o w o r l d m a n u f a c t i i r i n g o u t p u t . F u r t h e r m o r e , i n a n u m ­
ber o f large to m e d i u m sized underdeve loped countr ies m a n u f a c t u r i n g as 
a percentage to G D P has r isen s i g n i f i c a n t l y . 

C O N C L U S I O N 

I n th i s review, we have l ooked a t three a u t h o r s w h o have t r i e d t o 
analyse i m p e r i a l i s m a n d u n d e r d e v e l o p m e n t W e have seen t h a t w h i l e the 
approaches of O f f i o n g and H a y t e r seem to merge i n places by contrast , 
W a r r e n ' s pos i t i on is very m u c h d i f f e r e n t T h o u g h he c la ims adherence to 
M a r x , yet,- W a r r e n ' s a p p r o a c h ( in p a r t i c u l a r his h a n d l i n g of secondary 
meter ia l s ) seem to have m o r e i n c o m m o n w i t h bourgeois economics t h a n 
w i t h M a r x i s m . 

A t f i r s t , i t seems as i f the controversy is s i m p l y between the effects of 
c a p i t a l i s m i n its ear ly ( compet i t i ve ) stage a n d the effect of m o n o p o l y 
c a p i t a l i s m o n t h i r d w o r l d soc ia l f o r m a t i o n s . T h e issue at stake, as we 
have seen, is deeper t h a n t h a t W a r r e n believes t h a t the c o n t e m p o r a r y 
t h i r d w o r l d is t h o r o u g h l y c a p i t a l i s t a n d t h a t tbe effect of c a p i t a l i s m is 
s i m i l a r to t h a t i n the developed w o r l d . I t is for t h i s reason t h a t he rejects 
the idea of c a p i t a l i s m preserv ing p r e - c a p i t a l i s t modes to serve i t s 
( c a p i t a l i s t ) a c c u m u l a t i o n need. 

W h a t is beyond d i spute is t h a t t h i r d w o r l d soc ia l f o r m a t i o n s are 
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d o m i n a t e d by c a p i t a l i s t r e l a t i o n s of p r o d u c t i o n , b u t th i s is n o t the same 
t h i n g as say ing t h a t these f o r m a t i o n s are c a p i t a l i s t Indeed , the c r u c i a l 
di f ference between c a p i t a l i s m a t the centre a n d p e r i p h e r a l c a p i t a l i s m 
c o u l d be f o u n d i n t h e w a y i n w h i c h the t h i r d w o r l d became i n t e g r a t e d i n t o 
the w o r l d c a p i t a l i s t system. T h e r e was no a t t e m p t t o create a n indigenous, 
bourgeois class ( a t least i n A f r i c a i n the c o l o n i a l per i od ) , a n d l i t t l e or no 
a t t e m p t was m a d e to r e v o l u t i o n i s e produc t ive forces. I n the case of A f r i c a , 
no a t t e m p t was m a d e ( u n t i l recent ly ) to e s tab l i sh a m a n u f a c t u r i n g base 
t h a t c ou ld a c t as a l e a d i n g sector to au tocentr i c g r o w t h Indeed , as C laude 
A k e ( i n The Political Economy of Africa, L o n g m a n s 1981) has observed, 
the effects of decades of i m p e r i a l i s t p e n e t r a t i o n has m e a n t " T h a t the ob­
jec t ive cond i t i ons of A f r i c a n Socio-economic f o r m a t i o n s do no t favour 
c a p i t a l i s m . " 


