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Prologue

The decades of the 1960s and the 1970s were pre-eminently a period
which brought to the surface an acute sense of the urgent need to
confront the great disorder that surrounded the actualization of the idea
of development. A new level of consciousness was reached during this
period, and it led to many international conferences and meetings, the
various resolutions, calls, demands, and even action programmes that
were intended to bring some progressive order and rational reasoning to
bear on the management of human affairs as they pertained to the
realization of the idea of development.

The active fronts of this rising consciousness were many; but each front
experienced deep disappointment and frustration. By the mid-1970s, we
had come to the crucial realization that the conception of development as
the pragmatic and incremental bridging of the “North-South gap,”
through diffusionist policies and imitative strategies, might not only be an
unworkable proposition but possibly an undesirable one as well. This led
to the pressing need to search for new intellectual bases from which to
approach the dissolution or the negation of underdevelopment.

This, in turn, necessitated the need to provide the historical grounds from
which to proceed to identify those processes, both subtle and overt, which
sustain underdevelopment as well as the need to demonstrate how the
very negation of these processes would amount to true development:
associative humanizing cultures of production and appropriation to meet
basic human needs for all equitably.

The construction of such bases is by no means easy, but, like the
proverbial journey of a thousand miles, it must begin with a first step: the
clarification of the many concepts, the interrelatedness of which explains
the development problématique. These conceptual clarifications must be
informed by a sense of history. They must be informed by the rising
consciousness brought about by new evaluations of what we have in the



world and what we have come to appreciate differently about the
dynamics of world-history in evolution.

Towards this awesome goal, Immanuel Wallerstein has succinctly pointed
to the reasons why the first step should be conceptual clarification. He
wrote that:

The important thing for living men, and for scholars and scientists as
their collective intellectual expression, is to situate the options
available in the contemporary situation in terms of the patterns we can
discern in the historical past. In this task, conceptual clarification is the
most constant need, and as life goes on and new experiences occur, we
learn, if we are wise, to reject and reformulate the partial truths of our
predecessors, and to unmask the ideological obscurantism of the
self-interested upholders of encrusted privilege.!

In this book, I use the term “Eurocentricity” to describe the prevailing
“ideological obscurantism.” It is meant to describe the heavy dominance,
that is, the “encrusted privilege,” of European culture in the evolution of
the modern world-system, both in the realms of fact and ideas. By
Europe, I am referring to the European culture as it exists in Europe
proper and as it predominates in Europe of the Diaspora — the United
States, Canada, Australia, New Zealand, and South Africa. I use the term
Europe rather than Western Europe or any other comparable term
because I want to stress the cultural dominance in the modern
world-system and its implied economic, political, and other forms of
domination.

It matters very little whether there is agreement on the exact year in
which the modern world-system emerged, so long as there is agreement
that it occurred some time in the late fifteenth century. I am partial to
Eric Williams’ view that the “year” 1415-1492, marked by Vasco Da
Gama’s and Christopher Columbus’ exploration triumphs,? is as good as
any year in the fifteenth century for dating the origin of the modern
world-system. Thus, for contextual clarity, I use the expressions “in the
fifteenth century” or “in the late fifteenth century.” Also, I refer to the
historical duration since that time as world-history in order to distinguish
this most relevant period from the unspecific and the imprecise term
history of the world.

I employ my understanding of the world-system methodology to argue
that, in order to understand the development problématique, thinking on



the matter must be de-Eurocentrized for it to have any meaning at all.
This is to say that it is only in terms of the historical evolution and the
continuing dynamics of the world-system as a whole, from its very
inception to the present, that the development-underdevelopment dialectic
can be grasped fully.

Consequently, it is only through a full confrontation with the logic and
dynamics of the world-system that authentic and realistic alternative
aims, perspectives, and strategies can begin to be conceived. Hence, the
description of this book and its intended sequel as “A World-System
Critique of Eurocentric Conceptions in Political Economy.”

The main thrust of the critique is that the three main perspectives in
political economy, the liberal, radical, and Marxist, apparent differences
notwithstanding, have in common some fundamental Eurocentric
properties that blind us to other (real) meanings of our world-history.
The Eurocentric world-view does not encourage other “valid”
interpretations of world-history, and yet, because of its dominance, it is
impossible to attempt other interpretations without discussing
Eurocentricity.

Our perspective is intended for us to begin to suspect that perhaps there
is nothing innocent about Eurocentric epistemology/methodology: that
perhaps liberalism is not the gentlemanly ideology it pretends to be and
that Marxism may not be the height of creative thinking, as its adherents
claim it to be.

I should state that this book does not claim to do more than suggest that
if we examined our basic concepts and categories in political economy, we
would find that they are as Eurocentric as they can only be expected to
be, given the Eurocentric dominance in our given world.

Having in mind the promise of a detailed and broader discussion in its
sequel, this book pretends to do no more than illustrate the highly
probable validity of the Eurocentric charge with its treatment of
imperialism. To the point, I regard the views in this book as composing
an elaborate working hypothesis, helpful in elucidating certain obscurities
in the links between the specificities of capitalist expansion, domination,
and exploitation as they pertain to the theory of (under)development. The
hope is that this book can help in uncovering certain theoretically
unconnected insights. I approach the views in this book in the spirit that
they are all open to correction and that they are to be discarded if and



whenever they do not facilitate the progress of the theory of
development.

Finally, I should say that the nature of the subject makes it impossible to
completely avoid the semblance of polemics. I only hope that I have kept
polemics to the minimum and, for that matter, in their appropriate place.
Presentational clarity demanded that in parts of the book I be deliberate,
dry, and even uninteresting; and if I have not been fluent all the way
through, it is for the reason that repetition is not totally avoidable.

Notes

1. Immanuel Wallerstein, “Dependence in an Inter-dependent World: The Limited
Possibilities of Transformation within the Capitalist World Economy,” in
Heraldo Muioz, ed., From Dependency to Development: Strategies to Overcome
Underdevelopment and Inequality (Westview Press, Boulder, Col., 1981; reprinted
from African Studies Review 18, no. 1 [1974]: 1-26), p. 268.

2. Eric Williams, From Columbus to Castro: The History of the Caribbean 14921969
(Andre Deutsch, London, 1978), pp. 1347.
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Chapter One

Introduction

This book turns on the strong conviction that a newly synthesized
formulation of the concept imperialism is urgently needed to understand
the persistence of underdevelopment or the development of peripheral
capitalism; and that this can be done most conveniently outside the strict
confines of Eurocentricity.

The underlying belief is that in showing how this concept can be
understood outside Eurocentric sympathies, we can gain a much better
understanding of the structural relationals and the sustaining processes
that explain the world not only to Europe but to the whole world. The
conviction is that the refinement of this concept leads not only to other
concept refinements but shows how such refinements can combine to
betray hidden relationships which can be of great importance in
understanding how our present world, as a whole, came to be what it is
and what constitutes its transformational potential. Indeed, if concepts
are really refined to reflect the world reality problem, the global
problématique, properly, they can lead to refined analyses of historical
developments in terms of their goals, processes, and indicators.

If, therefore, we attempt here to show how the concept imperialism
should be understood in order to explain the entire world to the entire
world, it is because of the initial insistence that the non-European parts
of the world have always been participants in the unfolding of
world-history, from its very inception, and not just helpless objects, who
do no more than look on as history passes them by.

The book begins with a discussion of the methodological contrast
between Eurocentric properties and world-system postulates. The
discussion is cast in the contending mode that the world-system approach
allows for the full recognition of the participation of third world societies
in the unfolding of world-history both as object and subject. That is, this
way of looking at world-history allows for the recognition of the inputs



of third world societies into the causes why the historical past has
produced the historical present, with respect to the prominent feature of
the development-underdevelopment dialectic.

These two recognitions allow for a crucial admission: that periphery
sources contribute to the persistence of imperialism. Third world societies
are, therefore, not necessarily and potentially as impotent in providing
appropriate inputs into the transformational requirements of the
world-system as Eurocentric epistemology and conventional wisdom
would have us believe.

From this methodological mode we construct a critical scheme, the
foundations of which derive from insight drawn from a particular reading
of the logic of the world-system methodology. The scheme allows for the
critical appreciation of Eurocentric renditions of imperialism according to
the imprecise and the over-precise endowments of historical concepts in
Eurocentric historiography; and it is made up of a composite historic
logic, which argues that the logic of the world-system in evolution
embraces the dialectically interrelating logics of all its subparts. Each part
of the world-system, then, is to be understood first and foremost as the
product of world-history: a product of all that it has encountered, both as
an object and as a subject, in the unfolding of world-history.

The critical scheme is applied to the liberal, radical, and Marxist
conceptions of imperialism in three succeeding chapters. This is done for
two main reasons. First, to show that all these conceptions are
Eurocentric at their epistemological base. Second, to show that, sheared
of their Eurocentric character, these three conceptions of imperialism can
contribute, even if negatively, to the new formulation that we are after.

In chapter three, I argue that the liberal conception of imperialism,
because of its imprecision, is transhistoric and transepochal. 1t is too fluid
in nature and, therefore, for my purposes, too elastic to be
historico-analytically useful.

The radical conception of imperialism is treated in chapter four. I present
it as a rigid conception which violates the strict sensitivity needed to
respect the historic specificity of world-history in its totality.

The Marxist conception of imperialism is no less rigid. In chapter five, I
argue that this conception of imperialism, because of its over-precise



nature, is too blunt to be analytically useful in the study of world-history
from the peripheral perspective.

Chapters three, four, and five have a common structure. All these
chapters begin with a close textual analysis of the main works that serve
as the intellectual sources for the different conceptions of imperialism. I
then proceed to criticize these conceptions from the point of view of the
critical scheme. These sources, however, are not too clear in all cases.

I use Schumpeter’s works as the intellectual source for the liberal
conception of imperialism because of his immense influence on liberal
thinking on the subject, which, many will agree, is due to Schumpeter’s
ability to write elegantly while communicating complex ideas in very clear
and simple ways.

Many radicals consider Hobson’s works on the subject early this century
as the starting point, even though the sources of his ideas on the subject
can be traced back to other writings.! Hobson’s claim to fame rests on his
journalistic Manichaean excesses in seeing imperialism principally in
terms of negative social and economic calculations, and on the false
appearances that he was sympathetic to the imperialized races.

The Marxist intellectual source is attributed to Lenin’s work, even though
other Marxists had expressed themselves earlier on the subject. It is
Lenin’s dominating and magnetic revolutionary personality as well as the
forceful clarity of his writing which account for his works on the subject
being universally accepted as the Marxist intellectual source of origin.

In chapter six, entitled “The Thesis,” I undertake to show how, according
to my understanding of the subject, we may proceed to view imperialism
in its historically precise conception, if we are to avoid Eurocentric
pitfalls. It is in this chapter that I present the continuity of imperialism
thesis in its structural form and in its phase-relationship with capitalism.

The thesis is that the imperialism we associate with capitalism is sui
generis; and that it has been an abiding attribute of capitalism since its
nascence in Europe in the late fifteenth century. The argument is that it is
only the forms of imperialism that have changed with the development of
world capitalism; but that its historical vocation of facilitating the leakage
of capital from the periphery to the centre of the world-system has
remained intact.



