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Abstract

The purpose of the present paper is to show that Lenin’s 1893-1900 intervention in the Russian controversy over capitalist development constitutes a very fruitful contribution to Marxist theory on pre-industrial capitalist economic forms, and one moreover which was not fully taken into consideration in post-war Marxist analyses. Lenin’s theoretical positions enable Marxist analysts to gain a new insight into economic and social processes in many LDCs. Two points of Lenin’s analyses are discussed, which may be used to elucidate the problems identified in contemporary Marxist approaches to LDCs:

a) The methodological principles of his approach, which may throw light on the problem of the “historic inevitability” of capitalist development and the home market question.

b) The theory of the formal subordination of labor to (commercial) capital as represented by the “buyer-up,” which constitutes Lenin’s major contribution to a Marxist theory of pre-industrial capitalism.

1. Introduction

Post-war Marxism is marked by what we may call the “development of capitalism” controversy. Different Marxist theoretical schools - the “world-capitalism,” “centre-periphery” and “dependency” schools on the one hand (e.g. Amin 1976, Wallerstein 1974, 1980, Cordova 1973) and on the other the “modes of production,” “articulation of modes of production” (e.g. Rey 1971, Wolpe 1980) or “theory of transition” (Dobb 1976, see also Resnick & Wolff 1979) approaches - have dealt with or argued about the economic and social character of capitalist development in the Less Developed Countries of the Third World (LDCs) as well as its presuppositions.

A similar debate took place among the Russian Marxists during the last two decades of the nineteenth century. Its subject was the social and  economic character of the Russian social formation and the prospects for its capitalist development and/or transition to socialism. Despite its status as a major political power, Russia at that time possessed all the major attributes of an agrarian LDC.

The purpose of the present paper is to show that Lenin’s 1893-1900 intervention in the Russian controversy over capitalist development,  an oeuvre covering more than 1,600 printed pages (LCW Vols. 1-3, 1977), constitutes a very fruitful contribution to Marxist theory on pre-industrial capitalist economic forms, and one moreover which was not fully taken into consideration in post-war Marxist analyses. Lenin’s theoretical positions enable Marxist analysts to gain a new insight into economic and social processes in many LDCs, notwithstanding the fact that Lenin did not entirely avoid some schematic oversimplifications on the agrarian question. 

More specifically, current development debates face two main theoretical questions: (a) Under which circumstances an LDC can be considered as a capitalist social formation (a question which is also relevant to the political strategies of the Left, given that in capitalist social formations the objective presuppositions of socialist revolution de facto exist); and (b) which (if any) economic and social factors may put an LDC in a trajectory of fast capitalist growth, transforming it thus to a developed capitalist country. Lenin had responded to both these theoretical questions in a way that appears to me to be comprehensive and elucidative.  

2. Economic Relations in Russia at the End of the 19th Century

Russia at the end of the nineteenth century was an agrarian country, with pre-capitalist production forms still existing and being extensively reproduced. According to the first official census of the Empire (LCW Vol. 3, p.573), the non-agrarian Russian population (inhabitants of urban areas with population in excess of 2,000) was only 12.76% of the total population in 1897. Lenin considers that this is an underestimate, attributable to discrepancies in the methodology of the census. However, even according to his own calculations the non-agrarian (urban and semi-urban) population of Russia did not exceed 15% of the total population in 1897 (LCW Vol. 3, pp. 574, 582). By way of comparison, in 1891 the non-agrarian population of the USA represented 35.3% of the total, in France 37.4%, in Germany 47.0% (Sternberg 1971, p.520) whereas in 1896 it was 31% of the total population in Greece (Milios 1988, p.168). Of the total working population in Russia, 74.6% were employed in the agrarian sector and only 9.8% worked in industry and manufacturing (data for 1897, LCW Vol. 3, p.513). The corresponding figures for some other countries in 1901 were as follows: 59.4% of the working population in Britain, 26.7% in France, 24.4% in the USA were employed in industry and manufacturing, and in 1907 36.0% in Germany and 18.33% in Greece (Sternberg 1971, pp. 425, 519, 553, 508 and Milios 1988, p. 168-69).

More importantly, this “agrarian” picture of the Russian  economy was complicated by the presence of two types of pre-capitalist economic and social structures, or at least of their remnants. On the one hand there were the structures inherited from feudal serfdom and on the other those associated with the Asiatic communes. State intervention for the purposes of promoting capitalist social relations (especially after the political reorganization following the Crimean War of 1853-6 in the interest of bourgeois economic and political forces: protectionist measures to promote import substitution favoring domestic industrial products; establishment of compulsory military service for all males; creation of an independent judiciary; educational reform enabling women to attend higher educational institutions, etc.) had resulted in high rates of development in the capitalist sector of the economy,
 without having precipitated the dissolution of pre-capitalist forms.

 
A process of agrarian reform, the Peasant Reform  of Alexander II, was initiated in 1861, abolishing serfdom and giving the peasants the right to possess a land allotment on condition that they make a certain “redemption payment” to the landlords. Pending the remittance of this “redemption payment” (in kind, in money, or even in labor) the peasant was regarded as “temporarily bound.” Data provided by Marx indicates that on January 1st 1878, i.e. 17 years after the reform, around 28 percent of former serfs remained “temporarily bound” (MEW Vol. 19, 1976, pp. 416-417).

The agrarian population freed from serfdom in 1861 numbered 22.5 million people, in a total agrarian population of 55 million. Discounting the 110 thousand landowners, the remaining 32 million peasants were deemed to be “state-owned peasants,” i.e. they belonged to agrarian communes (MEW Vol. 12, p. 677, MEW Vol. 38, p. 642), inhabiting a social framework which was almost entirely unrelated to feudal relations of power but possessed certain affinities with the Asiatic Mode of Production (AMP). The AMP presupposes structural elements of a particular kind of pre-capitalist society, namely a) absence of private property in the means of production, b) collective organization of the subaltern (laboring) class in village communes. The land belonged to the ruler, personifying the state, with the peasants enjoying possession of the land (in the form of the right to cultivate it). Surplus labor was appropriated not privately but collectively by the ruling class through the state, whereas the peasants enjoyed access to the land only on the condition of belonging to a village community. The appropriation of the surplus labor took the historically specific form of a tribute paid to the state by all agrarian or urban communities.

In the late nineteenth century Russian commune (obshcnina or mir) the land was considered state property. The community was administered by the village elders and all peasants were “collectively responsible” for making their payment promptly and in full to the state. They were, moreover, not permitted to leave the territory under the jurisdiction of their commune. The communal land was allotted to peasant families for cultivation on the basis of the number of male family members and was not transferable or saleable. A regular redistribution of the land among the families of the commune took place, with no right granted to the peasants to refuse the allotment assigned after each official registration. The only change in communal economic relations brought about by the 1861 Agrarian Reform was the permission given to peasants to rent land from other “state-owned” peasants. As a result, some new peasant social strata came into existence: on the one hand the “rich peasants,” the value of  whose productive and commercial activity exceeded that of the tribute paid by them to the state, on the other the “poor peasants,” forced by indigence to work also as wage-laborers, on a seasonal or permanent basis.

In the territories of European Russian there were in 1881 138.27 million dessyatins (1 dessyatin = 2.7 acres) of arable community land and 109.09 million dessyatins of arable private land (Foreign Office 1888, p.18). For the year 1905 L. Trotsky calculated the total arable land area of European Russia to be 280 million dessyatins, half of which was in the possession of peasant communes, while the other half was equally divided between 30,000 landlords on the one hand and ten million peasant families (former serfs) on the other (Trotsky 1972, p. 51).

3. The Problem of Capitalist Development: The Narodniks and Lenin

All the parties that took part in the nineteenth century Russian controversy on capitalist development represented different tendencies of Marxist thought. As Luxemburg (1971) pointed out, in this controversy “for the first time, the argument centered purely in the reproduction of capital as a whole, in accumulation, (…) the issue was no longer between laissez-faire and social reform, but between two varieties of socialism” (p. 274).

The Narodniks, against whom the greater part of Lenin’s polemic was directed, was historically the first and up to the time that we are examining (the decade of the 1890s) the most powerful current of the Russian Marxist intelligentsia. One of the most distinguished representatives of the Narodniks (along with Vorontsov) was N.F. Danielson, who wrote under the pseudonym Nikolay-on or N-on (1844-1918), translated Das Kapital into the Russian language (the third Volume was published in 1896, just two years after the first German edition of 1894) and corresponded with Marx and Engels up to the end of their lives.

The Narodniks considered that the reform of the 1860s, i.e. the abolition of serfdom, had in principle created the prerequisites for a “popular,” non-capitalist course of development in Russia, based chiefly on the peasantry. The basis for this course of development would be the peasant commune, which was ardently championed by the Narodniks. (They rejected all  thought of privatization of common lands which would lead to the break-up of the communes). In brief, the peasant  commune was the structure “in which they wanted to see the rudiments of Communism” (LCW Vol. 1, p. 276).

The whole theoretical edifice was crowned by the conviction that the limitations of the domestic market (precisely because of the poverty of the popular masses in Russia but also because of the perceived tendency of capitalism to depress the living standards of the masses) constituted a formidable impediment,  or even rendered impossible, the development of capitalism in Russia.

Initially (in the 1870s) they were quite convinced of the impossibility of capitalism developing in Russia. Subsequently, when nobody could any longer dispute the extensive reproduction of capital in certain sectors of the Russian economy, they maintained either that capitalism would not embrace “the entirety of production in Russia” (Vorontsov) or that capitalism, to the extent that it developed, would constitute a plague on the community (Danielson). This view was based on the position that capitalist development presupposes alienation of the peasantry from their means of production, creation of a “reserve army” of unemployed, etc., that is to say ultimately the lowering of popular living standards and the contraction of the domestic market. There thus arises a problem of realization of capitalistically produced commodities, which is solved in the big capitalist powers by a steep rise in the volume of exports. It was argued that this way out was not available to Russia, since it was not in a position to compete successfully with other capitalist countries on the international market. Russian capitalism, according to Danielson, could not overcome the “problem of markets,” and was therefore condemned to a low level of capitalist development, with the resulting possibility that it [capitalism] could be replaced by the communal “popular economy.” The Narodniks were convinced that the Russian community could “pass directly to the higher form of communist common property” (Marx-Engels 1985, p.56).

The Russian development-of-capitalism controversy, like all relevant contemporary Marxist debates, was closely related to the issue of social change and the political strategy of the Left. This is why the participants in the debate included, apart from the “Left social-democrats” or “orthodox Marxists” (Plekhanov, Lenin) and the Narodniks, all the currents of the Russian Left of that time, like the Marxists of the “new critical current” or “legal Marxists,” who were also very critical of the views of the Narodniks. (For an overview of the Russian debate see R. Luxemburg, 1971 pp. 269-326. For the dispute between Lenin and the Narodniks see Rosdolsky [1969] and Dutschke [1974]).

Lenin’s theoretical intervention aimed at defending the position that Russia was a capitalist social formation, albeit, compared with other major European capitalist powers, a less developed one: “Russia is a capitalist country. (…) Russia is still very backward, as compared with other capitalist countries, in her economic development” (LCW Vol. 3, p. 503). The political consequences were straightforward: “The only way to end the exploitation of the working people is through the class struggle of the proletariat” (LCW, p. 268).

The Russian social formation possessed, as already indicated, the characteristics of an LDC. With a view to defending his positions, Lenin subjected it to detailed analysis. I propose in the following section to discuss two points of Lenin’s analysis which may be used to elucidate the problems identified in  contemporary Marxist approaches to LDCs:

a) The methodological principles of Lenin’s approach, which may throw light on the problem of the “historic inevitability” of capitalist development and the home market question.

b) The theory of the formal subordination of labor to (commercial) capital as represented by the “buyer-up,” in my opinion  Lenin’s major contribution to a Marxist theory of pre-industrial capitalism. However, this theory becomes sometimes obscure, when Lenin refers to the social classes in the countryside and the “agrarian question,” which constitutes the weakest and most contradictory (although the most discussed) point in Lenin’s  early writings.

4.  Lenin’s methodological principles

4.1) Rejection of all “prognoses” before the completion of a concrete analysis.

Many authors, including a number of neo-Marxists, have portrayed classical Marxist thought, and in particular the writings of Marx himself, as the vehicle for a “progressivist prognosis” of history, according to which all countries will inevitably go through the same stages of economic and social evolution, from pre-capitalist forms to developed capitalism, and culminating in socialism. (For a brief overview of these approaches see Goodman-Redclift 1982, pp. 24 ff.). Although such formulations can be found in the work of Marx and Engels, particularly in their political writings, there is no “progressivist prognosis” in the economic writings of Marx’s maturity. On the contrary, in these writings Marx recognized the possibility of capitalism emerging as a consequence of class struggle. Moreover he outlined the prerequisites for such a historical development. 

In his famous 1881 letter to the Russian socialist Vera Zasulitch he wrote: “É have shown in Capital that the transformation of feudal production into capitalist production has as a starting point the expropriation of producers, which mainly means that the expropriation of the   peasants is the basis of this whole process (...) I restricted, therefore, this ‘historical inevitability’ to the ‘countries of western Europe’ (...) Surely, if capitalist production is to establish its domination in Russia, then the great majority of the peasants, that is of the Russian people, must be transformed into wage-earners and consequently expropriated, through the previous abolition of their common property. But in any way the precedent of the West will prove here  absolutely nothing (...) What threatens the life of the Russian community, is neither a historical inevitability, nor a theory; it is the oppression by the side of the state and the exploitation by the intruding capitalists, who are becoming powerful with the support of this same state and to the disadvantage of the peasants” (MEW, Vol. 19, pp. 396-400).

Only in the event of the capitalist mode of production becoming through class struggle fully dominant in a social formation is capitalist development established as an inherent tendency of social evolution, only temporarily halted by capitalist crises: “Productivity of labor in general = the maximum of profit with the minimum of work, hence, too, goods constantly become cheaper. This becomes a law, independent of the will of the individual capitalist (…) But this inherent tendency of capitalist production does not become adequately realized –it does not become indispensable, and that also means technologically indispensable— until the specific mode of capitalist production and hence the real subsumption of labor under capital has become a reality” (Marx 1990, p. 1037). 


Lenin’s methodology follows the same path, avoiding dogmatism in its positive (“all countries will inevitably follow the same historical stages”) as well as its negative (“LDCs or ‘peripheral’ countries will remain underdeveloped / will not achieve anything but ‘development of underdevelopment’” etc.) variants. In 1894 he wrote: “No Marxist has ever argued anywhere that there ‘must be’ capitalism in Russia ‘because’ there was capitalism in the West, and so on (...) No Marxist has ever regarded Marx’s theory as some universally compulsory philosophical scheme of history,  as  anything more  than an explanation of a particular social-economic formation” (LCW Vol. 1, p. 192). The concrete analysis, and not some general theoretical premises, will determine whether a country is capitalist or not, and whether it is or is not moving towards capitalist development.

4.2) The concrete analysis will be based on the investigation of different modes of production. In an LDC, not only pre-capitalist, but also pre-industrial forms of capital play an important role.

The scientific investigation of a country presupposes, according to Lenin, a class analysis of its society. This in turn is based on the analysis of the different modes of production: “The theory of the class struggle represents a tremendous acquisition for social science (...) Firstly, this theory worked out the concept of the social-economic formation. Taking as its starting-point a fact that is fundamental to all human society, namely, the mode of procuring the means of subsistence, it connected up with this the relations between people formed under the influence of the given modes of procuring the means of subsistence, and showed that this system of relations (‘relations of production’, to use Marx's terminology), is the basis of society, which clothes itself in political and legal forms and in definite trends of social thought” (LVW, Vol. 1, p. 410).


Within this theoretical framework, capital is to be regarded neither as a “thing” nor as a productive technology (“the factory”) but as a specific social relation of exploitation and dominance. In an LDC this social relation may be present only in embryonic forms: “before the producer is completely divorced from the means of production” (LCW, Vol. 1, p. 466). With another formulation, “capital is a certain relation between people, a relation which remains the same whether  the categories under comparison  are at a  higher or a  lower  level  of  development” (LCW, Vol. 1, p.217).


This means that the number of wage laborers should not be considered the crucial index as to whether or not a country is capitalist. In its initial stages of development, capitalism may have become dominant in a social formation even though the proportion of the total working population engaged in wage labor may remain relatively small. In such cases, capitalist exploitation takes other forms than those which are typical for industrial capitalism. (LCW Vol. 1, pp. 310-11)

“Marx's communist program was drawn up before  1848 (...) The smallness of the working class at that time may be judged from the fact that 27 years later, in 1875, Marx wrote that ‘the majority of the toiling people  in Germany consists of peasants and not of  proletarians’” (LCW Vol. 1, p. 319). One may add to this argument, that Adam Smith formulated the first approach to the capitalist mode of production in his Wealth of Nations (published in 1776), during the “manufactory period of capitalism,” i.e. before the industrial revolution in Britain. As Rubin (1989) notes, during that period, “the manufactories were unable to oust and replace the domestic system (i.e. the buyer-up, J.M.) on any significant scale – this was a task that only the factories with their extensive application of machinery after the industrial revolution of the end of the 18th century, had it within their power to accomplish” (p. 156).

4.3 The home market question
 As already stated, on the basis of argumentation concerning the small size of the home market in a poor country like Russia, the Narodniks considered capitalist development in that country to be an impossibility. Lenin argues correctly that in reality (and if one does not take into consideration the conjunctures of cyclical crises) there can be no “home market question,” since the concrete size of the market in a particular country is a consequence (and a form of appearance) of the level of capitalist development in the country and not a prerequisite for such development. His argument follows two lines of reasoning:


1) The appearance and expanded reproduction of the capitalist mode of production in a particular country brings into existence, and then broadens, the domestic market (in contrast to what is claimed by the Narodniks) since it coincides with the following procedures: a) creation of demand for capital goods (means of production) on the part of capital. b) Replacement of the self-sustaining pre-capitalist economy with the commodity economy, i.e. conversion of the means of subsistence of the popular masses into commodities.


2) Lenin argues that although in capitalist development both the productivity of labor and the volume of capitalistically produced commodities tend to increase at a faster rate than that of the growth in popular incomes, this does not lead to a permanent inability to dispose of or realize those capitalistically produced commodities, that is to say it does not inevitably lead to a permanent “problem of markets.” Even in the absence of external markets or of “third parties” besides capitalists and workers, the realization problem may be solved by the more rapid increase in productive consumption by capitalists (demand for means of production) than in individual consumption (LCW Vol. 1, pp. 67-119, Vol. 2, pp. 117-257, Vol. 3, pp. 42 ff, 312 ff.). The whole  dispute is closely related to the Marxist controversy over economic crises. Lenin unequivocally opposes against all under-consumptionist approaches (Milios 1994). 


Lenin summarizes as follows his arguments on the home market question: “From what has been said, it follows automatically that the problem of the home market as a separate, self-sufficient problem not depending on that of the degree of capitalist development does not exist at all. That is why Marx’s theory does not anywhere or ever raise this problem separately. The home market appears when commodity economy appears; it is created by the development of this commodity economy, and the degree to which the social division of labor is ramified determines the level of its development” (LCW Vol. 3, p. 69, emphasis added).

These arguments of Lenin need however a further elucidation, given that the low incomes of the majority of the population in most LDCs, as long as they persist, function as a barrier to the development of the home market (Senghaas 1982, Hurtienne 1981). As Nikolai Bukharin has shown two decades after Lenin’s analysis, criticizing Tugan Baranowski’s views on the “end of the working class” and Rosa Luxemburg’s thesis of underconsumption, the increase in labor productivity arising from the replacement of workers by machines necessarily entails an increase not only in the production of capital goods but also in the production of consumer goods: the means of production are (sought after and) produced so that production of consumer goods can also continue on a broadened base, forming specific ratios between these two sectors of production. This means, however, that the reproduction of a capitalist economy on an expanded scale is contingent on a continual expansion of consumer demand over a long period of time, as stated also by Marx in his famous schemes of reproduction and circulation of the total social capital (Marx 1992, Part Three, pp. 425-599). If one approaches the problem from the point of view of reproduction of the economy, private consumption and the home market must expand: “The huge expansion of means of production would unavoidably lead to a huge increase in the means of consumption placed on the market. And if there were no demand for these means of consumption, there would take place an unavoidable and devastating collapse, in which precisely that connection between production and consumption (...) would come into force with primitive violence” (Bukharin 1972, p. 213). I believe that Bukharin’s (1972) analysis gives us the key for a not-contradictory interpretation of Lenin’s arguments on the home market question: If capitalist development is to take place, then  the home market must also expand. 

Bukharin overruns a taboo-position of the socialist movement in that period, namely the position that real wages cannot exceed the physical limits of maintenance of the working classes. He recognizes, thus, that the total real wages can increase in capitalism, as much as the uninterrupted reproduction of the socio-economic power relations demands. In his own words: “The ‘limits of consumption’ are expanded by production itself, which increases (1) the income of the capitalists, (2) the income of the working class (additional workers) and (3) the constant capital of society (means of production functioning as capital)” (Bukharin 1972, p. 204). And he continues: “(1) the increase in means of production calls forth a growth in the amount of means of consumption; (2) simultaneously, this increase creates a new demand for these means of consumption and as a result (3) a specific level of the production of means of production corresponds to a quite specific level of the production of means of consumption; in other words, the market of means of production is connected with the market of means of consumption.” (Bukharin 1972, p. 210). 

The main target of Bukharin’s criticism of Luxemburg (like, I believe, Lenin’s criticism of the Narodniks) was to show that the underconsumptionist statement of an immanent hysteresis of wages in relation to capital accumulation to such a degree, that “it is not possible to compensate for the falling-off personal consumption with increasing reproductive consumption” (Moszkowska 1935, p. 15), shall be abandoned. Historic development of capitalism, especially in the first period after World War II, showed that Lenin’s and Bukharin’s argumentation against the immanent-wage-hysteresis position of the underconsumption theory was justified.

5. The buyer-up as the major agent of pre-industrial capitalist relations

Lenin puts forward a twofold thesis to support his argument that capitalism had already established its dominion in Russia: a) “The basis of our economic system is commodity economy,” b) “the leader of which is the bourgeoisie” (LCW, Vol. 1, p 250).


As a result of the reform of 1861 and the ensuing economic and social changes, the Russian economy (including its communal agricultural sector) lost its closed self-sustaining character and was transformed into a commercialized economy. (See also Foreign Office 1887, 1888, 1892, 1892-a, 1895). Behind the facade of commodity relations, Lenin detects capitalist domination, despite the fact that wage labor and the capitalist enterprise in their fully-fledged form remain a marginal, or at least relatively limited phenomenon. He then sets out to decipher these specific forms.


Lenin’s conclusion is predicated above all on the finding that commodity production under certain circumstances becomes synonymous with indirect subordination of labor to capital. As the non-capitalist ruling classes disintegrate, with the feudal estates being eliminated and the state operating in the interests of capital (the Asiatic communes having lost the closed self-sustaining characteristics that previously distinguished them), artisans and farmers are transformed into market producers, into manufacturers of commodities.


So long as the artisan or the farmer could sell his commodities to different merchants he could retain the economic status of an independent commodity producer. However, the diversification of demand and consequently of production, along with the need to produce not for a local but for various distant markets, (both tendencies created by the increasing division of labor and the increasing significance of market relations) made the producer increasingly dependent on one merchant in particular, who would supply him with raw materials and become thus buyer-up of the producer’s total output. Since the buyer-up is now  the economic agent who places the product on the different markets, he determines the type of product, and the quantity of products, that each artisan or farmer working for him is to produce. He places advance orders for the wares he requires, and in many cases begins to supply the direct producer with raw materials.


In this way the buyer-up in effect acquires control over the production process of the individual producer, i.e. of their means of production. It is he who decides the extent of output and its degree of diversification as well as establishing the division of labor among the separate producers who are under his control, according to productivity criteria which he sets and changes in demand which he follows. The buyer-up can now lower the prices of the commodities he purchases (buys up) from direct producers to a level which yields for the producer an income not higher than a worker’s wage.


There thus emerges what Rubin (1989) calls “the cottage or domestic or decentralized system of large-scale industry” which “paved the way for the complete reorganization of industry on a capitalist basis” (p. 155).


It must be acknowledged that Lenin clearly comprehended and pointed out firstly the capitalist character of an economy based on the buyer-up and secondly the fact that the perpetuation of pre-capitalist political and legal forms may retard the transition of this early (pre-industrial) capitalist economy to developed industrial capitalism.


1) Production for the buyer-up as a form of capitalist manufacture

“Nothing could be more absurd than the opinion that working for buyers-up is merely the result of some abuse, of some accident, of some ‘capitalization of the process of exchange’ and not of production. The contrary is true: working for a buyer-up is a special form of production, a special organization of economic relations in production – an  organization which has directly sprung from small commodity production (…), and which to this day is connected with it by a thousand threads; for it is the most prosperous petty masters, the most go-ahead ‘handicraftsmen’ who lay the basis for this system by extending their operations through supplying work to domestic workers. (…) In the scientific classification of forms of industry in their successive development, work for the buyers-up belongs to a considerable extent to capitalist manufacture, since 1) it is based on hand production and on the existence of many small establishments; 2) it introduces division of labor between these establishments and develops it also within the workshop; 3) it places the merchant at the head of production, as is always the case in manufacture, which presupposes production on an extensive scale, and the wholesale purchase of raw material and marketing of the product; 4) it reduces those who work to the status of wage-workers engaged either in a master’s workshop or in their own homes (…) This  form of industry,  then, already implies the deep-going rule of capitalism, being the direct predecessor of its last and highest form – large scale machine industry. Work for the buyer-up is consequently a backward form of capitalism, and in contemporary society this backwardness has the effect of seriously worsening the conditions of  the working people, who are exploited by a host of middlemen (the  sweating  system),  are disunited,  are  compelled  to content  themselves with  the lowest  wages  and  to  work under the most  insanitary  conditions and for  extremely long hours,  and –what is most  important– under  conditions which render public control of production extremely difficult” (LCW Vol. 2, pp. 434-35, emphasis added).


A similar analysis concerning the formal subordination of labor to merchant capital and to the middleman can be found in the third Volume of Capital, Chapter 20, esp. pp. 452-455 (but also in the first Volume of Capital, Chapters 13 and 14). Marx conceptualizes the direct producers who are subjected to the merchant’s command as a hybrid form of piece-wage-labor, which paves the way to the fully-fledged capitalist relations of production: “The transition from the feudal mode of production takes place in two different ways. The producer may become merchant and capitalist (...) Alternatively, however, the merchant may take direct control of production himself (...) This method (...) without revolutionizing the mode of production, it simply worsens the conditions of the direct producers, transforms them into mere  wage-laborers and proletarians (...) appropriating their surplus labor on the basis of the old mode of production (...) The merchant is the real capitalist and pockets the greater part of the surplus value” (Marx 1991, pp. 452-53, emphasis added). It is worth mentioning that Lenin had formulated his major theses on the role of the buyer-up as early as 1894 (see LCW Vol. 1, pp. 209, and 216-7), i.e. before publication of the German first edition of the third Volume of Capital. However, Lenin’s theses shall be regarded only as a particular interpretation of the above cited passage of Capital, since Marx also notes that the merchant “leaves him [the laborer, J.M.] nominally independent and leaves his mode of production unchanged” (Marx 1991, p. 454, emphasis added).


The data presented by Lenin concerning the formal subordination of handicrafts and small-scale manufacture to commercial capital is very persuasive. It is based on analysis of the statistics then available, from which the conclusion emerges that “merchant’s and usury capital subordinates labor to itself in every Russian village and – without turning the producer into a wage-earner – deprives him of as much surplus-value as industrial capital takes from the working man” (LCW, Vol. 1, pp. 450. See esp. What the ‘Friends of the People’ are  ..., The Handicraft Census of  1894-95 in Perm Gubernia …, The Development of Capitalism in Russia).


Thus, in contradistinction to the positions of the Narodniks who counter-posed cottage industries and small-scale manufacture (whose retention they favored) to large-scale capitalist industry (which they held responsible for all the ills of capitalism), Lenin’s analysis highlighted the affinities between cottage industries, manufacture and large-scale industry as an accretion and succession of different forms of capitalist exploitation and dominance. “‘Handicraft industry’ was regarded  as something economically  homogeneous,  something sufficient unto itself,  and was ‘counterposed’ (sic!) to ‘capitalism’, which without further ado was taken to mean  ‘factory’ industry (…) The simplicity is  positively  touching:  ‘capitalism’ = ‘factory  industry’, and factory industry = what is classified under this heading in official publications. And on the basis of such a profound ‘analysis’ the masses of capitalistically employed workers included among the ‘handicraftsmen’ are wiped off capitalism’s account. On the basis of this sort of ‘analysis’ the question of the different forms of industry in Russia is completely evaded. On the basis of this sort of ‘analysis’ one of the most absurd and pernicious prejudices is built up concerning the distinction between our ‘handicraft’ industry and our ‘factory’  industry,  the  divorcement  of  the  latter  from  the former, the ‘artificial character’ of ‘factory’ industry, etc. It is a prejudice because no one has ever so  much  as attempted  to examine the  data, which in all  branches of industry show a very close and inseparable connection between ‘handicraft’ industry and ‘factory’ industry” (LCW Vol. 3, pp. 452-53).


The growth of large-scale industry accordingly takes place only as a consequence of the growth of the contradictions in and between the different embryonic forms of capitalism (LCW Vol. 3, pp. 541-2).


What differentiates Lenin’s theses from those adopted in most contemporary debates on the transition from feudalism to capitalism, is that Lenin considers the social relations created when the merchant takes control of the craftsmen’s production to be already capitalist relations of production, i.e. a preliminary form of piece-wage labor, a preliminary form of surplus-value extraction. According to his approach, by taking control over the craftsmen’s production process, merchant capital takes control over their means of production, albeit in an informal or indirect way. Consequently, Lenin conceives industrialization as a transition from one (the underdeveloped) capitalist form to another (the developed). In contrast, most contemporary approaches conceive the initial stages of industrialization as a transition from pre-capitalism to capitalism, i.e. they conceive the merchant or buyer-up who controls handicraft production as a transitory social form, enabling the passage from pre-capitalism to capitalism. By doing so, they are unable, however, to comprehend the form of  surplus labor appropriated by the buyer-up.
 


2) The perpetuation of the rural commune fosters the strengthening and maintenance of indirect forms of capitalist exploitation, at the expense of the growth of industrial capitalism.

The transition from manufacture  to large-scale industrial capitalism at the same time signifies a change in the relation of forces between merchant and industrial capital. Manufacture (above all in its primeval form of individual commercialized production by the artisan for the buyer-up) is capitalist production subordinated to the needs of merchant capital, since the latter secures capitalist centralization of the productive process and its orientation towards market demand.


By contrast, large-scale industry itself embodies the typically capitalist centralization and regulation of the productive process (division of labor in the factory, establishment of a productive hierarchy and mechanization, authoritarian factory discipline) and so abolishes the mediating intervention of merchant capital which characterized its preceding phase.

This qualitative difference between the embryonic (cottage system) and the mature (large-scale industrial) form of capitalist production, was analyzed, as already indicated, by Marx in both the first (Chapter 12) and the third Volumes (Chapter 20) of Capital. Lenin approaches Russian society from the starting point of Marx’s categories and reaches the conclusion that the transition from the historically undeveloped form of merchant capitalism to industrial capitalism is the result of the development of class struggle. “The data on Russian manufacture thus bring out  in  striking relief  the  1aw  established  by  the author of Capital, namely, that the degree of development of  merchant’s  capital  is  inversely   proportional  to  the degree   of   development  of  industrial  capital. And indeed, we may characterize all the industries described (…) as follows: the fewer the big workshops in them, the more is ‘buying-up’ developed, and vice versa; all that changes is the form of capital that dominates in each case and that places the ‘independent’ handicraftsman in conditions which often are incomparably worse than those of the wage-worker. The fundamental error of Narodnik economics is that it ignores,  or glosses over,  the connection  between  the  big and the small establishments, on the one hand, and between merchant’s and industrial capital, on the other” (LCW, Vol. 3, pp. 440-41).


From both the social and the political viewpoint, a balance of forces which allows for the retention of pre-capitalist institutions and political forms may by virtue of this very fact slow down the transition to industrial capitalism. More specifically, the existence of the Asiatic peasant commune and the limits on the free disposal of peasant labor power that are associated with that social system, largely account for the tremendous power that continued to be exerted in Russia by primeval forms of capitalist exploitation and domination, as opposed to the mature forms of capitalism based on direct subordination of labor to capital (wage labor).


“The lack of freedom of movement, the necessity of occasionally suffering monetary loss in order to get rid of land (…),  the social-estate exclusiveness of  the peasant community - all  this  artificially  enlarges  the  sphere  of application of capitalist home-work, artificially binds the peasant  to these  worst  forms  of  exploitation. Obsolete institutions and an  agrarian  system that is thoroughly saturated with the social-estate principle thus exert a most pernicious influence in both agriculture and industry, perpetuating technically backward forms of production which go hand in hand with the greatest development of bondage and personal dependence, with the hardest lot and the most helpless position of the working people” (LCW Vol. 3, pp. 445-46. For labor conditions in rural communities and the restriction of movement, or of the private property right see also LCW, Vol. 2, pp. 455 re, and Foreign Office, 1892, No 217, p. 4).


Thus, following the train of thought of Lenin himself, we could assert that the transition from pre-industrial capitalist forms characterized by indirect subordination of labor to merchant capital to industrial capitalism, consummating the direct subordination of labor to capital, does not emerge from any ineluctable technological imperative or from linear growth of the “productive forces,” but is a consequence of  the overturn of traditional social and political relations in favor of industrial capital.

6. Contradictions in Lenin’s analysis of the agrarian economy

However, Lenin does not always adhere to the above mentioned line of argument. His analysis often makes concessions to the view that the developed capital - wage labor relationship had the tendency to prevail in Russian agriculture. He reaches this conclusion as a consequence of two theoretical errors.


The more significant of these is that he disregards a peculiarity of the agricultural economy in a capitalist society, i.e. the tendency towards preservation of the viability of small- and medium-scale (commercialized) farm holdings. It is a tendency which results from the need to force down absolute rent and it has a braking effect on any tendencies towards concentration of holdings and domination by “big farm capital” in the countryside analogous to what  happens in industry.


Less significant but nevertheless not without consequences is a failure to perceive the socio-economic particularity of the peasant community. Lenin sees the commune as a vestige, however transformed or reformed, of a no-longer prevalent pre-capitalist mode of production, but he does not distinguish it from feudalistic pre-capitalism (serfdom). He thus fails to examine the persistent internal stratification and social polarization of the community in question (the local stratum of notables and religious leaders on the one hand; the peasant majority on the other). Neither does he investigate the likely correspondence between that pre-existing hierarchy and the new economic hierarchy that is emerging concurrently with the growth of commodity relations (kulaks and rich peasants on the one hand; poor peasants and the rural proletariat on the other).


The conclusion which Lenin attempts to ground in the statistical data at his disposal is the following: “The old peasantry (...) is being completely dissolved. It is ceasing to exist. It is being ousted by absolutely new types of rural inhabitants. (...) These types are the rural bourgeoisie (...) and the rural proletariat – a class of commodity producers in agriculture and a class of agricultural wage-earners.” (LCW Vol. 3, p. 174)


But this thesis is extremely difficult to defend. Truly, the figures quoted by Lenin himself lead to the conclusion that the growth of capitalism in Russia is promoting the division of the rural population into three separate categories of peasant: a) The rich peasants, only some of whom could be described as capitalists in the sense of  the real subsumption of wage labor. They constitute something like 28% of the rural population and farm 43% of the land under cultivation. b) The poor peasantry, a section of which is obliged to work for a wage, chiefly on a seasonal basis. The poor peasantry make up 40% of the rural population, farming 25% of the land under cultivation. c) The middle peasantry, constituting 32% of the rural population and farming 32% of the land under cultivation. (LCW Vol. 3, p.120 ff.).


The above evidence does not justify Lenin’s thesis about the division of the peasantry into a class of capitalist farmers and a class of rural wage-laborers. The formally independent agrarian commodity producer and the merchant or buyer-up were the major economic agents in the agrarian sector not only of Russia but of practically every capitalist country. The indirect subordination of labor to capital constitutes the primary form of capitalist exploitation. In certain of his writings Lenin does not attempt to deny this reality: “The distribution of allotment land among the peasant farms continues to this day to be marked by an ‘equality’ that is relatively very great” (LCW, Vol. 3, p.628).


With the publication of Kautsky’s On the Agrarian Question (Die Agrarfrage, Stuttgart 1899), Lenin actually abandons his capitalist farmers vs wage-laborers thesis (s. Lenin, in Desai 1989, p. 112). And he concludes along with Kautsky, whom he cites: “As we see, the development of agriculture is quite special, quite different from the development of industrial and trading capital” (Lenin in Desai 1989, p. 99).

7. Conclusions

The strong point in Lenin’s analysis, and the element which gives it its contemporary relevance, is that it conceives of capital as a social relation of production and exploitation, and focuses on this conception. Lenin argues that a form of production relations may be considered capitalist only when laborers are subordinated to the command and subjected to the exploitation of capitalists. This means that it is not the fact of production for a market as such that makes a form of production capitalist. It is the specific type of surplus labor extraction from the direct producer, i.e. the fact that surplus labor takes the form of surplus value, that makes exploitation capitalist. This is why it is not the traditional feudal lord exploiting the serfs and selling their product on the market that attracts Lenin’s attention, but the capitalist merchant, acting as a buyer-up.


The buyer-up (a common figure in most contemporary LDCs) is the agent of the first, not fully-developed, stage of capitalist production relations. He gains control of the direct producers’ output (and in the last instance of their means of production), establishes an embryonic, informal, piece-wage relation with them and so extracts surplus value from the labor of artisans and peasants, despite the fact that they still appear to retain the status of independent commodity producers. Under certain social, economic and political circumstances, i.e. as a result of shifts in power relations favoring large-scale capitalist enterprises and the real subordination of labor to capital, this capitalist production form may make the transition into the developed form of wage-labor relations.


Lenin’s major methodological innovations: the simultaneous rejection of both the “progressivist” and the “underdevelopment” prognoses, together with his analysis of the formal subordination of labor to the buyer-up, may be seen as a critique not only of the “world capitalist system” approach (“the whole world is capitalist,” Wallerstein 1974 & 1980) or the “peripheral capitalism” - “blocked-capitalism” approaches (Amin 1974), but also of approaches which consider that capitalist relation is mediated solely through its developed form of real subordination of labor to capital (thus attaining the form of wage-labor, Laclau 1971).


Lenin’s approach did not aim at analyzing the problem of coexistence (or “articulation”) of different modes of production, but at showing under which conditions an LDC is to be regarded as a capitalist social formation: A social formation is capitalist not if the majority of the population is composed of wage-laborers, or even laborers formally subordinated to capital, but if the dominant fraction of its ruling classes is capitalist, i.e. if the primary form of surplus labor takes the form of surplus value. 


It is a Marxist approach that has recently been actualized in the work of the British historian Ste. Croix: “A class relationship, involving class conflict, the  essence of which is exploitation, ... (entails) ... the appropriation of a surplus from the primary producer. (...) The nature of a given mode of production is decided not according to who does most of the work of production but according to the specific method of surplus appropriation, the way in which the dominant classes extract their surplus from the producers” (Ste. Croix 1984, pp. 101 and 107. See also Ste. Croix 1983). In a similar way, Wolff and Resnick (1988, p. 145) define classes in relation to “the production and distribution of surplus labor.” 


Marxist development economics has much to gain if it takes seriously into consideration this theoretical interpretation of class relations: If one focuses on “the production and distribution of surplus labor,” then the enormous spread of cottage industries and sub-contracting relations in most LDCs (but also the rise in façon-production and sub-contracting in the developed capitalist countries, as on the one hand “labor flexibility” rises, while on the other an increasing number of enterprises engage primarily in marketing commodities produced for them by sub-contractors) can be correctly comprehended as alternative (to formal wage-labor relations) forms of capitalist exploitation.
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� In her Accumulation of Capital, first published in 1913, Rosa Luxemburg wrote that in nineteenth century Russia “the seventies and eighties represented in every respect a period of transition (...) ‘Primitive accumulation’ flourished splendidly, encouraged by all kinds of state subsidies, guarantees, premiums and government orders” (R. Luxemburg, 1971, p. 272).


� Marx formulated the concept of AMP in the 1850s along with the notions of capital and the Capitalist Mode of Production, as he was developing his theoretical system of the Critique of Political Economy. His major aim, to grasp “the specific characteristics which distinguish capital from all other forms of wealth – or modes in which (social) production develops” (Marx 1993, p. 449), led him to specifically approach, (at the beginning in some newspaper articles –starting from “The Duchess of Sutherland and Slavery,” 1853, MEW 8, pp. 499-505— and in his letters to Engels, and later on in his 1857-58 Grundrisse), the “forms which precede capitalist production” (Marx 1993, pp. 471-479). In the framework of this analysis, Marx distinguished the “Asiatic landforms” from all other pre-capitalist production forms: “Amidst oriental despotism and the propertylessness which seems legally to exist there, this clan or communal property exists in fact as the foundation, created mostly by a combination of manufactures and agriculture within the small commune (…) A part of their surplus labor belongs to the higher community, which exists ultimately as a person, and this surplus labor takes the form of tribute etc., as well as of common labor for the exaltation of the unity (...)” (Marx 1993, p. 473).  Marx referred also to the AMP or its surviving forms in his later works, esp. in Capital, (eg. Marx 1990, pp. 477-79, Marx 1991, p. 927). He argued that the Asiatic community “supplies the key to the riddle of the unchangeability of Asiatic societies (...). The structure of the fundamental economic elements of society remains untouched by the storms which blow up in the cloudy regions of politics” (Marx 1990, p. 479). He also argued that the tribute is a historically specific form of surplus-labor, which shall be distinguished from rent, i.e. it shall not be “erroneously include[d] in this economic category” (Marx 1990, p. 890).


	The AMP became a subject of  controversy among Marxists and Communists, both for theoretical and for political reasons. In the 1930s it was deemed a non-scientific and non-Marxist concept by official USSR Marxism (Mandel 1971, pp. 116-139, Brook 1989). In the post-war period it was called into question by some Marxists (Hindess & Hirst 1975, Haldon 1993) but it was defended by others (Mandel 1971, Tökei 1969).


	The concept of AMP is not compatible with the mechanistic - economistic version of Marxism, which conceives human History as an exact succession of society forms, fully pre-determined by technical progress (the “development of Productive Forces”). According to this scheme, (which can be found in the writings of Engels, and which was formed into a dogma by Soviet Marxists under Stalin), there are “four stages” (primitive communism, slave-owning society, feudalism, capitalism) which all mankind was supposed to pass necessarily through, before the triumph of socialism. Therefore, as capitalism succeeds feudalism, while feudalism succeeds slavery, the AMP either does not exist, or it is conceived as a transitory form, from primitive communism to class society - i.e. slavery. (For a Marxist controversy fully based on the succession-of-historical-stages approach, Brook 1989; for AMP as a transitory form to class society Godelier 1978; for a critique to these approaches Mandel 1971, pp. 116-139). 


According to my opinion, the concept of AMP is important to Marxist analysis, because on the one hand it traces the specific difference of a form of pre-capitalist societies (which were located mainly but not exclusively in Asia), and on the other it contributes to the critique of the evolutionist four-stages-scheme of dogmatic Marxism (Milios 1997).





� “An interval had to elapse during which the petty mode of production, which was the legacy of feudal society, was itself partially broken up or else subordinated to capital (...) The essence of primary accumulation is (...) the transfer of property from small owners to the ascendant bourgeoisie and the subsequent pauperization of the former” (Dobb 1975, p. 181 & 185). Lenin has however shown that small scale property can formally persist, along with the development of buying-up, the expansion of specialized markets and of long-distance trade and with the accumulation of wealth (surplus value) in the hands of the capitalist merchants (buyer-ups). 
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