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    Preliminaries

    Author

    Samir Amin is Africa’s foremost political economist and at present Director of the African Institute for Economic Development and Planning at Dakar, Senegal. He has also worked as an economic planner in his own country, Egypt; been a consultant to the Mali Government; and taught at the Universities of Poitiers, Dakar and Vincennes. His outstanding works are Accumulation on a World Scale : a Critique of the Theory of Underdevelopment (2 vols.) and, Unequal Development : Social Formations at the Periphery of the Capitalist System.

    Abstract

    The Arab world’s encounter with capitalism in the last 100 years has raised basic issues as to the nature of Arab identity. Why did Arab civilisation, which so surpassed feudal Europe, never develop a capitalism of its own? Why did communism fail to find popular roots during the renaissance of Arab nationalism? What role will the Arab nation play in a world dominated by the two superpowers? Taking full account of the differences between the various Arab countries, Samir Amin analyses their transition from a non-feudal tributary mode to state capitalism and the hegemony of a state bourgeoisie.

    Nasserism, the Baath, the Arab-Israeli conflict and Sadat’s new policies are all explored. This brief history of the Arab people’s struggle is both a political pointer to the future and a controversial theoretical innovation.
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    Foreword

    There are six main theses in this book which clash with opinions current among Arab Marxists.

    The first of these theses suggests that the pre-colonial Arab world was not feudal, that it constituted a constellation of social formations articulated around a tributary mode of production. The latter was relatively prosperous in Egypt and relatively poor elsewhere — with a few exceptions such as Iraq from the 8th to the 10th century — due to the weak development of the agricultural forces of production in this predominantly arid and semi-arid area. This thesis is completed by another which asserts that during the great periods of Arab civilization a predominant role was played by trade relations, both external (long distance trade) and internal (grafted on to the former).

    The second thesis relates to the theory of the nation. We maintain that Arab unity was the historical product of the mercantile integration of the Arab world, as carried out by a class of merchant-warriors. It was only with the decline of trade relations that national disintegration set in, a disintegration which was accentuated by integration of the Arab world into the imperialist system. At the same time imperialist domination transposed the Arab feeling of unity on to another level. This feeling is now mainly one of struggle against a common enemy. Naturally, none of the dominant Arab classes of the imperialist era (the comprador and latifundist bourgeoisies, and then the state bourgeoisie), are capable of bringing this Arab unity to its fruition.

    The third thesis touches on imperialism and its class alliance in the Arab world. We suggest that, at first, imperialism allies itself with classes, engendered by its own development, which benefit from the integration of their country into the world system. These classes are the comprador bourgeoisie and the big landowners; furthermore the latter should not really be described as feudal; we shall refer to them as a latifundist bourgeoisie, to underline the transformation imposed on them by the dominant capitalism. During the first period of the alliance, the national bourgeoisie is more a potentiality than a present reality. Later, however, the bourgeoisie forces imperialism to accept the new modalities of the international division of labour, which enables this bourgeoisie to develop and to become the main ally of imperialism. Agrarian reforms engender a FOREWORD new class, somewhat similar to the kulaks, which turns into the rural branch of this new international class alliance. The main form taken by the bourgeoisie during this second stage is a statist one. There can then be no question of its leading the way along a « non-capitalist » road : the bourgeoisie has already become the strategic ally of imperialism.

    The fourth thesis concerns the petty bourgeoisie. The proletariat and the poorer peasantry having given over the leadership of the anti-imperialist struggle to the petty bourgeoisie — which then opposes the first generation collaborationist bourgeoisie — there are no obstacles to the development of a new form of exploitation, dependent state capitalism. Far from committing suicide as a class, the petty bourgeoisie engenders a state bourgeoisie each time it assumes the leadership of the anti-imperialist movement.

    The fifth thesis bears on the role of the USSR and the Soviet-Arab Alliance. We maintain that the failure of the communist organisations, allied to the poor peasantry, is the direct outcome of the fact that these organisations toe the Moscow line based on support for state bourgeoisies. These errors expose the predominantly petty bourgeois character of Arab communism. In fact this opportunist line is linked to the aims of the Soviet Union, aims which are those of a new class society and a new super power. The distortion of Marxism which this strategy involves ruins any chances for an effective revolutionary strategy. Whatever arguments there may be for an alliance with the Soviet Union, in order to face up to the main enemy, in this case Western and especially American imperialism, a lucid analysis of the new situation brought about by the internal evolution of the USSR is the preliminary condition of any correct action.

    The sixth thesis deals with Arab unity. This unity, which is above all that of the people (proletariat, poorer peasantry, uncorrupted strata of the petty bourgeoisie and intellectuals) against imperialism, must first be a recognition of diversity.

    We have not been willing to sacrifice the assertion of essential strategic points of view to the demands of tactical considerations (existing political alliances in this or that concrete situation). On the other hand, we must ask the reader not to lose sight of the thrust of our criticisms by isolating this or that statement from the global context and perspective.

    For it is strategic errors which explain the failure, so far, of revolution in the Arab world : failure in Egypt where all the objective conditions for revolution have existed for over a century, in a country which is in so many ways so similar to China and Vietnam; failure in Palestine, hot spot of the anti-imperialist struggle for thirty years.

    Naturally, the raising of these questions implies the need for deep theoretical revisions, touching on the Marxist conception itself. Since the present book deals specifically with the Arab world, we refer the reader to the general works in which these basic theoretical issues are developed. These works are primarily Unequal Development and L'impérialisme et le développement inégal1 in which the reader will find : 1) the theory of the tributary mode of production and that of long distance trade; 2) the theory of the nation; 3) the theory of imperialism, of its stages and of the class alliances which characterise it; 4) the theory of the formation of a world system; 5) the theory of unequal exchange and asymmetric development under the imperialist system; 6) the theory of the subordination of agriculture to capitalism, and the theory of the transformations in the nature of peasant modes of production and in the patterns of land ownership which are linked to it; 7) the theory of the present crisis of imperialism; 8) the critique of the economicist reduction of Marxism and the analysis of the economicist distortions of Soviet Marxism — notably its mechanistic vision of the relationship between the forces of production and the relations of production, its reduction of socialism to a capitalism without capitalists, its strategy for the transition period, its vision of the problem of technology and of models of consumption adopted from the bourgeoisie, etc.; 9) the theory of the Soviet mode of production.

    We also recommend to the reader L'Egypte nassérienne and La lutte de classes en Egypte, which we have drawn on for our critiques of the 19th century Nahda nationalist movement in Egypt, of the nationalist party, of the Wafd and of Nasserism. We have also drawn on The Maghreb in the Modern World for the analysis of the North African liberation movements.2

    Finally we assume that the reader has a rough idea of Arab history and has followed some of the latest developments.

    

    1  Samir Amin, Unequal Development : An Essay on the Social Formations of Peripheral Capitalism, (Monthly Review, 1976); L’impérialisme et le développement égal, (Minuit, 1976); Unequal Exchange and the Law of Value, (Harvester, 1978); Samir Amin, Alexandre Faire, Mahmoud Hussein, Gustave Massiah, La crise de L'impérialisme, (Minuit, 1975).

    2  Hassan Riad, L'Egypt nassérienne, (Minuit, 1964); Mahmoud Hussein, Class Conflict in Egypt : 1945-1970 (Monthly Review, 1974); Samir Amin, Maghreb in the Modern World, (Penguin).
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