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Lenin developed his theory of imperialism amid an intensification of European engagement
with the periphery. This intensification had begun during the second half of the 19th century.
Domestically, capital was concentrating into large monopolistic corporations integrated with
and led by a few large financial oligarchies.

Lenin theorized that these two developments were intrinsically linked. The concentration of
capital created inequality. Inequality in the core constrained aggregate demand levels. The
general population could not absorb the mass of commodities achieved by higher levels of
productive capacity. Insufficient demand created continual realization crises. The price of
raw materials threatened profits further. The falling rate of profit required economic
expansion to open up new regions for investment, sources of raw materials, and new
consumer markets.

>From the premise that the capitalist class controls the state politically, Lenin theorized that
finance-capital, the dominant form of capital, used the state machinery to colonize the
periphery. In the periphery, capitalists would (1) use oppressed peripheral labour to produce
primary commodities and raw materials cheaply; (2) create an affluent strata (a peripheral
elite) to consume expensive commodities imported from the core; and (3) undermine
indigenous industry, making the colonies dependent on core investment.

The overall effect was that the core pumped wealth out of the periphery. The wealth flowing
into the domestic economies of the core stifled the fall in the rate of profit. Lenin called this

set of circumstances "imperialism."

Several specific consequences followed; two are notable. One, surpluses permitted the
development of a "labour aristocracy," a stratum of well-paid workers loyal to the capitalist
class. Two, nation-state rivalry in the imperial system intensified nationalist sentiments
among the working class and this deflected class struggle. Both of these effects functioned to

strengthen the bourgeoisie over against the proletariat.

Although this strategy would work in the short-term, Lenin argued, in the longer term it
would undermine first imperialism and then capitalism in the core. Nation-state rivalry would
lead to inter-imperial wars. The costs (financial drain) and devastation (destruction of
productive capacity) of these wars would weaken core nation-states, not only because the
losers would find themselves in an unfavourable position and with a diminished capacity to
exploit the periphery, but because nationalist movements in the periphery and anti-colonial
wars would undermine the capacity of even victorious core nations to exploit the periphery.
Once the core lost control over its colonies the imperium would stagnate domestically.
Domestic economic stagnation would raise the level of antagonisms between the bourgeoisie

and the proletariat leading to a social revolution in the core.

There are at least two criticisms of the theory. First, the theory neglects the fundamental
exploitative capitalist relations between core and periphery that existed for several hundred
years before the "imperialist" phase, calling into question the claim that Lenin is describing
something truly unique. What Lenin sees as the wave of colonization is actually an
intensification in colonialism. It therefore appears, contrary to Lenin, that "imperialism" is a
continuation of the same fundamental system of colonial domination not a new phase of
capitalist development. Second, while some of what Lenin predicted happened, capitalism
was not undermined in the period that most closely approximates the conditions he claimed

would cause the core socialist revolution.
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L Contribution
’ <In his well-known publication entitled Imperialism : the Highest

Stage of Capitalism (1916), Lenin applied Marx’s method to study
“the economic and political developments which brought about the
First World War. It is to Lenin’s work that one has to turn to for
an adequate understanding of the Marxist theory of imperiahsm:
The - basic thrust of Lenin’s theory of imperialism is toward
explaining the structural changes in capitalism rather th.an the
refations between the metropolitan countries and their colonies. To
quate Lenin, “Imperialism emerged as the d‘ev‘elopme_yi_\_?nq\QHF?SL
continuation of the fundamental characteristics of capitalism 7.
‘general’,, He referred to the following five basic features ©
imperialism :?

(@) The concentration of production and capital h

R

ad developfd

Jiffe (eds.):
7 The basic features are elaborated by Tom Kemp in Owen and Sutcliffe (€€
op. cit., pp. 28-29.
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economic activity have escaped it. : el

' (b) The merging of bank capital with ind
creation, on the basis of this
oligarchy. While there is roo
of the relationship between ;

ustrial capital, and the
“finance capital” of a financial
m for different interpretation

; . : industry and the banks, and for
discussion about where control really lies—this can only be

sefttled by em.pirical enquiry—the dominant role of a recog-
nisable ‘financial oligarchy’ can hardly be questioned.

(c) The export of capital as distinguished from the export of
commodities acquires exceptional impertance in exhibiting
the manifestation of imperialism. Here again, the role of the
export of capital from the U.S.A. in particular has been of

fundamental importance in the development of capitalism in
recent decades.

(d) The formation of international monopolist capitalist com-
bines which share the world among themselves. The names
of these giant corporations, now known as multinational
corporations, will be familiar to any reader of the business
pages of the press. Their increasingly dominant role has
placed them at the centre of present day controversy.

(¢) Indeed, it is only about the last point, ‘the territorial division
of the whole world among the biggest capitalist powers is
completed”, that there can be serious argument. The old
territorial empires of the European capitalist state of which
Lenin was thinking no longer exist. The United States,
which displays the other characteristics of imperialism in
the most advanced form, has never possessed colonies of
any importance. Instead, American imperialism rules over
an empire without frontiers which has no parallel in the
past.

Lenin’s major purpose was to explain the nature of the epoch
Wore clearly in order to facilitate the tasks of the working class
Wovement and to isolate false theories. He sought to gather together
Al the contradictory features of advanced capitalism under a single
fubric. The term ‘imperialism’ eminently suited this purpose.
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