e. ahmet tonak1

moribund CompetitiVe Capitalism

One day in the 1980s, my maternal grandfather was sitting in
a park in suburban London. An elderly British man came up
to him and wagged a finger in his face. ‘Why are you here?’ the
man demanded. ‘Why are you in my country?’
‘Because we are the creditors,’ responded my grandfather,
who was born in India, worked all his life in colonial Kenya,
and was now retired in London. ‘You took all our wealth, our
diamonds. Now we have come to collect.’ We are here, my
grandfather was saying, because you were there.
Suketu Mehta, This Land Is Our Land
INTRODUCTION

In this age of globalization, the concept of imperialism has lost
some of its theoretical prestige; even a passing reference is now
liable to be considered banal and unsophisticated. Interestingly,
the relatively recent popularity of the concept and the formulation
of competing new theories of imperialism mostly focus on its
political manifestations (such as wars and military invasions)
or on the economic consequences of capitalistically imperialistic2
1
2

Without implicating them, I am very much indebted to I.C. Schick, Vijay
Prashad, and Z.Ü. Kutlu for their suggestions.
I use the term capitalistically imperialistic to distinguish my focus from
other imperialistic relations that have historically existed between strong
and weak countries (territories, communities, etc.) in pre-capitalist modes
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relations (such as inequality and poverty). Without denying the
political significance and urgency of developing analyses of the
political dominance of the advanced capitalist countries (the
global North) over the less advanced ones (the Global South), I
focus here on the role played by uneven economic relations between
North and South in constituting the basis of political domination.
At the same time, I see the sources of domestic and international
unevenness as built-in characteristics of capitalist development for
which the profit motive is fundamental. It is within this framework
that the mechanisms of value transfer must be viewed as the means
of reproducing unevenness among capitalist economies sustained
by the global processes of capital accumulation.
Certain active participants in the current debates on new
imperialism, notably David Harvey, have argued that the classical
interpretation of imperialism no longer has much explanatory
power, and that the direction of value transfer has been reversed
in recent years.3 While classical interpretations of imperialism—
for example, those of Bukharin, Luxemburg, and Lenin—are not
without flaws, I cannot agree with Harvey’s dismissal of earlier
contributions. Moreover, I find Harvey’s speculation as to the
reversal of the direction of value transfer to be unsound both
theoretically and empirically. Against such views, I would argue
that imperialism is alive and well and, more importantly, that it

3

of production.
As frequently cited, Harvey writes that ‘[t]hose of us who think the old
categories of imperialism do not work too well in these times do not deny at
all the complex flows of value that expand the accumulation of wealth and
power in one part of the world at the expense of another. We simply think
the flows are more complicated and constantly changing direction. The
historical draining of wealth from East to West for more than two centuries,
for example, has largely been reversed over the last thirty years’ (Harvey
2017, p. 169). John Smith identifies these writers, using a rather loaded term,
as ‘imperialism deniers’, and those who have different formulations of the
mechanisms of value transfer as ‘Euro-Marxists’, another politically charged
adjective (Smith 2016, 2018).
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constrains attempts at autonomous economic development in the
South. Without denying the empirical difficulty of estimating its
full and net amount, there is no doubt that imperialist countries
continue to extract wealth from the Global South.
It is also worth noting that most of the newer conceptualizations of imperialism since Lenin (and even since Hilferding
and Hobson) have been based on the idea of power, specifically
the power of large, monopolistic firms. Lenin’s claim was
straightforward enough: capitalism had finally arrived at its final
stage—monopoly capitalism—which was imperialism. I should
add that a number of conceptual modifications to the concept of
monopoly capitalism have been proposed since Lenin’s sketchy
formulation of the last stage of capitalism. In particular, the
reconceptualization due to Paul Baran and Paul Sweezy, which
took monopoly to be the absence of competition and argued for
the inapplicability of Marx’s theory of value, have dominated most
analyses of modern capitalism on the Left.
But is that really so? And how exactly did competition
disappear during the late nineteenth century? I would argue, on
the contrary, that competition intensified rather than disappeared
as capitalism developed and went through the process of
centralization and concentration of capital. Those who have
claimed that the current stage of capitalism should be understood
as monopolistic have relied primarily on the implied notion of free
competition (or pure or perfect competition) vis-à-vis the earlier
phase of capitalism,4 a notion that bears no relation to Marx’s
4

Interestingly enough, various aspects of real capitalist competition, as
initially formulated by Marx, are attributed to monopoly. To demonstrate
the needless use of monopoly and the meaning and functional applicability
of competition to modern capitalism, I replaced the term ‘monopoly’ by
‘competition’ (with minor modifications) in the following quote from
Smith’s new book on imperialism. As readers will attest, the modified
quote makes perfect sense and the need for the term ‘monopoly’ is, to say
the least, questionable: ‘Competition comes in many forms. Some pertain

Moribund Competitive Capitalism

77

conception of real competition as war among units of capital (and
among the workers themselves).5 Marx assumed that this war-like
competition operates in and through nations, in other words, that
it is a central regulating process functioning both domestically and
internationally.6 Obviously, the very basis of this competition is the
fact that capital is chiefly—indeed exclusively—driven by profit,
and that this concern not only produces cycles and crises but also
increases the reserve army of labour on a world scale.
Although the exact opposite is generally assumed, I would
argue that the role of the State has become more rather than

5

6

to production, i.e. technological innovations that allow an individual
capitalist to produce a given commodity more efficiently than others; others
to distribution (branding or other forms of competition in the marketplace,
barriers to new entrants, state capture, privileged access to cheap inputs,
etc.); all may be short-lived or long-lasting. Common to all forms of
competition is that they redistribute surplus-value between capitals, enabling
individual capitalists or groups of capitalists to reap extra profits by selling
commodities for more than values (i.e. more than direct prices which are
proportional to the values of commodities) at the expense of lower profits
for the rest.’ (Smith 2018)
Marx’s notion of competition as war is one of the fundamental concepts
of Shaikh’s recent book Capitalism, where he named it real competition,
‘. . . antagonistic by nature and turbulent in operation. It is the central
regulating mechanism of capitalism and is as different from so-called perfect
competition as war is from ballet. Competition within an industry compels
individual producers to set prices that keep them in the game, just as it
forces them to lower costs so that they can cut prices to compete effectively.
Costs can be lowered by cutting wages and increasing the length or intensity
of the working day, or at least by reducing wage growth relative to that of
productivity. But these must contend with the reaction of labour, which is
why technical change becomes the central means over the long run. In this
context, individual capitals make their decisions based on judgments about an
intrinsically indeterminate future. Competition pits seller against seller, seller
against buyer, buyer against buyer, capital against capital, capital against
labour, and labour against labour. Bellum omnium contra omnes’ (Shaikh
2016, p. 14; my emphasis).
It is an often-cited fact that Marx planned but was never able to complete a
specific volume of Capital, the sixth, entirely devoted to the world economy
(‘the world market and crises’ in Marx’s words). (Mandel 1976)
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less significant as capitalism has expanded globally. The primary
function of the capitalist State has always been to create fertile
ground for profit-making, both domestically and internationally.
The fulfilment of this function goes hand in hand with an
ideological framework in which the concepts of freedom (read:
mobility of capital) and competition are not only central but used
fetishistically. As David Gordon put it, ‘the razor’s edge of capitalist
competition has sharpened: local enterprises are increasingly
constrained to match the lowest-cost producers in competitive
global markets or risk getting their wrists slashed’ (Gordon 1998,
p. 28). Nowadays, it is said, every country must submit to the
dictates of world competition. Without ‘world-class’ products, so
the thesis goes, the standard of living of one’s own country is likely
to stagnate, if not decline catastrophically.
In what follows, I first briefly review the main forms of value
transfer from the South, noting that their relative significance
has changed over the last several decades. I then focus on Marx’s
concept of ‘rate of surplus-value’ and show how it may be used
empirically. In that context, I shall take the opportunity to
comment on the use and misuse of the term super-exploitation.
Finally, I suggest some of the less explored areas of research needed
to improve our understanding of the nature of imperialist relations
in today’s extremely integrated world economy.
FORMS OF VALUE TRANSFER

Before listing some of the most important forms of value
transfer—that is, of the appropriation of wealth by the capitalists
of the North from the working class of the South—it must be
pointed out that the very existence of value transfer should not
be interpreted as the cause of the unevenness between the regions
of the world. Capital accumulation and the global expansion
of capitalism have both been uneven and integrated since the
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beginning. The corresponding historical processes are, by their
nature, largely determined by various economic and political
factors. The direction and the amount of net value transfer
between the regions are rather complicated; as they flow from the
South to the North they obviously contribute to the perpetuation
of imperialistic relations, if not to their creation.7
One of the most prominent Marxist formulations of value
transfer from the South to the North is Arghiri Emmanuel’s
theory of unequal exchange. In challenging Sweezy’s view that the
equalization of the rate of profit on a world scale is not possible
because of the immobility of capital, Emmanuel has pointed out
that although one may speak of the relative immobility of labour,
which produces persistent international wage differences, capital
is mobile and tends to equalize profit rates across the globe. This
process of equalization implies that the profit rate in the countries
of the South is generally lower than that in the North because
of the transfer of profits (surplus-value) due to the lower organic
composition of capital in the South (Shaikh 1980, p. 298).8 A
critical presentation of Emmanuel’s highly creative application of
Marx’s theory of value to the world economy would be beyond the
scope of the present essay. I should note, however, that Emmanuel’s
theory of unequal exchange has been both criticized and extended
by other Marxists including Javier Iguiñiz, Charles Bettelheim,
Samir Amin, Ernest Mandel, Anwar Shaikh, and Nail Satlıgan.
Another form of value transfer is based on the portfolio
7

8

For a detailed discussion of these points, see Shaikh’s seminal article (in two
parts) on foreign trade, the law of value, and unequal exchange (1979, 1980).
This article is also useful for identifying the differences among the leading
theoreticians of unequal exchange like Arghiri Emmanuel, Ernest Mandel,
and Samir Amin. I should indicate that some of the points in Shaikh’s piece
were also developed by Javier Iguiñiz (1999) in his doctoral dissertation
(supervised by Shaikh) at the New School.
One recent empirical work on unequal exchange suggested that for the
South, the transfer of value outflow ranged around 10 to 20 per cent (Ricci
2019).
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investments and international indebtedness of the South. The
former has to do with the repatriation of those profits obtained
from speculative investment of money capital in stocks, bonds,
foreign exchange, and a variety of other financial instruments;
the latter is based on the gains of exorbitant interest payments
imposed on the debtor countries of the South.
Historically, one of the principal forms of value transfer has
been the repatriation of profits based on direct investment by
the capitalists of the North in the countries of the South. Since
Lenin’s pamphlet on imperialism, foreign direct investment (FDI)
has been considered a leading characteristic of modern capitalist
imperialism. As capitalism developed, the primacy of commodity
capital (both in appropriating natural resources and raw materials
from the South, and in selling finished commodities there) has
been replaced by productive capital (foreign direct investment).9
Given its historical significance, the centrality of this form of value
transfer and the overemphasis (by the early theorists of imperialism)
of FDI are understandable. However, a couple of observations
must be made given recent patterns of FDI inflows. The first point
has to do with the fact that FDI inflows to developed economies
have lately been larger than those to developing economies (44 per
cent in 2018, excluding China). In the current era of globalization,
FDI inflows to developing economies exceeded those to developed
economies for the first time in 2018 (54 per cent, including China)
(UNCTAD 2019). However, this first-ever phenomenon is an
anomaly according to UNCTAD:
FDI flows to developed economies reached the lowest point
since 2004, declining by 27 per cent. Inflows to Europe halved
to less than $200 billion, due to negative inflows in a few
9

A highly original and early conceptualization of the transition from the
domination of one type of capital circuit to the other has been proposed by
French Marxist Christian Palloix (1977).
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Figure 1: Developing Economies FDI Share With and Without China.

Source: Based on data in UNCTAD (2019).

large host countries as a result of funds repatriations and to
a sizeable drop in the United Kingdom. Inflows in the United
States also declined, by 9 per cent to $252 billion. Flows to
developing countries remained stable, rising by 2 per cent.
As a result of the increase and the anomalous fall in FDI in
developed countries, the share of developing countries in
global FDI increased to 54 per cent, a record. (Ibid.)
Secondly, and contrary to the generally held assumption on
the Left, foreign capital does not flow to the South because wages
there are mostly low. This has been persuasively argued by David
Gordon, who found that the importance of the factors of low wages
and surplus-labour abroad have been much exaggerated, and that
there are other factors influencing capital’s decision to invest in
other countries. Gordon identified three factors as most important:
proximity to large home markets; relatively stable price and trade
horizons; and the general institutional climate and its prospective

Sources: Based on data in World Bank (2018).

Figure 2: Leading Factors for Foreign Direct Investment.
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evolution over a decade’s time (Gordon 1988, p. 59).
As recently as 2017, when 754 executives of major multinational corporations were surveyed about the factors relevant to
their decisions on investing in foreign countries, the factor of
low wages was not cited among the most important (World Bank
2018). In fact, among those factors considered ‘critically important’
or ‘important’ for investment decisions were political stability
and security, legal and regulatory environment, large domestic
market size, macroeconomic stability and favourable exchange rate,
available talent and skill of labour, good physical infrastructure, and
low tax rates, with respectively 87, 86, 80, 78, 73, 71, and 58 per
cent respondent support. On the other hand, the factor of low cost
of labour and inputs was only considered important by 53 per cent
(ibid.). It is remarkable that what Gordon identified thirty-two
years ago as reasons more important than low wages in decisions
regarding foreign investment remain so among those shared by
MNCs’ decision-makers!
A final point regarding the significance of foreign profits from
the viewpoint of US capital (and workers) is illustrated in the
following graph (Figure 3). US-based MNCs’ repatriated profits
as a percentage of total US profits have fluctuated between 20
per cent and 50 per cent (if we exclude the period of the 2007–09
crisis) since 1998.
Considering the fact that only about 50 per cent of those
‘foreign profits’ originated from countries in the South, one
should not exaggerate their contribution, which varied between
10 per cent and 25 per cent of total US profits. Relatedly, regarding
the issue of whether or not the ‘labour aristocracy’ in the US is
supported by transferred profits, I would highlight the fact that the
portion of repatriated profits from the South corresponds roughly
to only 6–7 per cent of total wages. This last figure calls into
question the extremely unrealistic assumption that all transferred
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Figure 3: Foreign Profits as Percentage of Total US-Profits and
Domestic US-Wages, 1998–2018.

Sources: Corporate Profits from NIPA, Tables 6–16 B-D:
line 2, Domestic Industries; line 6, Receipts from Rest of the
World; Employee Compensation from NIA, Table 1.13: line 6,
Compensation of Employees (Post 2010, p. 21)

foreign profits are fully allocated to US workers, while the US
MNCs retain none (Post 2010).
THE RATE OF SURPLUS-VALUE
AND IMPERIALISM

The rate of exploitation is one of the most important concepts
in Marx’s theory of value. It is the basis of the distribution of
income—hence of the rate of profit—as well as being central
to our understanding of the specific nature of capitalist society
(Amsden 1981, p. 229). Moreover, it is this measurement, namely
the ratio of one component of value-added (surplus-value) to the
other (variable capital, i.e. the wages of productive workers), which
allows us to show how much the worker contributes to the increase
of value in the production process and how this value-added is
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shared between capitalists and workers. It should be noted that even
if the worker is paid more, the rate of exploitation still increases
by virtue of mechanization (cheapening of consumption goods)
and efficient management of the production process (raising the
intensity of labour). Because the rate expresses quantitatively the
contradictory interests of the capitalists and the workers, there is
an implied radical politics in the analysis of the rate of exploitation.
It enables workers to see how much of the share of the value
produced is appropriated from them by capitalists, and therefore
to make the case for a different way to organize production and
end exploitation (Tricontinental 2019).
The workers sell their labour-power for a set amount of
money, known as variable capital. When they start to work on
the production of commodities, it takes them a fraction of their
working day to make enough commodities to cover their own
wages. Marx called that the necessary labour-time. It was necessary
because workers must reproduce their depleted labour-power
continuously. However, the very amount of necessary labour-time
(or the corresponding amount of wages) varies across different
epochs and countries due to the fact that the consumption baskets
of workers consist of different amounts of goods and services.
In some countries, the standard of living is lower than in others,
which means that the necessary labour-time is also shorter, holding
wages down. The remainder of the working day, after the necessary
labour-time has elapsed, is the surplus labour-time. It is the time
that the worker spends producing commodities that are above and
beyond the amount they need to produce in order to pay for their
wage bill. Hence, the rate of surplus-value can also be expressed
as a ratio between surplus labour-time and necessary labour-time.
Whether in the form of the ratio of surplus-value (s) to variable
capital (v) or of surplus labour-time to necessary labour-time, the
rate of surplus-value is considered a quantitative expression of the
exploitation of the worker.
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What I have briefly presented above is well known to anyone
familiar with the basics of Marxist economics. The less familiar
terrain is the way in which the rate of surplus-value concretely
expresses itself in the reality of capitalist economies, and its
empirical estimation. My work with Anwar Shaikh presented
a method for the estimation of the rate of surplus-value for the
US economy during the period 1948–89, in step-by-step fashion
(Shaikh and Tonak 1994).10 Since this work is available for
interested readers, I will simply reiterate one of its main findings:
the rate of surplus-value ( s v ; the rate of exploitation of productive
workers) increased by over 40 per cent during the postwar period,
from 170 per cent in 1948 to 244 per cent in 1989 (and, according
to Mohun’s updated estimates, to almost 300 per cent in 2001).
Both the level of the rate of surplus-value in the US and its
staggering increase allow us to make some additional comments
about Marx’s extraordinary foresight regarding the rate’s rhythm
and function. Marx predicted that, as capitalism develops, the
rate of surplus-value will necessarily go up—and so it did, almost
twofold in fifty years in the case of the US. Again, as pointed out
by Marx, capitalists resort to a variety of means to increase the rate
of surplus-value, especially during periods of falling profit rates,
in order to counteract the tendency of profitability to decline. It
is now a well-established fact that ‘the repression directed against
labour beginning in the Reagan era had the clear effect of reversing
the postwar pattern of profitability’ (Shaikh 2016, p. 731), as
manifested in the increase of the rate of surplus-value from 200
per cent in the 1980s to 300 per cent in the 2000s (Mohun 2005).
Because the difference between the rates of surplus-value
10

This work provided the methodological basis of other similar estimates
in many different countries, including those on Greece by Paitaridis
and Tsoulfidis (2012), Tsoulfidis and Tsaliki (2014), and on Turkey by
Karahanoğulları (2009). I should also mention the important contributions
of Simon Mohun (2005) in updating our estimates (with some corrections)
based on the availability of newer data sets.
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in the countries of the North and those of the South has been a
central issue in developing the notion of ‘super-exploitation’ (and,
on that basis, even a theory of imperialism) it will be worthwhile
to cite some estimates from the South. Let us look first at estimates
of the rate of surplus-value in Turkey and Greece, and then briefly
cite a few other estimates to establish a comparative basis.
Regarding estimates for Turkey, unquestionably the
most comprehensive and sophisticated analysis was made
by Karahanoğulları in his book Is Marx’s Value Measurable?
Karahanoğulları analysed the period 1988–2006 and documented
the fact that the average value of the rate of surplus-value during
that period was 239 per cent—changing from 254 per cent in 1988
to 312 per cent in 2006 (Karahanoğulları 2009).11
In another empirical work relevant to the discussion of
imperialism in the context of Turkey, Tonak (1998) explored the
profit–wage ratios (a pseudo-indicator of the rate of surplus-value)
in some of the FDI-intensive enterprises during 1996. Based
on data for the leading 500 companies collected by the İstanbul
Chamber of Industrialists and six major joint ventures with
foreign capital, the results were consistent with our theoretical
expectations. Because these joint-venture firms are technologically
sophisticated and able to implement managerial supervision to
increase the intensity of labour, they all have much higher profit–
wage ratios than the average for the 500 firms. To give a concrete
sense of the extent of ‘exploitation’ as indicated through the profit–
wage ratio, we can cite the fact that four firms (from varied sectors
including tobacco—Philip Morris—and automotive—Renault)
had 4–6 times higher profit–wage ratios than the average, and the
other two (both car manufacturers—Toyota and Fiat—that are
joint enterprises with Turkish capital) had slightly more than 3 and
2 times the average, respectively.
11

Some of the earliest estimates were made by Tonak (1980), where the figures
changed from 376 per cent in 1950 to 352 per cent in 1975.

Source: Compiled from various studies by the author.

Venida (2007)

376% (1950)
352% (1975)

Tonak (1980)

Turkey

254% (1988)
312% (2006)

150% (1970)
200% (2006)

Greece

Karahanoğulları
(2009)

100% (1947)
112% (1967)

200% (1980)
300% (2001)

Mohun (2005)

Tsoulfidis and Tsaliki
(2014)

170% (1948)
244% (1989)

Shaikh and Tonak
(1994)

USA

Table 2: Comparative Rates of Surplus-Value.

137% (1961)
243% (1994)

Philippines

217% (1970)
292% (1976)

Mexico

97% (1948)
93% (1963)

Puerto Rico
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Table 2 (contd.): Comparative Rates of Surplus-Value, for
manufacturing, average, 1969–77.

USA
Germany
Sweden
Canada
Egypt
Turkey
India
South Korea
Bolivia
Panama
Puerto Rico
Malawi

249 %
259 %
220 %
202 %
262 %
388 %
244 %
465 %
346 %
402 %
303 %
352 %

Source: Amsden (1981).

The relatively recent work on the rate of surplus-value in
Greece is by Lefteris Tsoulfidis and Persefoni Tsaliki (2014); they
have found that the estimated rate of surplus-value changed from
roughly 150 per cent in 1970 to about 200 per cent in 2006 (ibid.).
One of the early important contributions to the literature
on the comparative analysis of the rates of surplus-value in the
manufacturing industry for the period 1969–77 was made by
Alice Amsden (1981). Both the originality of her analysis and its
relevance to our understanding of capitalism before the current
period of globalization can be seen in her introductory remark:
An international comparison of rates of surplus value throws
light on the dimensions and possibilities of surplus value
creation under various historical and institutional conditions.
It serves as a starting point for studying how the uneven spread
of capitalism on a global scale impinges on surplus value
extraction in disparate social settings. (Amsden 1981, p. 229)
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The end result of Amsden’s findings, even allowing for the fact
that her calculations were sectoral rather than aggregate for the
pre-globalization period, are rather unexpected: she has found
that the rates of surplus-value in the countries of the South have
substantially exceeded those of the North. Interestingly enough,
the rate of surplus-value among the mid-income countries of the
South tends to be higher than those in the low-income countries
of the South (Amsden 1981, p. 242).
As mentioned above, the difference between the rates of
surplus-value in the countries of the North and those of the
South has been a central idea in developing the notion of superexploitation and, on that basis, a theory of imperialism, since the
original contribution of Ruy Mauro Marini.12 The most recent
proponents of this approach are Andy Higginbottom (2010) and
John Smith (2016). In particular, Smith’s award-winning book
received much attention and generated substantial debate. Instead
of summarizing the issues of the debate, which are available
especially through the blog maintained by M. Roberts (2019), I
simply want to underscore some of the points of agreement and
disagreement between Smith and myself.
There is no question that the global expansion of the circuit of
productive capital in the form of value chains is a relatively recent
and very important phenomenon. It is an area that definitely
requires more attention and needs additional work, both theoretical
and empirical, using the labour theory of value. It has also been
demonstrated by some empirical work (including our own at the
12

From our point of view, super-exploitationists in the last analysis belong to
the underdevelopment school because, for them, the issue has been how
to identify the source of the ‘development of underdevelopment’ within
the realm of the so-called external causes, i.e. imperialism. However,
in this perspective, the underdevelopment of the South is the product
of the development of the North, and in this sense the two processes are
intertwined. Moreover, the super-exploitationist approach implies an
attributed passivity to the working classes in both the South and the North.
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Tricontinental Institute for Social Research [Tricontinental 2019])
that those firms integral to the value chains in the South have
imposed much higher rates of surplus-value on their workers than
their counterparts in the North. Our recent work on the iPhone
10 estimated the rate of exploitation of the workers involved in its
production as above 2,000 per cent (ibid.).
Beyond those agreements, however, the fact that value transfer
between North and South (or from weaker capitalist economies to
stronger ones, both domestically and internationally) has multiple
sources, as indicated earlier, it is rather complicated to determine
its direction and net amount, let alone singling out a particular
source (e.g. higher rates of surplus-value) and attempting to
build a theory of imperialism around it. The concept of superexploitation requires a clear and empirically applicable definition.
Smith has attempted to do the former in his book, defining superexploitation as arising in the South when the rate of surplus-value
is higher than the average rate of surplus-value in the North.13
However, there is no single comparative estimate of the rates of
surplus-value in the book itself, even though it claims that the
very concept of super-exploitation not only serves as the basis of
a new theory of imperialism but also initiates the renaissance of
Marxism.
CONCLUSION

To recapitulate, the theory of imperialism does need a theory
of global competition, and one can be developed on the basis of
13

According to Smith, unequal exchange between capitalist and labourer (in
the sense that workers are paid below their value of labour-power) leads
to super-exploitation. Within a country, some account has to made of the
‘skilling problem’ in Smith, Ricardo and Marx. A paper on this subject by
Shaikh and Glenn (2018), in which equal rates of exploitation even within a
country imply unequal wages, can be found here: https://ideas.repec.org/p/
new/wpaper/1811.html.
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Marx’s notion of domestic competition as presented in Capital.
This attempt involves theories of international trade, of real
exchange rate determination, and of price formation through the
application of a real theory of competition between sectors and
within sectors internationally.14 Hence, imperialism itself should
not be understood as an exertion of power by the monopolist firms
of the North on the weaker ones of the South. Instead, imperialist
relations must be seen as manifestations of the very uneven and
historically-determined nature of global capitalist development.
These relations do contain various forms of value transfer, which
are themselves means of perpetuating already existing imperialist
relations rather than causing them.

14

Some of these areas of research were covered in our earlier book (Shaikh and
Tonak 1994) but also more comprehensively in Shaikh’s recent book (2016).
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