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The accelerating decline of capitalism, which began 
with the opening of a new historic period in 2008, 
inevitably exacerbates the contradictions and ten-

sions between the classes within each state and between 
the states themselves. This means that, in addition to the 
increasing antagonism between the ruling class and the 
working class and the popular masses; between the impe-
rialist states and the semi-colonial countries and oppressed 
nations; the world is facing a heightened rivalry between 
the great imperialist powers. This rivalry is continually be-
ing exacerbated on the background of the decline of the 
US and the emergence of new imperialist powers, in par-
ticular China and Russia.
These fundamental transformations in world politics have 
caused widespread confusion among socialists. Many 
deny China’s and Russia’s nature as emerging imperial-
ist powers, and either believe that Russia and China are 
semi-colonial countries, oppressed and super-exploited 
by imperialism; or consider them as “transitional capital-
ist countries.” There are even those who claim that China 
is “socialist” or a deformed workers’ state. While most so-
cialists fail to recognize the imperialist nature of China, 
a number of them are prepared to accept that Russia, at 
least, has become an imperialist power. However, even 
among those who recognize the emergence of new great 
powers in the East, there are many who draw from this the 
incorrect conclusions: For them, national and democratic 
struggles in the semi-colonial world have become proxy-
conflicts between the imperialist states in which socialists 
should take no side.
A clear understanding of the class character of the great 
powers, as well as of the various conflicts and civil wars 
in the semi-colonial countries, is an absolute precondition 
for the adoption of a correct strategic orientation and the 
elaboration of the necessary programmatic answers for 
each such conflict, whether current or potential. This is for 
this reason that it is critical for socialists to overcome the 
profound confusion on these issues which currently exists 
within the workers’ movement.
The RCIT recognizes the dire importance of these issues 
and has, therefore, elaborated its analysis and program-
matic conclusions in a number of documents. Similarly, 
we have defended this Marxist approach against various 
critics. 1 Recently, a number of new articles have been 

published by other organizations which argue that nei-
ther Russia nor China are imperialist powers and which 
attempt to revise or misinterpret Lenin’s theory of impe-
rialism. Among these articles are some polemics against 
the RCIT. 2

In this document we will respond to various arguments of 
our critics and further elaborate our own analysis. We will 
show that those who claim that Russia (as well as China) 
is not an imperialist power are forced, either openly or 
surreptitiously, to distort and falsify the Marxist theory of 
imperialism. Towards this end, we will analyze the con-
tradictions between Lenin’s theory and these revisionist 
viewpoints. We will also provide an overview – based on 
relevant historical statistics – of the development and rela-
tions of forces between the imperialist powers in Lenin’s 
time. Finally, we will again examine Russia’s economy 
and address the individual arguments of our opponents. 
Given the prominent role played by the civil war in the 
Ukraine, the recent documents which we will be answer-
ing here have focused on Russia (and not China), and in 
particular they have focused on critiquing our study Rus-
sia as a Great Imperialist Power. Hence, we will also focus in 
this present study on Russia and refer those readers who 
are interested in China to the RCIT’S documents on that 
country (see footnote 1).
We sincerely hope that this booklet will assist readers in 
deepening their Marxist understanding of both Lenin’s 
theory of imperialism as well as of recent developments 
in the world situation, one marked by the increasing rival-
ry between the Western and Eastern imperialist powers. 
As we have indicated above, such an understanding is a 
vital precondition for socialists in their search for a cor-
rect programmatic and organizational orientation in the 
increasingly explosive world situation with which we are 
currently faced.

LENIN’S ThEoRy oF IMPERIALISM
AND ThE RISE oF RuSSIA AS A GREAT PoWER

on the understanding and Misunderstanding of Today’s Inter-Imperialist Rivalry
in the Light of Lenin’s Theory of Imperialism. 

Another Reply to our Critics Who Deny Russia’s Imperialist Character 

By Michael Pröbsting

INTRoDuCTIoN
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The severe intensification of rivalry between the im-
perialist powers has provoked the sharpened ex-
pression of existing and emerging positions inside 

the workers’ movement. Among these positions we can 
differentiate between four basic ones, while granting that, 
naturally, there are various shades and combination of 
them.
1) First are the pro-Western social-imperialists and social-pac-
ifists. These are the forces in the workers’ movement who 
opportunistically adapt to the Western imperialist great 
powers like the US, the EU, Japan, or Israel, and support 
their respective allies openly or covertly. One such ex-
ample is the ex-Stalinist European Left Party (ELP), whose 
French sections (the PCF and the FdG) were part of the 
social democratic Jospin government which participated 
in the imperialist war against Serbia in 1999 and against 
Afghanistan in 2001. In 2013, they supported France’s co-
lonial adventures in Mali and the Central African Repub-
lic.3 And they continued their support for the Hollande 
government when it approved of Israel’s massacre of the 
Palestinian people in Gaza in the summer of 2014, even 
banning pro-Palestine solidarity demonstrations. The 
ELP’s German party – the LINKE – as well as its Austrian 
Communist Party (KPÖ) denounce as “anti-Semitic” pro-
gressive anti-Zionists and supporters of the boycott cam-
paign against Israel, as well as the Gaza Freedom Flotilla. 
Leading representatives of the LINKE, as well as youth 
and university groups of the KPÖ, openly support Israel’s 
wars against the Palestinian people. 4 
Other examples of social-pacifist adaption to Western im-
perialism is the refusal of various centrist currents like the 
CWI, the IMT, or the SWP(UK)/IST to support the resis-
tance in Afghanistan, Iraq, or Palestine against imperialist 
occupation forces during the past decade, or of Argentina 
against British imperialism in 1982. 5 Other examples are 
the Mandelite Fourth International, the Morenoite LIT, 
and the Barnesite SWP(USA) which were not only party 
to many of the these centrist capitulations, but which 
also praised the pro-EU Euro-Maidan movement in the 
Ukraine which brought to power an extreme right-wing 
government with a significant fascist wing in the spring 
of 2014. 6 A final example is the Communist Party of Japan 
which supports the imperialist claims of its ruling class to 
various islands in the surrounding seas. 7

2) Next are the pro-Eastern social-imperialists and social-pac-
ifists. These are forces in the workers’ movement who op-
portunistically adapt to the Eastern imperialist great pow-
ers, China and Russia, and their Bolivarian allies in the 
governments of Venezuela, Bolivia, and Cuba, as well as 
the Assad regime in Syria. As the counterpart to the pro-
Western social-chauvinists, they support the Eastern great 
powers and their respective allies either openly or covert-
ly. Examples are various Stalinist parties like the Russian 
KPRF 8, the Indian CPI(M), the South African SACP, the 
CP of Sri Lanka, the Workers’ Party of Belgium, the Aus-
trian PdA, etc. In addition, there are various centrist forces 
like the Workers’ World Party and the PSL (US), Socialist 

Action (UK), the Spartacist school or the LCFI who claim 
that China is still “workers state” or that China and Russia 
are “transitional” or semi-colonial countries with which 
socialists should form an “anti-imperialist united front” and 
side with them against the Western powers. 9

It is in the nature of these opportunists that those who 
capitulate to Western imperialism may at some point de-
fect and opportunistically adapt to their Eastern rivals, 
or simply combine both forms of opportunism. German 
social democracy is a prime example of such changes in 
opportunistic adaptation. While they were steadfast sup-
porters of the Kaiser during WWI and saved the ruling 
class from a revolutionary overthrow during the crisis in 
1918-23, they were collaborators of US imperialism in the 
later 1920s and, after 1933, they became inverted social pa-
triots by unconditionally supporting British, French, and 
US imperialism against Nazi-Germany.
3) Another, albeit much smaller, current includes those 
which we characterize as Imperialist Economists. These are 
groups which recognize that there are imperialist pow-
ers in the West and the East, but which derive from this 
correct insight the dangerous conclusion that all national 
and local wars can be reduced to proxy conflicts between 
these imperialist rivals. From this they conclude that so-
cialists should not support any side in local conflicts like 
in Syria, the Ukraine, or Thailand. Lenin righty denounced 
such currents as ‘imperialist economists.’ Examples are the 
various groups in the ultra-left Bordegist tradition or the 
French-based CoReP. However, various centrists like the 
IMT, the CWI, or the LCC use the inter-imperialist rivalry 
to justify neutrality in one or another conflict (e.g., the CWI 
in Syria or the LCC in Thailand). 10

4) Finally we have the only consistent Marxist and revo-
lutionary current, the Proletarian Internationalists to which 
the RCIT belongs. As Bolshevik-Communists they distin-
guish themselves from the other currents in their recogni-
tion of the imperialist character not only of the Western 
powers but also of Russia and China. From this they con-
clude that a consistent and intransigent approach against 
all these powers, one based on the Bolshevik’s program 
of “revolutionary defeatism,” is imperative for the workers’ 
movement. The significance of this program is the refus-
al to support any of the imperialist powers in a conflict 
and instead fight under the slogan “the main enemy is at 
home.” At the same time the Bolshevik-Communists recog-
nize that the deepening of capitalism’s crisis accelerates 
not only inter-imperialist rivalry but also the national 
and democratic aspirations of oppressed peoples. In the 
increasing number of conflicts breaking out throughout 
the world, Marxists must perform a concrete analysis of 
each situation and support those struggles which reflect 
an authentic desire of the oppressed for liberation (e.g., 
the resistance against the dictatorships in Egypt, Syria, the 
Ukraine as well as in Thailand, the Palestinian liberation 
struggle, etc.). At the same time, Marxists must refuse to 
support either side to a conflict in which both camps are 
thoroughly reactionary (e.g., the Euro-Maidan movement 

Four Currents

I . FouR CuRRENTS IN ThE WoRkERS’ MoVEMENT
 CoNCERNING ThE INTER-IMPERIALIST RIVALRy
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and the Yanukovich regime in the Ukraine). In siding with 
the oppressed masses, socialists apply the united front tac-
tic to the existing leaderships and combine this with the 
struggle for an independent working class position and 
for the formation of a revolutionary party. 11

In this booklet we will be focusing on the second current, 
the pro-Eastern social-imperialists and social-pacifists. We do 
so not because we consider this form of social-chauvinism 
to be worse or more significant than its pro-Western twin. 
Rather, we deal here with this trend of revisionism be-
cause of its relative newness, given that Chinese and Rus-
sian imperialism have only emerged in the past decade. It 
is precisely because of its being a new phenomenon that 
many socialists are confused by recent developments, and 
hence experience difficulties in finding the correct path, 
one of intransigent, revolutionary opposition to all forms 
of imperialism, with the simultaneous support for all just 
struggles of the oppressed masses.
Finally, we consider a correct understanding of the increas-
ing inter-imperialist rivalry as a key to comprehending the 
death agony of the left reformist and centrist camps. Their 
demise finds its expression in the acceleration of the divi-
sions between them, as well as the increasing number of 
class struggles in which important forces of the petty-bour-
geois left not only lack a proper strategy to win, but sim-
ply join the camp of the counter-revolution. We have wit-
nessed many of these forces supporting the Euro-Maidan 
movement in the Ukraine, supporting the Assad regime in 
Syria against the popular uprising, or hailing the military 
dictatorship of General al-Sisi in Egypt. In addition, many 
have refused to support the Palestinian resistance against 
Israel, and many reformists have even supported the Is-
raeli state. In other words, the left-reformists and centrists 

increasingly stand on the counter-revolutionary side of 
the barricade.
This fact once more illustrates how decisive it is to build 
a new, authentic revolutionary leadership which can re-
place the reformist and centrist misleaders, one which can 
correctly and even victoriously lead the working class for-
ward in the class struggle.
Leon Trotsky, leader of the Russian Revolution in 1917 
and founder of the Fourth International, once remarked 
that the struggle against war cannot be separated from 
the struggle against those who confuse and mislead the 
class consciousness of the working class and its vanguard, 
i.e., those who make it incapable of fighting consistently 
against the imperialist ruling class.
“The struggle against war is inseparable from the class strug-
gle of the proletariat. Irreconcilable class consciousness is the 
first condition for a successful struggle against war. The worst 
wreckers of class consciousness and the worst saboteurs of the 
revolutionary struggle at the present time are the so-called ‘com-
munists’. (…) That is why the struggle against war must begin 
and end with the unmasking of the treacherous role of the Co-
mintern, which has finally become an agent of the imperialist 
bourgeoisie. The Second International is, of course, no better. 
But it is more compromised and therefore less dangerous.” 12

In this spirit we present this booklet to militant workers 
and youth to provide a deeper understanding of the Le-
ninist theory of imperialism and, no less so, of the present 
world situation so increasingly characterized by inter-im-
perialist rivalry. Such an understanding is a vital prereq-
uisite to the launching of a successful struggle against all 
imperialist powers and to opening the road to liberation 
of the international working class and oppressed peoples 
around the world.

Four Currents

Leaders of the October Revolution 1917 and Marxist Theoreticians: Leon Trotsky (left) and V.I. Lenin (right) 
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As we will demonstrate, our differences with the 
pro-Eastern social-imperialists concerning Rus-
sia’s and China’s class character are not merely 

based on facts, but are most fundamentally about the un-
derstanding of the nature of imperialism, of Lenin’s theo-
ry, and how this theory has to be applied today.
When Marxists start laying out a definition of imperialism, 
they usually refer to Lenin’s famous five criteria which he 
outlined in his book, as well as to some central theoretical 
articles he wrote. Here is Lenin’s definition as he summa-
rized it in Imperialism and the Split in Socialism – his most 
comprehensive theoretical essay on the subject:
„We have to begin with as precise and full a definition of im-
perialism as possible. Imperialism is a specific historical stage 
of capitalism. Its specific character is threefold: imperialism is 
monopoly capitalism; parasitic, or decaying capitalism; mori-
bund capitalism. The supplanting of free competition by mo-
nopoly is the fundamental economic feature, the quintessence of 
imperialism. Monopoly manifests itself in five principal forms: 
(1) cartels, syndicates and trusts—the concentration of produc-
tion has reached a degree which gives rise to these monopolistic 
associations of capitalists; (2) the monopolistic position of the 
big banks—three, four or five giant banks manipulate the whole 
economic life of America, France, Germany; (3) seizure of the 
sources of raw material by the trusts and the financial oligarchy 
(finance capital is monopoly industrial capital merged with bank 
capital); (4) the (economic) partition of the world by the inter-
national cartels has begun. There are already over one hundred 
such international cartels, which command the entire world 
market and divide it “amicably” among themselves—until war 
redivides it. The export of capital, as distinct from the export of 
commodities under non-monopoly capitalism, is a highly char-
acteristic phenomenon and is closely linked with the economic 
and territorial-political partition of the world; (5) the territorial 
partition of the world (colonies) is completed.“ 13

As we can see, Lenin emphasized that monopolism – i.e., 
the formation of monopolies and their control over the 
economy as well as the political control of great powers in 
world politics and, subsequently, the oppression and ex-
ploitation of the working class and other nations – was the 
essence of imperialism. This is why we have elaborated 
in our publications the following short definition of what 
makes an imperialist state: An imperialist state is a capitalist 
state whose monopolies and state apparatus have a position in 
the world order where they first and foremost dominate other 
states and nations. As a result they gain extra-profits and other 
economic, political and/or military advantages from such a rela-
tionship based on super-exploitation and oppression. 14

However, as we shall see, many socialists understand 
Lenin’s definition in an eclectic way, do not grasp it in its 
totality, and thereby miss its essence. Let us see which are 
the most important errors.

Revisionist Confusion of the Nature of Finance Capital

One of the most common mistakes is a one-sided and thus 
incorrect understanding of what the Marxist category of 
finance capital actually means. As the quote from Lenin 
above shows – and which he has repeated numerous times 
– “finance capital is monopoly industrial capital merged with 
bank capital”. However, many so-called Marxists confuse 
finance capital with financial capital, i.e., money capital. This 
becomes clear if we examine the writings of our critics.
Sam Williams, whose essay is praised by Roger Annis, for 
example writes: “Since the essence of capitalism is M—C—M’, 
the huge amount of idle money created by each successive crisis 
burns holes in the collective pocket of the capitalist class. Inevita-
bly, the great amount of money—potential capital—released by 
successive crises of overproduction seeks investment. Much of 
the money driven out of the channels of circulation in each suc-
cessive crisis is transformed into money loan capital M—M’.
In this way, modern finance capital develops. (…) Monopoly 
capitalism is therefore the final stage of capitalism, though like 
all social phenomena imperialism passes through a number of 
phases of its own. Under all stages of imperialism, however, a few 
countries emerge that are very rich in finance capital that exploit 
other countries that are relatively poor in it. To measure how 
rich a country is in finance capital, we must take into account 
not only the absolute quantity of finance capital—measured like 
all forms of wealth under the capitalist mode of production in 
money, or units of weights of gold bullion representing in turn 
quantities of abstract human labor measured by some unit of 
time—but also its magnitude relative to the population of the 
country. The countries that are richest in finance capital—not 
necessarily richest in industrial capital—are the imperialist 
countries that economically exploit all other capitalist countries 
in the world. (…)
The situation is quite different with those capitalists who own 
only finance capital—which I, following Marx and Engels, have 
called money capitalists in this blog. (…) One of the changes 
in monopoly capitalism since Lenin’s day is that back then the 
great mass of corporate shares was still owned and managed by 
individuals. Today, in contrast, the great mass of stocks, bonds 
and other securities is managed by institutional investors such 
as bank-managed trust funds, pension funds, mutual funds, 
hedge funds, insurance companies and money market funds. 
These institutions, in turn, are increasingly owned or controlled 
by the few universal banks. In this way, “moneyed capital” is 
transformed into finance capital controlled by a few gigantic 
banking institutions.”
We can see a similar confusion in the essay of Michael 
Burke from the British Socialist Action group. Burke elabo-
rates under the sub-title “Finance Capital”:
“A capitalist economy is one in which there is generalised com-
modity production. Money is the universal commodity, stand-
ing in for all other commodities in the process of exchange. The 

II . LENIN’S ThEoRy oF IMPERIALISM
AND ITS REVISIoNIST DISToRTIoNS
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control over the direction or allocation of money capital therefore 
becomes decisive in the development of capitalism itself. The me-
dium for this allocation is the banks.
As a result, the degree of concentration of capital and the dom-
inance of monopolies depends on the financial capacity of the 
banks. (…) This control over the allocation capital places the 
banks in an increasingly dominant position in the capitalist 
economy. Dominance over the global financial system is the es-
sential condition for dominance over an entire economic system 
dominated by finance capital. 
As the dominant force in the global financial system, the US 
directs resources for its own needs. It charges vastly higher rates 
of interest when it recycles capital overseas than it is willing 
to pay. (…) The US dominates all global transactions through 
the trading pre-eminence of the US Dollar, which accounts for 
approximately 85% of all foreign exchange transactions. Firms 
seeking to raise capital privately are inspected by the US-domi-
nated ratings’ agencies. Governments are frequently obliged to 
apply to the IMF or World Bank, where the US dominates.”
A similar approach can be found in the polemic against 
the RCIT by Jan Norden’s Internationalist Group:
“An Austrian pseudo-Trotskyist, Michael Pröbsting, has re-
cently authored an opus titled “Russia as a Great Imperialist 
Power: The Formation of Russian Monopoly Capital and Its 
Empire” (Revolutionary Communism, March 2014). Pröbsting 
argues that Russia is imperialist in the first instance because of 
the domination of the economy by monopolies, citing Gazprom, 
Sberbank, Rosneft and Lukoil, and others. This proves noth-
ing. In the era of combined and uneven development, even in 
semi-colonial capitalist countries monopolies often dominate the 
economy. Brazil’s Vale Corp. and Mexico’s Cemex and América 
Móvil outrank Gazprom and Lukoil in foreign assets, but that 
doesn’t make Brazil or Mexico imperialist.
And this is certainly not the dominance of finance capital, the 

cornerstone of Lenin’s analysis of imperialism. Russia has only 
2 of the top 100 banks in the world ranked by total assets, (…) 
Banks constitute a much smaller part of the Russian economy 
(4% of GDP) than in the U.S. (8% of GDP and 41% of corpo-
rate profits) or the rest of the imperialist West, and play little role 
in directing the economy.”
The Internationalist Group concludes: “So Russia’s economy 
is not dominated by finance capital”.

Marx and the Centrality of the Production Process

These quotes demonstrate a number of misunderstandings 
on the part of their authors. First, in the quotes just cited, 
only banks, money capitalists, and the currency market 
are referred to. This shows how these writers understand 
finance capital not as the fusion of banking and industrial 
capital – as Marxists do – but rather as banking or money 
capital alone. In fact, it is a widespread myth among nu-
merous critics of neo-liberal globalization that capitalism 
has undergone a process of financialization in which the 
financial sector has become separate from the “real econ-
omy.” For such critics, Marx’s formula for money loan 
capital M–M’ – where “capital appears as a mysterious and 
selfcreating source of interest” and “the source of its own in-
crease” – becomes reality. This, however, is a mystification, 
as Marx explained in Vol. III of Capital:
“This, too, becomes distorted. While interest is only a portion of 
the profit, i.e., of the surplus value, which the functioning capi-
talist squeezes out of the labourer, it appears now, on the con-
trary, as though interest were the typical product of capital, the 
primary matter, and profit, in the shape of profit of enterprise, 
were a mere accessory and byproduct of the process of reproduc-
tion. Thus we get the fetish form of capital and the conception of 
fetish capital. In M—M’ we have the meaningless form of capi-

Imperialism-Theory

Figure 1 Financial Profits as a Percentage of Total Profits, US Corporations (in %) 19
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tal, the perversion and materialisation of production relations in 
their highest degree, the interest bearing form, the simple form 
of capital, in which it antecedes its own process of reproduction. 
It is the capacity of money, or of a commodity, to expand its own 
value independently of reproduction — which is a mystification 
of capital in its most flagrant form.” 15

While capital is “a unity of the process of production and the 
process of circulation,“ Marx insisted that the starting point 
and the fundamental basis for the capitalist economy is 
and remains the production process – i.e., the creation of 
capitalist value – and not the circulation process. Money 
capital cannot create surplus value out of itself, but only 
if it is infused in a valorization process, i.e., if it is used to 
propel the process of exploitation of labor power in order 
to create surplus value: “The directing motive, the end and 
aim of capitalist production, is to extract the greatest possible 
amount of surplus value, and consequently to exploit labour 
power to the greatest possible extent.” 16

This is why the general formula for the process of capital-
ist value creation is M – C – M’, i.e., money capital must be 
transformed into commodity capital – via the labor pro-
cess – to be further transformed again into money capital, 
this time with an additional surplus value. In other words, 
the capitalist production process is a valorization process 
(M – M’) through the exploitation of the labor force (M – C 
... P ... – C ‘ – M’). Hence, it is decisive to analyze where 
the capital circulation process enters the process of value 
creation in the form of commodities.
In the epoch of declining capitalism, the tendency of the 
rate of profit to fall becomes more and more acute. This 
tendency is based on the law inherent to capitalism, that 
the share of living labor – the only source of the creation of 
additional capitalist value – in the production process, and 
hence its share in the composition of capital, continually 
declines while the share of dead labor (machinery, raw 
materials, etc.) continually increases. Hence the share of 
surplus value and, therefore, of profit falls:
„As the process of production and accumulation advances there-
fore, the mass of available and appropriated surplus-labour, and 
hence the absolute mass of profit appropriated by the social capi-
tal, must grow. Along with the volume, however, the same laws 
of production and accumulation increase also the value of the 
constant capital in a mounting progression more rapidly than 
that of the variable part of capital, invested as it is in living la-
bour. Hence, the same laws produce for the social capital a grow-
ing absolute mass of profit, and a falling rate of profit.“ 17

Imperialism is Based on the Capitalist Value
of Production and Not Financial Speculation

For this reason capitalists hesitate more and more to invest 
their profits in the production process and instead look for 
opportunities to appropriate a share of surplus value via 
investment in the unproductive sectors of the economy or 
via loans, speculation, etc. This process has increased dra-
matically in the period of globalization as has been shown 
in numerous publications (see Figure 1) 18

However, this in no way means that the process of profit 
creation has actually become separated from the produc-
tion process. It has not, and it cannot. The collapse of the 
speculation bubble in 2008/09 was a profound verification 
of this Marxist law. The great recession demonstrated that 
if financial accumulation becomes too distanced from the 

accumulation of capitalist value over a long period of time, 
it will inevitably burst.
It is, therefore, no accident that Marxists do not consider 
hedge funds and other forms of speculative money capi-
tal as the heart of the capitalist economy. For them, only 
finance capitalist monopolies, i.e., monopolies which unite 
banking capital (or money capital in general) and indus-
trial capital can be categorized as serving this central role.
However, our critics see things differently. Socialist Ac-
tions’ For example, Michael Burke has made the following 
statement, reflecting his characteristically one-sided and 
incorrect approach:
“The main mechanism for this worldwide extortion is the US 
dominance over the global financial system, which is itself the 
dominant sector of capitalism.” 20

A similar lack of understanding has been expressed by 
Sam William:
“One of the changes in monopoly capitalism since Lenin’s day is 
that back then the great mass of corporate shares was still owned 
and managed by individuals. Today, in contrast, the great mass 
of stocks, bonds and other securities is managed by institutional 
investors such as bank-managed trust funds, pension funds, mu-
tual funds, hedge funds, insurance companies and money mar-
ket funds. These institutions, in turn, are increasingly owned 
or controlled by the few universal banks. In this way, “moneyed 
capital” is transformed into finance capital controlled by a few 
gigantic banking institutions.” 21

This issue is of major importance for our understanding 
of imperialism. Because our critics incorrectly consider 
finance capital as banking or financial capital only, they 
evaluate the imperialist nature of a state and its general 
economic strength only by the size of its financial capital. 
On the other hand, since we Marxists consider finance 
capital as the unity of banking and industrial capital, we 
evaluate the imperialist nature of a state and its general 
economic strength based on the role of its finance (i.e. 
banking and industrial) capital.
At this point in our analysis, we are not yet dealing in de-
tail with Russia as an imperialist state, something which 
will get to below. Here, our aim is to outline the method-
ological failures of those who falsify the Leninist theory of 
imperialism and, consequently, deny the nature of Russia 
and China as imperialist states.
Because of their methodological errors, the pro-Eastern 
social-imperialists see the world dominated by only one 
super-power – the US and its allies. Burke’s following 
statement is characteristic: “Imperialism is a global system of 
super-exploitation, directed by control over finance capital and 
supported by military dominance. The sole imperial super-power 
is the US, supported by its allies.”
They consistently justify their conclusions by referring to 
the dominant position of US capital in the financial sec-
tor and the currency market. However, they totally ignore 
the relative decline of US imperialism and the emergence 
of new powers as is reflected by the declining position of 
US capital among the leading global corporations, its de-
creased role within the world’s industrial sector (which is 
the heart of the capitalist value production), its growing 
indebtedness, etc.
In a recent document, we have shown that the relative 
economic power if the US has gradually declined in the 
past decades. In 2011 it was already overtaken by China, 
based on a number of criteria. Today, the US accounts for 
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only 19% of global industrial production (it was about 50% 
some decades ago). Similarly, if we identify the world’s 
largest corporations (indexed in the so-called Fortune 500), 
we see a significant decline in the place of US monopolies 
among them, decreasing from 40% to 26% between 2000 
and 2011.
However, our pro-Eastern social-chauvinist critics ignore 
these facts, because they fail to recognize that it is not the 
financial sphere but the combination of banking and the 
industrial sphere which determines the economic strength 
of a given country.
Our critics’ methodology completely contradicts Lenin’s 
approach. In his book on imperialism as well as in other 
works he authored, Lenin made clear that he did not view 
the imperialist great powers only by their financial strength. 
Hence, while our critics only evaluate the strength of dif-
ferent states in terms of capital export and financial capi-
tal, Lenin did no such thing. While he certainly recognized 
the importance of a state’s financial strength, he made 
absolutely clear that evaluating states by their productive 
forces, their industrial development, and their accumula-
tion of capital was the key, as is demonstrated by the fol-
lowing quote:
“Thanks to her colonies, Great Britain has increased the length 
of “her” railways by 100,000 kilometres, four times as much as 
Germany. And yet, it is well known that the development of pro-
ductive forces in Germany, and especially the development of 
the coal and iron industries, has been incomparably more rapid 
during this period than in Britain—not to speak of France and 
Russia. In 1892, Germany produced 4,900,000 tons of pig-iron 
and Great Britain produced 6,800,000 tons; in 1912, Germany 
produced 17,600,000 tons and Great Britain, 9,000,000 tons. 
Germany, therefore, had an overwhelming superiority over Brit-
ain in this respect.* The question is: what means other than war 
could there be under capitalism to overcome the disparity be-
tween the development of productive forces and the accumula-
tion of capital on the one side, and the division of colonies and 
spheres of influence for finance capital on the other?” 22

We also remind our critics that, in his famous report on 
the world situation at the III Congress of the Communist 
International 1921, Leo Trotsky measured the strength and 
weaknesses of the various imperialist powers by referring 
to statistics pertaining to accumulated capital stock, the 
production of iron, coal, and wheat, etc., volume of trade 
and so on. 23

In addition, Lenin also recognized the emergence of impe-
rialist powers at his time – Russia, Austria-Hungary, Italy, 
and Japan – which were still underdeveloped from a strict-
ly capitalist point of view. It is not at all difficult to see the 
similarity of Russia and Japan in Lenin’s time and Russia 
and China as emerging imperialist powers today.
„We see three areas of highly developed capitalism (high develop-
ment of means of transport, of trade and of industry): the Cen-
tral European, the British and the American areas. Among these 
are three states which dominate the world: Germany, Great Brit-
ain, and the United States. Imperialist rivalry and the struggle 
between these countries have become extremely keen because 
Germany has only an insignificant area and few colonies; the 
creation of “Central Europe” is still a matter for the future, it 
is being born in the midst of a desperate struggle. For the mo-
ment the distinctive feature of the whole of Europe is political 
disunity. In the British and American areas, on the other hand, 
political concentration is very highly developed, but there is 

a vast disparity between the immense colonies of the one and 
the insignificant colonies of the other. In the colonies, however, 
capitalism is only beginning to develop. The struggle for South 
America is becoming more and more acute. There are two areas 
where capitalism is little developed: Russia and Eastern Asia. In 
the former, the population is extremely sparse, in the latter it is 
extremely dense; in the former political concentration is high, in 
the latter it does not exist. The partitioning of China is only just 
beginning, and the struggle for it between Japan, the U.S., etc., 
is continually gaining in intensity.“ 24

For the very same reason, Lenin criticized his comrade 
Bukharin who tended to have one-sided views. Bukharin 
at times reduced modern capitalism to financial capital 
and monopolies alone, and ignored that it is in fact the 
combination or amalgamation of monopolies and compe-
tition, of money and productive capital. However, in de-
fense of Bukharin, one must admit that imperialism and 
its understanding by Marxists was a relatively new at that 
time. Since then, however, a whole century has passed 
and it is a pity that there are still “Marxists” who haven’t 
learned from reality and the Marxist classics.
“Comrade Bukharin’s concreteness is a bookish description of 
finance capitalism. In reality we have heterogeneous phenomena 
to deal with. In every agricultural gubernia there is free competi-
tion side by side with monopoly industry. Nowhere in the world 
has monopoly capitalism existed in a whole series of branches 
without free competition, nor will it exist. To write of such a sys-
tem is to write of a system which is false and removed from real-
ity. If Marx said of manufacture that it was a superstructure on 
mass small production, imperialism and finance capitalism are a 
superstructure on the old capitalism. If its top is destroyed, the 
old capitalism is exposed. To maintain that there is such a thing 
as integral imperialism without the old capitalism is merely 
making the wish father to the thought. This is a natural mistake, 
one very easily committed. And if we had an integral imperial-
ism before us, which had entirely altered capitalism, our task 
would have been a hundred thousand times easier. It would have 
resulted in a system in which everything would be subordinated 
to finance capital alone. It would then only have remained to 
remove the top and to transfer what remained to the proletariat. 
That would have been extremely agreeable, but it is not so in 
reality. In reality the development is such that we have to act 
in an entirely different way. Imperialism is a superstructure on 
capitalism.” 25

Is There a Capitalist Country which is
Not Dominated by Finance Capital?

Let us now deal briefly with another fundament misun-
derstanding on the part of our critics. Above, we quoted 
one of their statements: “So Russia’s economy is not domi-
nated by finance capital.” Leaving alone that this is simply 
factually incorrect with regards to Russia, as we will show 
below, it is also wrong on a theoretical level. As a mat-
ter of fact, there is not a single capitalist country in the 
world – imperialist or semi-colonial, rich or poor – which 
is not dominated by finance capital. The only difference 
is whose finance capital. As a general rule – leaving aside 
some exceptions – imperialist countries are dominated by 
their own domestic imperialist finance capital (sometimes 
in alliance the finance capital of additional imperialist 
states), while semi-colonial countries are dominated by 
the finance capital of foreign imperialist powers. This domi-

Imperialism-Theory
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nation is achieved either by direct foreign ownership of 
industries, telecommunications, services, banks, etc. and/
or by a high degree of indebtedness to foreign, imperialist 
financial institutions.
Considering the complete misunderstanding attested to 
by the above quote, it is clear that our pro-Eastern crit-
ics are incapable of recognizing the significance of Russian 
monopolies dominating their domestic economy.

Monopolism as the Essence of Imperialism

This leads us to another grave mistake made by our critics. 
As we demonstrated above, the pro-Eastern social-imperi-
alist camp considers the financial sector of an economy as 
the dominant sector under capitalism. Leaving aside their 
confusing of finance and financial capital, this approach is 
also problematic because it deflects the focus away from 
monopolies as being the essence of imperialism. Lenin 
was unambiguously clear about this issue: it is the forma-
tion of monopolies which is the essence of the economy in 
the age of imperialism. This is not only clear our quotation 
of Lenin which appears at the beginning of this booklet, 
but also from numerous other statements. For example:
„Economically, imperialism (or the “era” of finance capital — it 
is not a matter of words) is the highest stage in the development 
of capitalism, one in which production has assumed such big, 
immense proportions that free competition gives way to mo-
nopoly. That is the economic essence of imperialism. Monopoly 
manifests itself in trusts, syndicates, etc., in the omnipotence of 
the giant banks, in the buying up of raw material sources, etc., 
in the concentration of banking capital, etc. Everything hinges 
on economic monopoly.“ 26

In his volume on imperialism he re-emphasizes this:
„Economically, the main thing in this process is the displace-
ment of capitalist free competition by capitalist monopoly.“ 27

Therefore, the utter misunderstanding of Jan Norden’s In-
ternationalist Group becomes manifestly clear when these 
centrists write:
“Pröbsting argues that Russia is imperialist in the first instance 
because of the domination of the economy by monopolies, citing 
Gazprom, Sberbank, Rosneft and Lukoil, and others. This proves 
nothing. In the era of combined and uneven development, even in 
semi-colonial capitalist countries monopolies often dominate the 
economy. Brazil’s Vale Corp. and Mexico’s Cemex and América 
Móvil outrank Gazprom and Lukoil in foreign assets, but that 
doesn’t make Brazil or Mexico imperialist.”
For Jan Norden, our analysis of Russia’s monopolies “proves 
nothing.” Yet, he can only write such an inanity because 
he entirely ignores Lenin’s insistence that monopolies are 
the essence of imperialism. His objection, that Brazil’s and 
Mexico’s economies are also dominated by monopolies, 
is either demagogic or reveals profound ignorance. Yes, 
these countries’ economies are surely dominated by mo-
nopolies. As we suggested above, all capitalist countries in 
the world are dominated by finance capital and, equally, 
by monopolies. But the decisive question for Marxists is: 
dominated by whose finance capital and by whose monopo-
lies?
In our study on Russia, we have shown that this country 
is dominated by domestic monopolies. Key sectors like 
oil, gas, banking, and metal are controlled by a few large 
corporations which are usually closely linked with the 
state. According to a calculation from 2004, the 22 largest 

Russian monopolies employ 42% of the labor force and 
account for 39% of sales, while the capitalist state (both 
regional and federal combined) employ another 21% of 
the labor force and account for an additional 36% of sales. 
On the other hand, foreign corporations employ only 3% 
of Russian workers and sell only 8% of the goods and ser-
vices produced in the country. 28 These statistics reflect the 
essential nature of Russia as an imperialist state.
In contrast to Russia, Mexico and Brazil are dominated 
not by domestic but by foreign monopolies. We have de-
scribed this in detail in our book The Great Robbery of the 
South. A study of Mexico in the early 1960s showed that 
out of the 100 major companies, 56 were either controlled 
by foreign owners or had a large share of foreign capital. 
In 1970 – according to another study – 45.4% of the largest 
290 manufacturing enterprises were in foreign hands. Data 
of Brazil in the 1960s demonstrates that there was a similar 
dominance: 31 of the 50 largest private enterprises were 
controlled by imperialist capital. Out of 276 large compa-
nies, more than half were controlled by foreign owners. 29

Since the time of these studies, the picture has not changed. 
For example the proportion of Mexico’s bank assets under 
foreign ownership reached 74% in 2011. 30 In other words, 
three quarters of Mexico’s financial sector is in the hands 
of imperialist banks!
Similarly, imperialist corporations control nearly half of 
Brazil’s foreign trade and more than half of the largest 500 
private Brazilian companies:  “The high FDI inflows have 
meant an increase in the foreign share in the Brazilian econo-
my. (…) Foreign corporations also increased their share of the 
country’s foreign trade, reaching 41.3% of exports and 49.3% of 
imports. The role of the foreign capital is even stronger when we 
consider only large companies. Among the largest 500 private 
Brazilian companies, those under foreign control accounted for 
41.2% of sales in 1989. This share increased to 49.9% in 1997 
and, by 2003, reached 51.7%.” 31

It is, therefore, absurd for Jan Norden to equate Russia’s 
economy, in terms of monopolization, with that of Brazil 
or Mexico. Doing so only proves his implicit refutation of 
Lenin’s theory of imperialism.

The Role of the State in Monopoly Capitalism

Yet another manifestation of our critics’ fundamental mis-
understanding about the essence of finance capital is the 
following statement by Roger Annis, which is also repeat-
ed by other pro-Russian leftists:
“The role of finance capital is the benchmark of any measure of 
the core nature of a capitalist country. In Russia, it is nothing 
resembling that of the imperialist countries. It’s the state, not fi-
nance capital, which plays the overriding, directing role in Rus-
sia’s economy. The state happens to own much of the vaunted oil 
and gas industries; so too in finance and much of manufactur-
ing.” 32

We note in passing that various leftists repeat the same 
argument – the dominant role of the state in the economy 
– when they defend the absurd position that China is not 
a capitalist country. Surprisingly, these leftists “forget” 
that Lenin and Bukharin (the latter, despite some one-sid-
edness, also played an important role in the elaboration 
of the Marxist theory of imperialism) recognized the cen-
tral role of the imperialist state in the modern economy. 
In an important contribution to the Marxist theory of the 
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Table 1 Industry as Share of GDP,   
  2011 40

United States  20%
Britain   21%
Japan   26%
Germany  31%
Russia   37%
China   47%

Table 2  Financial Systems Structure, % of GDP, 2005–10 average 41

Countries  Stock market Bank assets Mutual fund Insurance Pension
   capitalization   assets  assets  assets

United States  122.7%  65.3%  76.6%  44.2%  70.6%
Britain   123.9%  183.3%  36.3%  95.9%  76.2%
Germany  45.7%  131.4%  43.6%  59.5%  12.0%
Japan   87.7%  164.1%  13.2%  74.4%  19.9%
Russia   68.7%  37.6%  0.3%  2.2%  1.3%
China   81.7%  118.0%  8.1%  9.7%  0.7%

Table 4 FDI outward Stock by
  Country, 2013 (share of global 
  FDI Stock) 47

Country  Share (%)
World   100
US   24.1%
Britain   7.2%
Germany  6.5%
France   6.2% 
Japan   3.8%
Canada  2.8%
Italy   2.3%
China   2.3%
Russia   1.9%

Table 3  Population and Gross National Income in 2012 46

    Population  $ Billions  Per Capita in $
    (in Million)
United States   313.9   16,430.4  52,340
China    1,350.7   7,731.3   5,720
Japan    127.6   6,106.7   47,870
Germany   80.4   3,624.6   45,070
France    65.7   2,742.9   41,750
United Kingdom  63.6   2,448.8   38,500
Russia    143.5   1,822.7   12,700
Spain    46.8   1,368.8   29,270

Table 5  Foreign Direct Investment Outflows of Great Imperialist Powers, 2013
   (in Millions of $US and as Share of Global FDI Outflows) 48

Country	 	 	 	 2013	 	 	 	 Share	of	the	Global	FDI	Outflows
Total     1,410,696   100%
USA     338,302    24%
Japan     135,749    9.6%
Britain     19,440    1.4%
Germany    57,550    4.1%
France     37,197    2.6%
China     101,000    7.2%
Russia     94,907    6.7%
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imperialist state, Bukharin wrote: “In order to ascertain the 
most general sources of this statification we must keep in mind 
the tendencies of finance-capitalist development. The organiza-
tional process, which embraces more and more branches of the 
‘national economy’ through the creation of combined enterprises 
and through the organizational role of the banks, has led to the 
conversion of each developed ‘national system’ of capitalism into 
a ‘state-capitalist trust.’” 33

Lenin considered the role of the capitalist state in the impe-
rialist economy so important that he introduced the term 
“state monopoly capitalism” as the appropriate expression.
„The question of the state is now acquiring particular importance 
both in theory and in practical politics. The imperialist war has 
immensely accelerated and intensified the process of transforma-
tion of monopoly capitalism into state-monopoly capitalism.“ 34

“That capitalism in Russia has also become monopoly capital-
ism is sufficiently attested by the examples of the Produgol, the 
Prodamet, the Sugar Syndicate, etc. This Sugar Syndicate is 
an object-lesson in the way monopoly capitalism develops into 
state-monopoly capitalism. And what is the state? It is an or-
ganisation of the ruling class…” 35

These are not only historically relevant references. The im-
perialist state played a major role in the post-war econo-
mies in Western Europe and Japan in order to advance 
and regulate the accumulation of capital. This ongoing 
and decisive role was laid bare when the imperialist states 
nationalized various banks during the 2008/09 recession or 
avoided (or, better put, postponed) new slumps by issuing 
billions in new currency by the central banks ( “Quanti-
tative Easing”). It is therefore absurd to see the important 
role of the state in Russia’s and China’s economy as some 
kind of non-capitalist sector. In fact, it is nothing but an 
imperialist state strengthening and regulating the domes-
tic monopolies.
In all these cases, state enterprises act as capitalists, i.e. 
they undertake investments in order to make profits. And, 
as we have shown in our studies on China and Russia, 
these state-capitalist monopolies are pretty successful in 
achieving this goal. They have sacked a huge proportion 
of the workers from the state enterprises and raised the 
rate of exploitation substantially. As a result, Russia’s Gaz-
prom Corporation, for example, in which the Russian state 
has a majority stake, topped the list of the most profitable 
corporations in the world according to the Fortune 500 in 
2012. 36 The same thing occurs in China: More than two-
thirds of Chinese companies amongst the Global Fortune 
500 are state-owned enterprises.
In fact, counter-posing state enterprises in a capitalist 
economy and financial capital, as is done by many reform-
ist Keynesianists, is a reflection of the neoliberal notion 
that the state can not act as a capitalist. Marxists have to 
renounce such reformist nonsense. They must orientate 
to Lenin’s and Bukharin’s conception of state capitalism, 
namely state monopoly capitalism.

Disparity between the Imperialist Powers

It is a constant theme amongst the pro-Russian leftists to 
prove Russia’s and China’s character as non-imperialist 
states by comparing them to the US and Britain. Thus, 
they compare Russia’s or China’s stock market with those 
of New York and London, and conclude that the Eastern 
great powers are not imperialists.

This is a completely non-Marxist method, inasmuch as 
they ignore that the law of uneven development also ap-
plies to imperialist states. Marx himself already stated that 
this disparity is an essential feature of capitalism itself:
“Since, however, capitalist production can allow itself free rein 
only in certain spheres, under certain conditions, there could be 
no capitalist production at all if it had to develop simultaneously 
and evenly in all spheres.” 37

Lenin strongly supported this:
“Uneven economic and political development is an absolute law 
of capitalism.” He added as concrete example: ““Following 
1871, the rate of Germany’s accession of strength was three or 
four times as rapid as that of Britain and France, and of Japan 
about ten times as rapid as Russia’s.” 38

Lenin even emphasized that this tendency is strengthened 
in the final epoch of capitalism, i.e., during the period of 
imperialism:
„Kautsky’s utterly meaningless talk about ultraimperialism en-
courages, among other things, that profoundly mistaken idea 
which only brings grist to the mill of the apologists of imperial-
ism, i.e., that the rule of finance capital lessens the unevenness 
and contradictions inherent in the world economy, whereas in 
reality it increases them.“ 39

Based on such a theoretical framework, it is not surprising 
to see that the US and Britain – setting aside the differences 
which exist between the two – are each only one specific 
type of imperialist state. To be more precise, they are the 
most advanced, i.e., the oldest, most decadent, declining, 
and parasitic type of imperialist powers. This is the reason 
that the amount of capitalist value produced domestically 
in each of these countries has so significantly declined, and 
hence their financial capital sector plays such a dispropor-
tionally strong role in their respective economies.
Naturally, these two countries also represent the most ad-
vanced type of capitalist economy insofar as they reflect 
the historic tendency of capitalism to replace living labor 
with dead labor, workers with machinery, productive, i.e. 
value-creating labor, with unproductive, i.e. non-value-
creating labor.
However, this tendency is not so far advanced in other 
imperialist countries. In Germany and Japan, for example, 
industry still plays a substantial larger role in the econo-
my. (See Table 1). Why is this so? The main reason is that 
Britain was historically the first and, hence, most mature 
capitalist country; it is therefore here that the parasitic ten-
dencies of imperialism are most manifest. While the US 
became a great power later than Britain, it still has more 
than a century of unhindered development of capitalism 
and its parasitic tendencies behind it. Even more impor-
tantly, the United States faced none of the devastating lev-
els of destruction as a result of both World Wars, while 
Britain left World War II with much less devastated than 
Germany and Japan. On the other hand, because Germany 
and Japan had much more accumulated capital destroyed 
during WWII, they had to recommence the process of cap-
ital accumulation from much lower levels than before.
Russia and China – until the early 1990s, both former 
Stalinist degenerated workers’ states– are new capitalist 
powers in which the law of value was only introduced in 
the early 1990s. Hence, their process of capital accumula-
tion lags far behind that of their rivals, who have had more 
than a century of unhindered capitalist accumulation in 
their favor.

Imperialism-Theory
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Table 6 World’s Five Largest
  Military Spenders, 2011
  (in $US billions) 50

Country  $US billions spent
-----------------------------------------------------------------
1. US   711
2. China  143
3. Russia  71.9
4. UK   62.7
5. France  62.5

Table 9  Industrial Production in the World, 1880-1913/14 56

      (Share of Countries)
    1880   1900   1913/14
Great Britain   28%   18%   14%
United States   28%   31%   36%
Germany   13%   16%   16%
France    9%   7%   6%
Russia    3%   6%   6%
Japan    -   -   1%
Belgium   -   -   2%
Canada    -   -   2%
India    -   -   1%

Table 8  Population and Gross Domestic Product in 1913 55 

    Population  $ Billions  Per Capita in $
    (in Million)
United States   97.6   517.4   5,301
United Kingdom  45.6   224.6   4,921
Spain    20.3   45.7   2,255
Russia    156.2   232.3   1,488
Japan    51.7   71.6   1,387
China    437.1   241.3   552

Table 7 Ten largest  Exporter of Major 
  Arms, 2010 (share of
  global Market) 51

Country  Global Share (in %)
-----------------------------------------------------------------
1. US   30%
2. Russia  24%
3. Germany  9%
4. France  8%
5. UK   4%
6. China  4%

Table 10  World Industrial Production, Share of Imperialist Countries
   in Capitalist World, 1913-1938 (in %) 57

Country   1913   1926-29  1936-38
United States   37.9%   44.1%   39.5%
Germany   16.6%   12.1%   13.1%
England   14.8%   9.8%   11.3%
France    6.8%   6.9%   5.5%
Italy    2.9%   3.4%   3.3%
Japan    1.2%   2.6%   4.3%



RevCom#25 | August 201414 Imperialism-Theory
The other side of the coin is, of course, the differing sizes 
of the financial sector in each of these countries. In Table 
2 we see that the US and Britain, which have the small-
est share of productive industry among the great powers 
have, at the same time, the largest financial sectors. At the 
same time we see that not only do Russia and China have 
smaller stock markets (relative to their domestic output) 
than the US and Britain, but so do Germany and Japan.
To summarize, there is not a single model of an imperialist 
state, but rather various types. While such distinctions are 
important to bear in mind, they do not alter the basic fact 
that all these states share the fundamental characteristics 
of imperialism.

Can only the Richest Countries be Imperialist?

However, the pro-Eastern social-chauvinists refuse to rec-
ognize the disparity between imperialist powers. They 
maintain that only the richest countries which have strong 
banking capital can be considered as imperialist. This is 
what Sam Williams writes:
“The countries that are richest in finance capital—not necessar-
ily richest in industrial capital—are the imperialist countries 
that economically exploit all other capitalist countries in the 
world.” 42

“It is quite possible for a country to be poor in finance capital 
even if it is relatively rich in industrial capital. For example, a 
large number of factories, mines, and large-scale capitalist farms 
might be located in such a country, making it rich in industrial 
capital. Britain is the classic example of a country that in the 
age of free competition was rich in industrial capital—it was 
the workshop of the world—while today Britain is not so rich 
in industrial capital but very rich in finance capital. The U.S. 
has evolved in the same direction. While a century ago the U.S. 
was very rich in industrial capital, today de-industrialization 
has vastly reduced the relative wealth of the U.S. in industrial 
capital. However, the U.S. remains very much number one in 
finance capital.” 43

“If we use the criterion of an independently powerful military 
machine, there is really only one imperialist power, or “czar,” 
in today’s world, the United States of America. If we use the 
criterion of countries that are rich in finance capital—that is, 
share in the exploitation of the countries of the world, despite 
their being military and political satellites of the U.S., we do not 
find Russia or for that matter China among them. Nor do we find 
Russia or China in the second category. In terms of finance capi-
tal, Russia belongs definitely to countries that are in the lower 
half of the countries that are definitely not imperialist. Today’s 
Russia is very far indeed from becoming an imperialist country, 
and if anything is in danger of falling into the fourth tier where 
Ukraine already is.” 44

To prove his point Sam Williams refers to the Credit Suisse 
Global Wealth Report 2012 Databook which lists the wealth of 
numerous countries. Williams uses the banks’ own catego-
rization of dividing the countries by their “wealth per adult” 
(over $100,000, from $25,000 to $100,000, from $5,000 to 
$25,000, and below $5,000). He concludes that those coun-
tries with a wealth per adult of over $100,000 can be char-
acterized as imperialist, while the others – among them 
China and Russia – are not.
However, this is merely an example of the eclecticism of 
the pro-Eastern social-imperialists. While, certainly, the 
monetary wealth per adult is an indication of a capitalist 

country’s position in the imperialist world order, if Marx-
ists allow themselves to be guided by such a criterion it 
will lead them into utter confusion.
On one hand, we see among the countries with a wealth 
per adult of over $100,000 not only the imperialist states 
in North America, Western Europe, Israel, and Japan, but 
also a considerable number of countries which clearly are 
not imperialist in character: Ireland, Iceland, Greece, Cy-
prus, New Zealand, Taiwan, Singapore, Kuwait, United 
Arab Emirates, and Qatar. 45

On the other hand, China and Russia, which are obviously 
important powers in world politics and the global econo-
my, are not ranked among these richest states. Neverthe-
less, they are increasingly becoming important economic 
and military powers as the following tables demonstrate.
Table 3 shows the population, size of economy, and level 
of productivity of several imperialist powers.
The next two tables demonstrate that China and Russia 
are increasingly becoming major foreign investors. Taking 
into account that they have only relatively recently become 
imperialist powers, China’s and Russia’s accumulated 
stock of capital export still lags behind that of more senior 
imperialist powers. Nevertheless, their respective share of 
foreign investment in global cumulative stock holdings 
(2.3% for China; 1.9% for Russia) is already close to that of 
other G7 powers like Italy or Canada (see Table 4).
China and Russia’s race to catch up with the more senior 
major imperialist powers is even more vivid if we com-
pare the development of capital export during the last few 
years. Here we can see that, by 2013, China and Russia 
have already overtaken all European great powers (see 
Table 5 as well as Table 26)
The German Marxist economist Richard Sorge (who 
would later become a famous and successful Soviet spy 
in Japan) pointed out in a book on German imperialism 
written in 1927 that one has to differentiate between “the 
imperialist character and the imperialist position of power.” His 
comment is extremely useful in understanding the char-
acter of emerging imperialist powers such as Germany in 
the 1920s and 1930s, while it was regaining its imperialist 
position lost after its defeat in WWI:
“We have to understand that its (Germany’s, M.P.) position 
of power is still weak. Germany, despite its obvious imperialist 
character, is only at the beginning of regaining its imperialist 
position of power. One has to differentiate sharply between the 
imperialist character and the imperialist position of power.” 49

Let us now examine the military strength of the great pow-
ers. (See Tables 6 and 7), noting at the same time that Rus-
sia is the world’s second largest nuclear power and China 
the fifth.
From the above figures we see that China and Russia have 
emerged as great imperialist powers. Naturally they are 
– as former Stalinist degenerated workers’ states – less de-
veloped capitalistically than the old imperialist powers, 
since they have had much less time to accumulate capital.
It is important to recognize the massive catching-up pro-
cess by Russia and China also on the military level. The 
International Institute for Strategic Studies notes in its actual 
issue of “The Military Balance”, that Russia’s and China’s 
arms expenditures have grown massively in the past years 
in opposite to the declining Western powers:
“These defence cuts accentuate the pace of global change, and 
there are sharp contrasts between the defence investment pros-



RevCom#25 | August 2014 15Imperialism-Theory

Britain  100 100  
Belgium 83 77  
France  81 51  
Switzerland 81 75  
Denmark 80 29  
Germany 77 74  
Netherlands 75 23  

Sweden 71 58
Norway 68 26  
Austria  62 29
Ireland  60 —
Italy  52 23
Spain  48 19
Finland 46 18

Hungary 41 —
Greece  38 9 
Portugal 35 12
Bulgaria 32 9
Russia  29 17

Table 12  Average output per Worker in Coal Industry and Metallurgy
   in several Industrial Countries in early 20th Century 60

    Coal Industry     Metallurgy
    Tons per Worker (1911)   Tons per Worker (1913)
Russia    153      205
France    203      239
Great Britain   264      356
Germany   287      404
USA    759      811

Table 13  Total Industrial Potential of the Powers in Relative Perspective,
   1880-1938 61

    (U.K. in 1900 = 100)
Countries   1880  1900  1913  1928  1938
Britain    73.3  [100]  127.2  135  181
United States   46.9  127.8  298.1  533  528
Germany   27.4  71.2  137.7  158  214
France    25.1  36.8  57.3  82  74
Russia    24.5  47.5  76.6  72  152
Austria-Hungary  14  25.6  40.7  --  --
Italy    8.1  13.6  22.5  37  46
Japan    7.6  13  25.1  45  88

Table 14  Japan’s Industrial Production as a Share of
   the Industrial Production of other imperialist states, (in %) 62

Country in Comparison   in 1913   Before World War II
England     7.8%   45.6%
France      17.2%   102.5%
Italy      40.7%   142.6%

Table 15  Colonial Possessions of the Great Powers, 1914 63

   (Millions of square kilometers and millions of inhabitants)
   Colonies  Metropolitan Countries Total
   Area Population Area Population  Area Population
Great Britain  33.5 393.5  0.3 46.5   33.8 440.0
Russia   17.4 33.2  5.4 136.2   22.8 169.4
France   10.6 55.5  0.5 39.6   11.1 95.1
Germany  2.9 12.3  0.5 64.9   3.4 77.2
United States  0.3 9.7  9.4 97.0   9.7 106.7
Japan   0.3 19.2  0.4 53.0   0.7 72.2

Table 11  Relative GDP per capita (column A) and
   relative levels of industrialization (column B) in 1913 58 

Country A B  Country A B  Country A B
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pects for different regions of the world. Whereas defence spend-
ing in North America and Europe has stagnated or declined 
since the 2008 financial crisis, over the same period real defence 
outlays in China and Russia rose by more than 40% and 30% 
respectively.” 52

The pro-Eastern social-imperialists characteristically con-
clude from this disparity between the great powers that 
Russia and China cannot be imperialist states. But in fact, 
such a disparity is not unusual in our historical epoch.
As an aside we note that the method of our pro-Eastern crit-
ics bears striking similarities with the Japanese ex-Marxist, 
Takahashi Kamekichi who, in the 1920s, developed his 
theory of Japan as a “petty imperialism”. Takahashi noted 
that, given Japan’s backwardness in the areas of financial 
capital and capital export, Japanese capitalism “had not yet 
attained the stage of imperialism,” to use Lenin’s terms. From 
this he concluded that Japanese socialists should not see 
the main enemy as being the domestic bourgeoisie, but 
rather the Western powers.
“If you look at Japanese capitalism internationally, [he argued,] 
it may indeed be imperialistic. However, at the most, it is an 
imperialistic country as the petit bourgeois is to the grand bour-
geois. If we take the term petit bourgeois and establish the cat-
egory of petty imperialism, Japan is but a petty imperialist coun-
try. Thus, just as the interests of the petty bourgeoisie coincide 
with those of the proletariat and are not one with the interests 
of the grande bourgeoisie, the interests of petty imperialist coun-
tries coincide more with those of countries subject to imperialism 
than with those of large imperialist countries.”
Takahashi went on to assert that there was considerable 
evidence that Japan too “is in the position of a country subject 
to imperialism. (…) Consequently, [Japan’s] international class 
role, rather than coinciding with that of imperialist countries 
like Britain and the United States, coincides far more with that 
of China, India, and other countries subject to imperialism.” 53

In short, Takahashi provided a social-imperialist theory 
which justified the expansionist aspirations of the Japanese 
ruling class and Japanese communists justifiably attacked 
him for this bankrupt theory. Unfortunately, a number 
of modern successors have picked up Takahashi’s theory 
in order to justify Russian and Chinese imperialism and, 
among other things, propagate an alliance of oppressed 
peoples with the great Eastern powers.

The Disparity between the Great Powers
in Lenin’s Time, before 1917

The uneven development of imperialist powers is not a 
new phenomenon. In fact, this has been a feature through-
out most of the imperialist epoch. During Lenin’s and 
Trotsky’s lifetimes, Marxists were faced with a similar dis-
parity. But, in contrast to our critics, Lenin and Trotsky 
recognized this. For example, Lenin pointed out that new 
imperialist powers can actually emerge among backward 
countries:
“Capitalism is growing with the greatest rapidity in the colonies 
and in overseas countries. Among the latter, new imperialist 
powers are emerging (e.g., Japan).” 54

Therefore, it is only logical that Lenin and Trotsky charac-
terized both the highly developed as well as the more back-
ward great powers as imperialist. As we demonstrated 
above, Lenin recognized that such disparity between the 
great powers is characteristic in the epoch of capitalist de-

cline. But the method of the pro-Eastern social-imperialists 
completely contradicts Lenin’s analysis of the imperialist 
powers at his time. To expand upon this point, let us now 
give a brief overview of the imperialist powers and the dif-
ferences in their respective development before 1914.
The following tables illustrate the tremendous disparity 
between the imperialist powers both in terms of economic 
strength as well as in capital export. They in fact show that 
the disparity which we see today between the US, Japan, 
and EU imperialist powers on one hand, and China and 
Russia on the other hand are by no means a new or excep-
tional phenomenon in the imperialist epoch.
Table 8 details the differences between the great powers 
in terms of population, gross domestic product, as well as 
income per capita as a measure of the countries level of 
productivity. As we can see, on the eve of WWI, the US 
economy was about seven times as large as Japan’s, while 
the US’s income per capita was about four times as large 
as Russia’s and Japan’s.
In Table 9, we similarly see tremendous differences be-
tween the imperialist powers in terms of industrial pro-
duction – the core of capitalist value production. In 1913/14 
the US share of world industrial production was six times 
as large as that of France or Russia, and thirty-six times 
greater than Japan’s. This table also demonstrates that US 
industrial production was as large as the cumulative share 
of the next three powers – Germany, Britain, and France – 
in 1913/14.
In Table 10, we can see that 25 years later, the US share 
of industrial production among the capitalist nations was 
already larger than the cumulative share of the next five 
imperialist powers – Germany, Britain, France, Italy, and 
Japan. This shows, once again, that the argument of the 
pro-Eastern social-imperialists, who based on its size rela-
tive to other powers, claim that the world of today is ab-
solutely dominated by the US superpower, contradicts the 
reality of imperialism in Lenin’s time.
The huge differences between the imperialist powers in 
terms of level of capitalist development are also clearly 
demonstrated in Table 11 which gives the figures of GDP 
per capita and relative levels of industrialization for nine-
teen countries on the eve of WWI. Similar to what we see 
today, in 1913 there were huge differences in productivity 
between the Western imperialist powers and their Eastern 
rivals. Britain’s industrial production per capita (serving 
as the base of comparison with a value of 100) was, for 
example, more than three times as large as Austria’s, four 
times bigger than Italy’s, and six times the size of Rus-
sia’s.
Looking at Russia’s backwardness, economic historian 
François Crouzet comments:
“By 1914, Russia had become a major industrial power—the 
third or fourth in Europe. But it was not an industrial nation; 
the level of industrialization was very low. Industry was concen-
trated in a few regions and cities (especially St. Petersburg and 
Moscow), its productivity was low, and it was not internation-
ally competitive. It included giant firms but also a multitude of 
small, kustar enterprises, which served a large share of consum-
ers’ demand. Moreover, a large majority (three-quarters) of the 
labor force remained in agriculture.” 59

Table 12 shows that, in the early 20th century, the gap be-
tween the Western imperialist powers and Russia in the 
areas of coal mining and metallurgy industry. At that time, 
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Table 16  Export of Industrial Commodities, 1881-1913 64

	 	 	 Annual	Figures	in	Million	US-Dollars	 	 Growth	from	1881-85	till	1913
    (1913 Dollars)
   1881-85 1896-1900 1913   1881-85  1913
United States  121  248  721   100  595
Germany  521  692  1615   100  310
Britain& Ireland 1113  1124  2029   100  182
France   425  478  875   100  206

Table 17  World Trade 1880-1913 65

	 	 	 	 	 (Share	of	Great	Powers)
    1880  1900  1913
Great Britain   20  19  15
United States   11  12  11
Germany   11  13  13
France    11  9  8
Russia    -  3  4

Table 18 Total overseas Investment: Main International Lenders, 1913 66

Country    Percentage of total
Britain     41
France     20
Germany    13
United States    8
Others     18

Table 19  overseas Investments of the Main Lending Countries, 1870-1914 67

      ($ million)    (Share of Total
           Overseas Investments)
    c. 1870  c. I900  c. I914   % c. I914
United Kingdom  4,900  I2,000  20,000   44.0%
France    2,500  5,800  9,050   19.9%
Germany   -   4,800  5,800   12.8%
United States   100  500  3,500   7.8%
Netherlands, Belgium,
Switzerland       5,500   12.1%
Others        1.600   3.5%
Total        45,450   100.1%

Table 20  Investment Abroad by Western Great Powers in 1913, 1929 and 1938 68

    
      In Billions of German Marks
  United Kingdom  France   Germany  United States
1913  75    36   35   13
1929  75    22   5   114
1938  71    -   10   102
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US productivity was four to five times larger than Rus-
sia’s.
Table 13 demonstrates the extraordinary disparity between 
the imperialist powers from another perspective: indus-
trial growth in the period between 1900 and 1938. While 
Britain’s production grew by only 81%, France’s doubled, 
while Germany’s and Italy’s grew three times, that of the 
US by more than four times, and Japan’s by nearly seven 
times.
Russia, before 1917, and Japan, throughout the entire pe-
riod before World War II, underwent development simi-
lar to that of Russia and China today. They started from 
a level of backwardness – in terms of capitalist develop-
ment – but rapidly grew both economically and militarily. 
Still, they lagged far behind the most developed imperial-
ist powers like the US and Britain. In Table 14 we see how 
much imperialist Japan, between 1913 and 1938, was able 
to reduce its gap, relative to other imperialist powers, in 
terms of industrial production.
Our next Table 15 details the huge differences between the 
great powers in terms of their colonial possessions. Brit-
ain’s empire had a ratio of 9:1 between the populations 
of its colonial and metropolitan inhabitants. Only France 
also had more colonial than metropolitan inhabitants. All 
the other imperialist powers had much fewer colonial than 
metropolitan inhabitants.
We see a similar unevenness between the great powers in 
their respective development of world trade. Here it is im-
portant to note that while, by the late 19th century, the US 
had already overtaken Britain in terms of industrial pro-
duction, by 1913 it had a share in world industrial produc-
tion about twice as large as Britain, yet London remained 
by far the world’s leading trade power. In 1913, Britain 
exported tree times as many industrial commodities as the 
US (see Tables 16 and 17).
Let us now move on to an analysis of the disparity be-
tween the great powers in terms of capital export. As we 
have shown above in quotes taken from their writings, our 
critics consider the areas of financial capital and capital ex-
port as the most decisive criteria for an imperialist nation. 
However, here too we don’t find uniform performance of 
the different imperialist powers, but rather tremendous 
differences between them.
Table 18 and Table 19 show how to what extent Britain 
was the dominant capitalist power before WWI. While the 
US had already overtaken the UK in 1914 in terms of in-
dustrial production, the latter was still by far the world’s 
leading capital exporter. Nearly half of all foreign invest-
ment came from British capitalists. Its foreign investments 
were about five times greater than those of the US. During 
these same years, Russia and Japan hardly had any foreign 
investment at all.
In Table 20, reproduced here from the work of German 
economic historian Jürgen Kuczynski, we see that this 
hierarchy changed after World War I. While Britain re-
mained a main capital exporter, by 1938 the US had over-
taken it. Another table, this time from the economic his-
torian Angus Maddison, gives slightly different figures 
and depicts Britain as still being in the lead as a capital 
exporter in 1938. Nevertheless, the basic dynamics of the 
changing relations between the imperialist powers is the 
same. What is also interesting to see in these two tables is 
the tremendous difference in terms of capital export be-

tween Britain and the US on the one hand and Germany 
and Japan on the other. Following WWI, Germany had be-
come only a minor imperialist power in terms of foreign 
investment as a result of the draconian regulations of the 
Treaty of Versailles. Japan was, as we have already indicat-
ed, a backward, emerging imperialist power. Hence, it is 
not surprisingly that Germany’s respective capital export 
relative to that of the US was only 4.4% (1929) and 9.8% 
(1938). If we use Maddison’s figures, this gap was even 
much larger in 1938.
Similarly, Japan’s foreign investment was only 7.1% of 
that of the US in 1938 (see Table 21). To conclude, we see 
the large disparity in capital export between the imperial-
ist powers in the 1930s. However, this huge gap did not 
cause Marxists to deny the imperialist nature of all these 
powers!
In Table 22, we can examine another indicator of the degree 
of imperialist development of the different great powers. 
This table details the ratio of foreign investment by each 
country listed relative to its domestic output. Unsurpris-
ingly, Britain was the most advanced imperialist nation in 
the early 20th century. Its foreign capital stock was about 
147% of its GDP by 1913. On the other hand, Germany’s 
foreign capital stock was just 47% of its GDP. Yet, the US 
was lagging far behind both of these countries at the time, 
with a capital export of only 9% of its GDP. Were Lenin 
to have used the criteria of today’s pro-Eastern social-im-
perialists, he would never have characterized the United 
States as an imperialist country!
This disparity becomes even starker when we examine Ta-
ble 23 which shows that US imperialism actually imported 
two and a half times more capital than it sent abroad. In 
other words, the US was not a net capital exporter but rath-
er a net capital importer. They same was true for other im-
perialist powers. In Table 24 we see that in 1913/14, the US 
was the largest recipient of foreign investment, followed 
by Russia. The Austrian-Hungarian Empire was also a ma-
jor recipient of foreign investment. Once again, we see that 
according to the criteria of our critics, Lenin should have 
never characterized these great powers as imperialists.
Finally, we want to reemphasize, as we have already point-
ed out, that Russia’s position as a capital importing nation 
resulted in the tremendous influence of foreign capitalists 
in Russian corporations. In Table 25, we see that foreign-
held shares in public Russian companies grew from 25% 
to 43% between 1890 and 1914.
According to the economic historian Vitali A. Meliantsev, 
Russia became heavily dependent on both foreign invest-
ments as well as on foreign debt for its industrial develop-
ment.
“A.Maddison’s estimates are even higher: during the last decade 
before the First World War the contribution of foreign sources 
neared a quarter of Gross Investment. In new industries, heavy 
industry and big banks nearly half of the total capital belonged 
to foreigners. Nearly 2/3 of new equipment, installed during the 
last two decades of the tsarist regime in the large and middle-
sized industry was imported. Meanwhile Russia rather quickly 
acquired features of highly indebted country. By 1913 the for-
eign debt totaled $ 4 billion and that was equal to 35-37 % of 
Russian GNP.” 74

Meliantsev also points out that, in the years before 1913, 
the gap between Russia and the West in terms of produc-
tivity, as well as social indicators, increased rather than 
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Table 21  Gross Nominal Value of Capital Invested Abroad in 1938
   (in millions of $US at current exchange rates) 69

   Europe  Western Latin  Asia Africa  Total
	 	 	 	 	 Offshoots	 America
United Kingdom 1.139  6.562  3.888  3.169 1.848  17.335
France   1.035  582  292  906 1.044  3.859
Germany  274  130  132  140 –  676
Netherlands  1.643  1.016  145  1.998 16  4.818
Other*   1.803  1.143  820  101 646  4.579
United States  2.386  4.454  3.496  997 158  11.491
Japan   53  48  1  1.128 –  1.230
Total   8.331  13.935  8.774  8.439 3.712  43.988
* Other include 19 European countries

Table 22 Foreign Investment Stock as Proportion of Domestic output,
  1900 and 1913 (in billions of $US) 70 

     1900  % of GDP   1913  % of GDP
United Kingdom   12  120%    20  147%
France     5.8  92%    9.1  93%
Germany    4.8  62%    5.8  47%
Belgium, Netherlands, Swiss        4.3  144%
United States    0.5  3%    3.5  9%

Table 23 International Asset Position in 1913 (in billions of $US) 71

    Assets  Liabilities  Gross Assets  Net Assets
         in % of GDP  in % of GDP
United Kingdom  19.4  -   147%   153%
France    8.9  -   93%   97%
Germany   5.8  -   47%   36%
Belgium     -      81%
Netherlands   1.2  -   12%   -
Swiss    -  -   -   139%
USA    3.5  7.0   9%   -5%

Table 24 The Largest Recipients of Foreign Investment 1913/14 72

    Billion US-Dollar   % of total Foreign Investment
USA    7.1     15.8%
Russia    3.8     8.4%
Canada    3.7     8.2%
Argentina   3     6.7%
Austria-Hungary  2.5     5.6%
Spain    2.5     5.6%
Brasilia    2.2     4.9%
Mexico    2     4.4%
India and Ceylon  2     4.4%
South Africa   1.7     3.8%
Australia   1.7     3.8%
China    1.6     3.6%
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decreased. 
“By 1913, despite a certain success achieved by Russia in its 
economic modernization, it failed to start catching up with the 
West. The gap in per capita GDP became three-fourfold. Per cap-
ita GDP in Russia did not surpass 18-22 % of the American re-
cord. Russian HDI was only 1/3 of the western record. But what 
is most striking is rapidly increasing absolute gaps in the main 
indicators of human development. The absolute difference in life 
expectancy at birth between the West and Russia increased from 
7(37-30) years in 1860 to 16 (50-34) years in 1913. And the 
absolute difference in years of educational attainment rose from 
3.5 (4.1-0.6) years to 5.8 (7.3-1.5) years.” 75

Once again, this underlines that Lenin and the Bolshe-
viks did not have a simplistic understanding according to 
which it is impossible for a country to have an imperialist 
nature if it has no or only a small amount of capital export, 
and is furthermore highly dependent on the importing 
of capital. Rather, they were fully cognizant that this was 
Russia’s situation. Nevertheless, they considered Russia to 
be an imperialist country because of the totality of its fea-
ture as a great power.
To summarize, we have seen that, by far, Britain had the 
greatest imperial sway compared with other imperialist 
powers before WWI – in fact, disproportionally greater 
than its advantage in terms of industrial production or 
capital export. The United States, which at that time was 
already the leading industrial producer, had hardly any 
colonies. Germany, another leading economic power, had 
fewer colonies than either Belgium or the Netherlands. 
Russia, Austria-Hungary and Japan were backward, 
emerging imperialist powers, lagging much behind their 
rivals in terms of productivity or capital export.
In their famous pamphlet Socialism and War, Lenin and 
Zinoviev explained that there are without doubt differ-
ences in power, political regime, etc. between the differ-
ent imperialist powers. During the imperialist epoch, 
it is typical to see stronger and weaker, more advanced 
and more backward imperialist powers. However, these 
disparities  did not lead the two leaders of the Bolshevik 
party to abandon their conclusion that all of these great 
powers were imperialist.
„From the standpoint of bourgeois justice and national freedom 
(or the right of nations to existence), Germany might be consid-
ered absolutely in the right as against Britain and France, for she 
has been “done out” of colonies, her enemies are oppressing an 
immeasurably far larger number of nations than she is, and the 
Slavs that are being oppressed by her ally, Austria, undoubtedly 
enjoy far more freedom than those of tsarist Russia, that veri-
table “prison of nations”. Germany, however, is fighting, not for 
the liberation of nations, but for their oppression. It is not the 
business of socialists to help the younger and stronger robber 
(Germany) to plunder the older and overgorged robbers. Social-
ists must take advantage of the struggle between the robbers to 
overthrow all of them. To be able to do this, socialists must first 
of all tell the people the truth, namely, that this war is, in three 
respects, a war between slave-holders with the aim of consolidat-
ing slavery. This is a war, firstly, to increase the enslavement 
of the colonies by means of a “more equitable” distribution and 
subsequent more concerted exploitation of them; secondly, to in-
crease the oppression of other nations within the “Great” Pow-
ers, since both Austria and Russia (Russia in greater degree and 
with results far worse than Austria) maintain their rule only by 
such oppression, intensifying it by means of war; and thirdly, to 

increase and prolong wage slavery, since the proletariat is split 
up and suppressed, while the capitalists are the gainers, making 
fortunes out of the war, fanning national prejudices and intensi-
fying reaction, which has raised its head in all countries, even in 
the freest and most republican.“ 76

The Marxist economist Richard Sorge has similarly 
stressed in his study of German imperialism the dispar-
ity between the great powers and the fact that there were 
a number of imperialist states which did not fulfill all the 
classic requirements for an imperialist state.
“From the preceding explanation we can draw the conclusion 
that the preconditions for imperialist policy and an imperialist 
state, as required by Lenin, exist in the case of German capital-
ism. Some preconditions even exist to a degree which was not 
the case neither in Germany nor in other countries before the 
war. Concerning the monopolistic character of German capital 
we can state that monopolization in Germany is by far higher 
than in Britain or France. Only US-American capital seems to 
have a higher degree of monopolization. On the other hand we 
have to recognize that the two other requirements, Germany’s 
capital export and closely related with this its participation in 
the division of the world, hardly exist or don’t exist at all.
The fulfilment of all requirements would constitute the econom-
ic basis for imperialism in its classic form. But already before 
the war, such a classic form rarely existed. For example French 
imperialism did not have a highly developed monopolistic con-
centration and Russian imperialism did not know capital export 
or only little compared with the huge capital import combined 
with modestly developed high capitalism. What is decisive is for 
the transition to imperialist capitalism is the transition to mo-
nopoly:
‘Economically, the main thing in this process is the displacement 
of capitalist free competition by capitalist monopoly.’ (Lenin)
On the other hand we have to recognize certain tendencies to 
overcome these weaknesses in the imperialist fundament. Such 
tendencies exist in the case of Germany” 77

In brief, we can conclude that our historical comparison 
demonstrates that the disparity between the imperialist 
powers was not less in 1914 than it is today. For the sake of 
consistency, the social-imperialists’ rejection of our analy-
sis of China and Russia as new, emerging imperialist pow-
ers should force them to similarly mock Lenin’s analysis of 
the imperialist powers in 1916.

Are the uS and British Models
of Imperialism Pure Robbery?

Rejecting such disparity between the imperialist powers, 
the pro-Eastern social-chauvinists consider the US and 
Britain as models for all imperialist powers. They go even 
further and claim that Britain and the US’s rentier capital-
ism represents the new model of imperialism. This posi-
tion is expressed clearly in the following quotes from Mi-
chael Burke’s essay:
“Instead, imperialism and the dominant imperialist power has 
entered a new phase, where it sucks in capital from the rest of the 
world. It does so without in advance being either a net exporter 
of goods or of capital.” 78

 “Like Britain before it, the US has become a ‘rentier nation’, 
whose main overseas income is derived from the exaction of in-
terest and other payments rather than net trade. But this has 
entered a new phase, where the tribute of interest income contin-
ues to flow even though there are no assets on which it is based. 
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Table 26 Foreign Direct Investment Inflows and Outflows
  of Great Imperialist Powers, 2007-2013 (Millions of $US) 84

Country   2007   2009   2011   2013
USA  Inflows  215,952   143,604   226,937   187,528
  Outflows 393,518   266,955   396,656   338,302
Japan  Inflows  22,550   11,939   -1,755   2,304
  Outflows 73,548   74,699   107,601   135,749
Britain  Inflows  200,039   76,301   51,137   37,101
  Outflows 325,426   39,287   106,673   19,440
Germany Inflows  80,208   22,460   48,937   26,721 
  Outflows 170,617   69,643   52,168   57,550
France  Inflows  96,221   24,219   38,547   4875
  Outflows 164,310   107,130   59,553   - 2,555
China  Inflows  83,521   95,000   123,985   123,911
  Outflows 26,510   56,530   74,654   101,000
Russia  Inflows  56,996   36,583   55,084   79,262
  Outflows 45,879   43,281   66,851   94,907

Table 27 Foreign Direct Investment Stock of Great Imperialist Powers,
  1990, 2000, 2013 (Millions of $US) 85

Country	 	 	 FDI	inward	stock	 	 	 	 FDI	outward	stock
   1990  2000  2013  1990  2000  2013
USA   539,601  2,783,235 4,935,167 731,762  2,694,014 6,349,512
Japan   9,850  50,322  170,929  201,441  278,442  992,901
Britain   203,905  63,134  1,605,522 229,307  923,367  1,884,819
Germany  111,231  271,613  851,512  151,581  541,866  1,710,298
France   97,814  390,953  1,081,497 112,441  925,925  1,637,143
China   20,691  193,348  956,793  4,455  27,768  613,585
Russia   -  32,204  575,658  -  20,141  501,202

Table 25 Foreign-held Capital in Russian Joint-Stock Companies, 1890-1914 73 

  Share of capital held by foreigners (%)
1890  25
1900  37
1910  38
1914  43

Table 28 Net International Investment Position of various Countries,
  2012 (US$ billions and as Share of GDP) 86

Country   US$ billions   As Share of the Country’s GDP
USA    −3,863    −23.8%
Japan    +3,424    +62.5%
Britain    −377    −15.3%
Germany   +1,461    +41.5%
France    −311    −11.6%
China    +1,866    +22.2%
Russia    +133    +6.4%
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Without any net overseas assets, this is only possible because of 
its status as imperial power. Imperialism is a global system of 
super-exploitation, directed by control over finance capital and 
supported by military dominance. The sole imperial super-power 
is the US, supported by its allies.” 79

“When Britain fell into a current account deficit in the 1930s it 
was obliged to become a net importer of capital to off-set it. As 
noted above, Lenin had identified the export of capital as one of 
the key features of imperialism at the beginning of the twenti-
eth century. Only the most hide-bound or scholastic reading of 
Lenin would then argue that in the 1930s Britain passed from 
being an imperialist nation to an oppressed one. Instead, the 
parasitism and decay of British imperialism has led it into a new 
and more decrepit, leech-like phase. Where Britain has trod the 
United States has followed.” 80

“As Lenin and a host of commentators had shown, in an earlier 
phase imperialism had been an exporter of capital. By the early 
1970s the US (and Britain, long before) had become importers 
of capital.” 81

“As the dominant force in the global financial system, the US 
directs resources for its own needs. It charges vastly higher rates 
of interest when it recycles capital overseas than it is willing to 
pay. This explains how it is possible for the US to draw in inter-
est income when it owns no net assets. At the same time, the US 
and its junior partners in France and the UK have not grown as 
rapidly as the world economy over a prolonged period, and yet 
they are continually able to draw in capital from the rest of the 
world. This too is only possible because of the US dominance 
over the global financial system, with Britain and France play-
ing an important subordinate role.” 82

“Simultaneously, the decayed and parasitical ‘rentier nation’ 
that Britain had already become over a century ago is now the 
norm for the imperialist countries as a whole and for its domi-
nant country, the United States.” 83

Here we see a one-dimensional and incorrect interpreta-
tion of the developments of some imperialist powers. It is 
of course widely known that US and British imperialism 
have become hugely indebted and can only sustain their 
economy by regularly drawing in much more capital than 
they are exporting. It is also correct, as Burke notes, that 
this is only possible because of the dominant position of 
these countries as leading imperialist powers. When refer-
ring to Britain’s development in the 1930s, Burke correctly 
remarks that it would have been absurd to conclude that 
the country “(had) passed from being an imperialist nation to 
an oppressed one.”
However Burke is absolutely wrong to conclude from 
this development that the nature of imperialism itself has 
changed, and that the system has entered a new phase 
which is characterized not by the imperialist powers’ ex-
port of capital but rather by their import of foreign capital.
Burke correctly refers to Britain in the 1930s which was in 
a similar situation. However, what Burke fails to recognize 
is that this was not an expression of a changed nature of 
imperialism, but rather a symptom of Britain’s decline as 
the hegemonic imperialist power, which it had been dur-
ing the previous decades. Similarly, the US’s position as a 
massive net importer of investments is a reflection of its 
historic decline. To be more precise, it is a dialectical ex-
pression, at one and the same time, of its decline but also 
of the relative hegemonic position it currently retains. It is 
only because of its long history as the absolute dominating 
power among the imperialist nations, which has resulted 

in an enormous accumulation of capital as well as of mili-
tary power, that the US can afford to run a permanent cur-
rent account deficit.
It is, however, absolutely erroneous to conclude that this 
model has become a general feature of imperialist power. 
First, if we examine the development of foreign direct in-
vestment (which does not include debts and loans), we 
see that the imperialist powers usually export more capi-
tal abroad than they import. Russia and China, which are 
emerging imperialist powers, naturally lag behind the old 
Western powers in this realm, but are quickly closing the 
gap (see Tables 26 and 27).
However, as Burke rightly points out, if we add loans and 
debts to foreign direct investment, we see that the net in-
ternational investment position of the US, but also of Brit-
ain and France, has substantially deteriorated. In the case 
of the US, their negative net international investment po-
sition is already the equivalent of nearly one quarter of 
their annual GDP! In contrast, the second and third larg-
est Western imperialist powers, Japan and Germany, have 
huge positive net international investments, being more 
than 62% and 41% higher than their respective GDPs. In 
the case of the emerging imperialist powers, China and 
Russia, they too have positive net international invest-
ments, more than 22% and 6% higher than their respective 
GDPs (see Table 28).
Hence, we see that Burke’s assumption that imperialism 
has become a system of capital import instead of capital 
export is an incorrect generalization. Capital export re-
mains an important feature of imperialism.
However, theoretically, Burke’s thesis is also highly prob-
lematic. Both he and his intellectual partisans explain the 
fact that China and other countries finance the US current 
account deficit as a kind of tribute which the US Empire 
extracts from these states. For example, the LCFI wrote in 
a polemic against us:
“For instance China and Japan are by far the two largest holders 
of US government stocks and bonds, which they are obliged to 
buy to offload their dollar surpluses and keep open the US con-
sumer market, by far the largest in the world. But these stocks 
and bonds only pay between 1% to 2% interest whereas the FDI 
of the US in Russia and China yields over 20% interest.” 87

However, investment in US treasury bonds (T-bonds) is 
capitalist financial investment for profit, no different from 
many other forms. Why else do US and foreign private in-
vestors, hedge funds, etc. own a significant share of US T-
bonds (in 2005 they owned 48.6% of the US’s total debt)?! 
Furthermore, do our critics want to suggest that Japan, 
the second-largest foreign holder of T-bonds, has become 
a semi-colonial tribute-paying nation? And how do they 
explain that Britain was the largest foreign investor in T-
bonds until 2007, and still is an important holder of US 
bonds? 88

It is simply incorrect to characterize China’s preponder-
ance of ownership of US T-bonds as an expression of its 
subordination to US imperialism. It is rather a reflection 
of its growth as an imperialist capital exporting power – 
just as it was a reflection of Britain’s and Japan’s economic 
power when they were previously leading foreign own-
ers of US debt. Leaving aside that such investments are 
a secure way of making financial profits, it is also a way 
for China to keep the US-Dollar relative strong in relation 
to the Yuan and thus help China’s exports on the world 
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market.
In addition, we should note that even if our critic’s sug-
gestion were true, that this ownership of US debt is the 
equivalent of other countries paying tribute to the US Em-
pire, this alone would not be sufficient to disprove the im-
perialist character of the loaning countries. Richard Sorge 
already pointed out that, in 1927, such unequal relations 
between the strongest and weaker imperialist power often 
occurs, but in no way negates the imperialist character of 
them all:
“Even its tributariness of German’s capital to foreign powers 
is not an argument against its imperialist character. (…) If the 
tributariness would an argument against its imperialist charac-
ter, France would have lost its imperialist character too since it 
has to pay similar tributes to England and the USA. And Eng-
land is also tributary to US capital.” 89

The undialectical, schematic method of the pro-Eastern 
social-imperialists is also manifest in their inability to rec-
ognize the development of the imperialist powers. In his 
afterword to the second German edition of Capital, Marx 
emphasized that a chief characteristic of the materialist 
dialectic is that “it regards every historically developed social 
form as in fluid movement, and therefore takes into account its 
transient nature not less than its momentary existence.”90

However, by focusing solely on financial capital, our crit-
ics only fail to recognize the development of capitalist val-
ue production. The assessment of the great powers’ pro-
ductive forces, i.e., their capacity to produce and control 
surplus value, should be the starting point for measuring 
the strength of an imperialist country – irrespective of its 
monopoly capitalists. This is not to deny the importance of 
capital export. But capital export reflect the past accumula-
tion process of capital and not necessarily its actual economic 

power and its current and future direction of development. In 
order to get a well-rounded picture, one must analyze not 
only the past but also the present developments of a coun-
try’s economy. Doing so makes it easier to assess its poten-
tial future dynamic.
Recall that Britain was, in 1914, by far the leading capital 
exporter. Following the method of the pro-Eastern social-
imperialists, Britain should have been the world’s single 
super-power at that time. However, in fact, it had already 
been overtaken by the United States in terms of industrial 
production, etc., and only four years later, the US had be-
come a much larger imperialist power than Britain. This 
example illustrates that the method of our critics severely 
disables socialists from understanding the dynamics of 
inter-imperialist rivalry and the changes in the relation of 
forces.
Table 29 demonstrates the dynamic of the changes in the 
relation of forces between the great powers in the period 
between 1880 and 1938. The most important changes were 
the decline of Britain – which nonetheless remained an 
important imperialist power – and the rise of US domi-
nance.
Let us now recapitulate the results of Maddison’s calcula-
tions about the capital invested abroad in 1938 by the great 
powers (see Table 30).
If we compare these two tables, we see that in 1938, i.e. a 
year before the outbreak of World War II, Britain had only 
one third of the production capacity of the US, and was 
even slightly weaker than Germany. On the other hand, 
by far it was still the leading capital exporter. On the other 
hand, compared with Britain (and also the US), Germany’s 
and Japan’s capital exports were miniscule.
If one were to have applied the schematic method of the 
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Table 30 Gross Nominal Value of Capital Invested Abroad in 1938
  (millions of $US at current exchange rates) 92

United Kingdom   17.335
France     3.859
Germany    676
Netherlands    4.818 
United States    11.491
Japan     1.230

Table 29 Relative Shares of World Manufacturing Output 1880-1938 (in %) 91

    1880  1900  1913  1928  1938
Britain    22.9%  18.5%  13.6%  9.9%  10.7%
United States   14.7%  23.6%  32.0%  39.3%  31.4%
Germany   8.5%  13.2%  14.8%  11.6%  12.7%
France    7.8%  6.8%  6.1%  6.0%  4.4%
Russia    7.6%  8.8%  8.2%  5.3%  9.0%
Austria-Hungary  4.4%  4.7%  4.4%  -  -
Italy    2.5%  2.5%  2.4%  2.7%  2.8%
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pro-Eastern social-imperialists, Germany and Japan could 
hardly have been considered as imperialist powers before 
WWII. Regardless, they would only have been considered 
miniscule powers when compared with Britain and the 
US. In fact, as every student of history knows, Germany 
and Japan proved to be very significant imperialist powers 
during World War II, so much so that it is doubtful wheth-
er the US and Britain would have won the war without 
the support of the Soviet Union and the extensive partisan 
movements.
Hence, we see that industrial output, i.e., the capacity of a 
nation to produce capitalist value, is a much more mean-
ingful criterion for assessing the strength of an imperialist 
power than capital export.
The change in the relations of power between the imperi-
alist states already became evident in the early 20th century 
with the rise of the US as the largest industrial producer. 
Its ascension to a position of dominance was reflected 
much earlier by this development than would have been 
expressed by its becoming a great exporter of capital. By 
the same token, Britain’s decline as the leading imperialist 
power was evidenced not by its decline as a capital export-
ing nation, but rather by its industrial decline. Similarly, 
we can and must today assess the dynamics in the inter-
imperialist rivalry not by placing financial figures in the 
forefront, but rather by the relative changes in the capacity 
of each state to produce capitalist value. Without such a 
materialistic Marxist approach, one is doomed to ignore 
the decline of US and British imperialism and the rise of 
their Chinese and Russian rivals.
Without realizing it, Burke and his like-minded co-think-
ers have revised Lenin’s theory of imperialism. Marxists 
base their theory of imperialism on the understanding that 
the metropolitan monopolies super-exploit the semi-colo-
nial countries by advancing them capital loans in order to 
siphon off significant extra-profits for themselves. As we 
have shown in our book The Great Robbery of the South, this 
super-exploitation takes four main forms: i) the exporting 
of productive capital; ii) the exporting of financial capital; 
iii) the unequal exchange of value between the exploit-
ers and exploited; and iv) the migration of labor from the 
South to the North. This understanding naturally presup-
poses that the imperialist countries are in fact exporting 
capital. However, Burke & Co. have turned this concept on 
its head and claim that the imperialist countries are plun-
dering capital from the semi-colonial world, based on their 
financial and military dominance. This revision of Lenin’s 
theory of imperialism transforms it from one based on the 
capitalist law of value to one based on unabashed plunder 
by military force, whether explicit or implicit. Such revi-
sionism has little to do with the Marxist understanding of 
imperialism, and is far more closely related to petty-bour-
geois moralistic conceptions à la Proudhon. 93

Another derivative of Burke’s neo-Proudhonist conception 
is his naïve notion that while the naughty Western impe-
rialists rob the South of capital, the emerging imperialists 
like China have “mutually beneficial trading relationships” 
with the semi-colonial countries:
“It is even further removed from the trade of one large coun-
try with another, say Brazil with Venezuela or China in Africa. 
These can be mutually beneficial trading relationships, even 
while governed by laws of the capitalist market.” 94

So, thanks to Burke, we are supposed to accept that, in ad-

dition to super-exploiting capitalist powers, there are also 
those who are benevolent! Without doubt, this is an ex-
traordinary insight from a so-called “Marxist” economist!
In fact, by claiming that the US and UK are the model of 
imperialism today, Burke & Co. entirely ignore the dis-
parities between imperialist powers. However, in our 
opinion, our critics would reap no little advantage if they 
would take to heart Lenin’s approach, which stressed the 
existence of different models of the imperialist powers in 
his day:
“The principal spheres of investment of British capital are the 
British colonies, which are very large also in America (for ex-
ample, Canada), not to mention Asia, etc. In this case, enormous 
exports of capital are bound up most closely with vast colonies, 
of the importance of which for imperialism I shall speak later. 
In the case of France the situation is different. French capital 
exports are invested mainly in Europe, primarily in Russia (at 
least ten thousand million francs). This is mainly loan capital, 
government loans, and not capital invested in industrial under-
takings. Unlike British colonial imperialism, French imperial-
ism might be termed usury imperialism. In the case of Germany, 
we have a third type; colonies are inconsiderable, and German 
capital invested abroad is divided most evenly between Europe 
and America.” 95

And here Lenin was only dealing with the differences be-
tween the three strongest European imperialist powers 
at the time! As we know, he also considered the United 
States, Austria-Hungary, Russia, and Japan to be imperial-
ist countries which, clearly, represented additional types 
of imperialist states.

Explaining Eastern Imperialist Power before 1914

Our critics face an obvious problem. As we have shown, 
Lenin made unmistakably clear that he considered imperi-
alist not only those countries which, at his time, were most 
advanced in terms of financial capital and capital export. 
Rather, he repeatedly stressed that, together with the ad-
vanced, emerging US, he also considered incomparably 
more backward great powers like Russia, Austria-Hunga-
ry, and Japan to be imperialist.
Unable to ignore Lenin’s own position, Sam Williams 
sought to explain it, and thus he wrote about Japan and 
Russia:
“Rapidly industrializing but relative to Britain, the U.S. and 
Germany still under-industrialized, Japan was still poor in fi-
nance capital. But Japan was using its highly developed mil-
itary machine to seize colonies. Japan had seized Taiwan in a 
war against China in 1895, and Korea in 1910. Therefore, Lenin 
ranked Japan among the imperialist powers despite its relative 
poverty in finance capital.” 96

“As we have seen, Russia ruled and oppressed many nations and 
nationalities. (…) The Russian imperialism of 1914 was actually 
a combination of two regimes of different class origins, a modest-
ly developed modern imperialism based on monopoly capitalism 
and finance capital, and a military-feudal imperialism rooted in 
feudal pre-capitalist relations presided over by the continuing 
czarist autocracy rooted in feudal relations. As a result, it was 
necessary for the Russian Marxists to treat Russia as an im-
perialist nation and not an oppressed colonial or semi-colonial 
country.” 97

“In conclusion, the national question is not a thing of the past for 
the Russian Federation, but it is also true that today’s Russian 
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Federated Republic is a far cry from the prison house of nations 
that czarist Russia was. Has the military-feudal imperialism of 
pre-1917 Russia been restored? Except for the double-eagle coat 
of arms that is popular among today’s Russian nationalists, the 
answer is no. Present-day Russian landed property is landed 
property of a purely capitalist type, not of the feudal type. And 
even if reaction in Russia were to deepen to the point that one 
of the Romanov pretenders were to be restored to the throne—
which remains a theoretical if highly unlikely possibility—the 
feudal order would still be beyond revival.” 98

The above three paragraphs brings into focus the entirely 
inconsistent and erroneous approach of the pro-Eastern 
social-imperialists’ theory. For here, Williams correctly 
recognizes that Japan’s military power was of paramount 
importance in its characterization as an imperialist pow-
er, despite its relative backwardness in terms of financial 
capital. In doing so, he implicitly recognizes the definition 
of imperialist powers which we gave at the beginning of 
this booklet, one which stresses the totality of economic, 
political, and/or military factors in the capitalist domina-
tion over others.
Unfortunately, when analyzing the imperialist powers of 
our time, Williams somehow “forgets” the correctness of 
this approach, and reduces his entire analysis to only one 
or two factors (financial capital and capital export). Hence, 
he reaches the wrong conclusions and thereby fails to rec-
ognize the imperialist nature of Russia and China.
William’s attempt to justify this oversight in the case of 
today’s Russia is unhistorical. He states that present-day 
Russia cannot restore the military-feudal imperialism 
which characterized it before 1917. Obviously, this is true. 
But instead of consistently applying the Marxist dialectical 
understanding of imperialist powers in their “rich totality 
of many determinations and relations,” 99 he simply concludes 
that, since feudal property relations cannot be restored, 
Russian imperialism is no longer possible. Such an argu-
ment is disingenuous in the extreme!
As we have shown above, Lenin had a comprehensive 
understanding of imperialist states. As such, he consid-
ered Russia (as well as Austria-Hungary and Japan) to be 
imperialist states despite the fact that they incorporated 
important elements of pre-capitalist mode of production. 
In contrast to Williams’ interpretation, this is compelling 
evidence that Lenin did not limit the criteria for imperialist 
states to financial capital and capital export as our critics 
do. He integrated industrial development, political power, 
military strength, etc. into his conception and applied it 
dialectically in his analysis of imperialist powers. Hence, 
he assessed as imperialist great powers with such differ-

ent physiognomies as Britain and Russia, Germany and 
Japan, France and Austria-Hungary, Italy, and the United 
States. And he recognized that, given the nature of uneven 
capitalist development, all imperialist states are in a state 
of rivalry with one other, and are thereby transformed by 
such a process. For this reason, Lenin judged imperialist 
states not only in terms of their present condition, but also 
in terms of their direction of development. In other words, he 
recognized – in contrast to the pro-Eastern social-imperi-
alists, who refuse to recognize China and Russia as impe-
rialist powers – the character and dynamic of emerging 
great powers like Russia or Japan during his time.
„This is because the only conceivable basis under capitalism for 
the division of spheres of influence, interests, colonies, etc., is a 
calculation of the strength of those participating, their general 
economic, financial, military strength, etc. And the strength of 
these participants in the division does not change to an equal de-
gree, for the even development of different undertakings, trusts, 
branches of industry, or countries is impossible under capital-
ism. Half a century ago Germany was a miserable, insignificant 
country, if her capitalist strength is compared with that of the 
Britain of that time; Japan compared with Russia in the same 
way. Is it “conceivable” that in ten or twenty years’ time the 
relative strength of the imperialist powers will have remained 
unchanged? It is out of the question.“ 100

Williams’ second argument is that, since the share of na-
tional minorities in Russia today is smaller than under the 
Tsar, Russia is not imperialist. It is indeed true that, before 
1917, the oppressed nationalities made up about 57% of 
Russia’s population. However, as we have shown in our 
study, Russia’s population still include a substantial mi-
nority of oppressed nations. In addition to the non-Russian 
citizens, who make up 19% of the total population, there 
are also about 20 million legal and illegal migrants living 
in Russia. Altogether, these national minorities constitute 
more than one third of its population. Hence, in contrast 
to Williams, we would maintain that this situation is an 
additional argument in favor of Russia’s imperialist char-
acter. 101

A Brief overview of the Imperialist Powers Today 102

Beyond the decay of capitalism as a global system, the ba-
sis for the exacerbation of the inter-imperialist rivalry dur-
ing recent years have been important changes – economic, 
political, and military – in the relations of forces between 
the imperialist powers themselves. Since World War II, the 
United States has been the absolute hegemon among the 
imperialist countries. However, this overwhelming domi-
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Table 31 uS Economic Decline between 1985 and 2011 103

        1985  1998/2000  2011
US Share in World’s Manufacturing Production  32.4%  25.4%   20.5%
US Share amongst global leading Top 500 Corporations -  40%   26%
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nance started to diminish as early as the 1960s and 1970s, 
and in subsequent decades the decline of US hegemony 
has accelerated. While today the US remains, relatively, the 
strongest of imperialist power, its status has fundamen-
tally changed to being one of primus inter pares. The US 
empire has become severely over-extended, its political 
and military dominance being entirely disproportionate 
with its weakened economic base. This development re-
sembles the decline of British imperialism in the decades 
before World War I. While, after 1945, the US accounted 
for half of the world’s industrial manufacturing – making 
it the center of the production of capitalist value – sub-
sequently, its relative economic power gradually declined 
until, in 2011, it was superseded by China, and now ac-
counts for only 19% of global industrial production. (As an 
aside, we draw our readers’ attention to the fact that, even 
this figure is too high, as official production statistics of all 
western economies are significantly inflated, seeing how 
they surreptitiously attribute to themselves mass sums of 
capitalist value transferred to them by the semi-colonial 
world which they dominate.) Similarly, if we scrutinize 
the world’s largest corporations (indexed in the so-called 
Fortune 500), we witness a significant decline in the place 
of US monopolies on this list, decreasing from 40% to 26% 
between 2000 and 2011. (See Table 31) No less striking is 
that the US has been transformed from the world’s largest 
creditor to its biggest debtor, and has become the world’s 
leading importer, rather than an exporter, of capital. At the 
same time, the US still holds important assets which re-
flect its past strength: the US dollar is still the world’s lead-
ing currency for international trade and its military bud-
get is greater than the next nine national military budgets 
combined. However, regarding the first of these assets, 
the EU, as well as Russia and China, are taking concrete 
steps to challenge the dollar’s monopoly in the conducting 
of global trade and finance, while the second – the US’s 
massive military spending – did not prevent it from facing 
defeats both in Iraq and Afghanistan. Consequently, the 
US is no longer able to intervene wherever and whenever 
it chooses, as was so clearly demonstrated in the autumn 
of 2013, when the US was forced to negotiate with Russia 
in Geneva over the Syrian crisis. Similarly, the US could 
not stop Russia from taking over Crimea, nor does it pre-
vent China from flexing its muscles in the East China Sea. 
Related to this loss of absolute hegemony, reflecting as it 
does the political-moral crisis of the American empire, is 
the increasing unwillingness of the US population to com-
placently accept the deaths of US soldiers involved in their 
country’s imperialistic adventures. To summarize, US im-
perialism is in a state of decline; the force and threats of 
force it wields are based on its past indisputable hegemon-
ic position while, in fact, it has become a Colossus with 
feet of clay, similar to Britain before 1914.
European imperialism – organized under the EU, and led by 
Germany with France as its junior partner – is in a contra-
dictory position. On the one hand, during the past decade 
it managed to more or less retain its position in the world 
market, as its monopolies avoided a significant decline 
and basically kept their share among the world’s leading 
corporations. While, in fact, Germany, Italy, France, and 
the UK did encounter very modest decreases in their re-
spective shares of the world market (Britain more so than 
others), they nevertheless remain among the world’s lead-

ing economic powers. The Euro has gained in strength as 
a currency of world exchange. At the same time, the EU’s 
main problem is that it is not a unified political power. 
Hence, its effective weight in the world economy and di-
plomacy does not equal its numerical weight (i.e., the total 
is less than the sum of its parts), to say nothing about the 
relative strength of its combined military forces. Without 
US backing, the EU would be in an extremely weak posi-
tion, for example, in its struggle with Russia over influence 
in the Ukraine. Similarly, by itself the EU would be incapa-
ble of effectively defending its shipping along world-wide 
trade routes, nor of ensuring its imperialistic access to the 
raw materials of the South. This is why the only chance for 
Europe’s monopoly capital is to push forward the creation 
of a pan-European state apparatus which will effectively 
unite its economic, political, and military power. Such a 
project will undoubtedly demand massive attacks being 
made on the interests of the working class, the middle 
class, and even sectors of the bourgeoisie as, among other 
things, it will require a massive increase in the EU’s mili-
tary spending. As long as such a project has not begun to 
approach some sort of parity with the relative strengths of 
the US, the EU will be forced to ally itself with the latter in 
order to realize its global interests.
Japanese imperialism could also potentially retain its posi-
tion as the world’s third largest economic power as is re-
flected in its share of world industrial production as well as 
being the home base of leading global corporations. How-
ever, Japan has three basic problems: it lacks close allies 
(like those, for example, which Germany has in the EU); it 
faces a huge and rising rival directly at its front door (i.e., 
China); and its military is still weak. As a result, it is still 
politically and militarily dependent on the US. Hence, Ja-
pan’s ruling class, served by the right-wing government of 
Prime Minister Abe, is whipping up reactionary chauvin-
ism and militarism, and is launching massive attacks on its 
working class and peasantry, not least of which because it 
needs to finance its massive re-armament.
China’s rise as an emerging imperialist power is the single 
most important development in world politics of the last 
decade. As already mentioned above, China has become 
the largest producer of capitalist surplus value. (See Figure 
2 as an indication of China’s growth as surplus value pro-
ducer). In the Fortune 500 index of the world’s leading cor-
porations, the number of Chinese monopolies ranks only 
behind those of the US. China has become a major capital 
exporter and has become one of the biggest foreign inves-
tors in Latin America, Africa, and Asia. Hence China – and 
to a lesser degree also Russia – is appropriating a substan-
tial mass of extra profits from the super-exploitation of the 
semi-colonial world. It is the world’s largest holder of for-
eign exchange reserves and – like Russia – is increasingly 
making itself independent of the US dollar by steadily re-
ducing its hold of US bonds. Together with Russia and the 
other BRICS states, China has established a global bank 
as an alternative to the IMF. This New Development Bank 
has an initial subscribed capital of $50bn followed by an 
authorized capital of $100bn. In addition, the BRICS states 
have created a so-called Contingent Reserve Arrangement, 
with a designated amount of $100bn. 104

Another sign of major changes in the hierarchy of imperi-
alist powers is China and Russia’s creation of a joint rat-
ing agency to counter US dominance. China’s rise as an 
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imperialist power is also reflected in its having become 
the world’s second-largest military spender, as well as its 
recent militarist forays against Japan (the Senkaku/Diaoyu 
Islands) and Vietnam (the Paracel Islands).
Russia too is an important emerging imperialist power. Two 
decades after the catastrophic collapse of the USSR, Rus-
sia has again become a major producer of capitalist value. 
While Russia ranked fourteenth on the list of the world’s 
manufacturing countries in 2001, by 2011 it advanced to 
eighth place. It has created a number of monopolies which 
dominate its economy and increasingly invest their capital 
abroad. However, one has to be clear that Russia’s econo-
my and its monopoly capital are substantially weaker than 
that of China or the US. Putin has advanced the formation 
of the Eurasian Union and is attempting to increase Rus-
sia’s hegemony in Central Asia and Eastern Europe. It is 
the world’s third greatest military power. Russia’s status 
as an imperialist power is illustrated by its ability to stand 
up against the US and EU imperialism in major issues of 
world politics (e.g., Georgia in 2008, Syria since 2011, and 
the Ukraine in 2014). There is no doubt that the specific 
formation of the bonapartist regimes in Russia (the Putin 
regime since 1999) and China (the Stalinist-capitalist re-
gime since the early 1990s) enables both states to severely 
suppress their respective working classes and hence to uti-
lize their economic resources effectively.
There are also a number of other smaller or junior imperial-
ist states throughout the world (e.g., various smaller states 

in Western Europe; Australia, Canada, and South Korea). 
These countries have all witnessed capitalist development 
since the 19th century and are dominated by their own mo-
nopolistic bourgeoisie. For many decades, they have par-
ticipated in the super-exploitation of the South. As a result, 
they have accumulated massive amounts of capital and 
wealth which enables them to bribe a substantial layer of 
the middle class as well as the labor aristocracy. However, 
these states are too weak to play an independent role and, 
hence, they must ally themselves with the stronger great 
powers, filling a junior role by which they can ensure their 
own specific interests in the world economy and politics. 
It is important to recognize that these smaller countries 
are not semi-colonies but imperialist states; they are not 
exploited by the great powers, but rather profit economi-
cally and politically from the imperialist world order. So 
despite the differences in size and influence between, let 
us say, Switzerland and the US, both are imperialist states 
and the working class has no interest in supporting either 
of them in the event of armed conflict.

The Theory of the “Transitional”
or “Sub-Imperialist” State

While the pro-Eastern social-imperialists agree among 
themselves that Russia and China are not imperialist 
states, they are sharply divided about what these powers 
actually are. Burke and his Socialist Action group as well 
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as Jan Norden’s IG believe that China is a workers’ state. 
Williams and the LCFI on the other hand consider China 
to be a capitalist but not imperialist country. Concerning 
Russia, Burke’s SA and the LCFI see it as a semi-colonial 
country. In contrast to them, Jan Norden’s IG sees Rus-
sia as a “sub-imperialist” respectively as a “intermediate” or 
“transitional capitalist country, neither a semi-colony nor an 
imperialist state – not yet”.
“Russia today is such a transitional capitalist country, neither 
a semi-colony nor an imperialist state – not yet. Another ex-
ample of an intermediate capitalist country is Greece. Geopo-
litically Russia is a regional power with imperial ambitions. It’s 
not unique. South Africa, both under the apartheid regime and 
now under black capitalist neo-apartheid, has sought to control 
the southern parts of the African continent. Even larger semi-
colonial countries can play this role: Iran under the shah and 
Khomeini and his heirs has sought to dominate “its” region, 
including the “Persian” Gulf statelets. Brazil acts as a sheriff 
for Yankee imperialism in the Caribbean, supplying mercenary 
troops for the U.S./U.N. occupation of Haiti. Putin’s Russia 
plays hardball with Ukraine over gas supplies and prices? For 
decades Brazil imposed below-cost payments to Paraguay for 
electricity from the Iguazu Falls.” 106

We have elaborated our criticism of the theory of sub-im-
perialism in The Great Robbery of the South and will only 
summarize some conclusions. 107 We think that, basically, 
the capitalist world is divided between imperialist and 
semi-colonial countries, oppressor and oppressed nations. 
Of course, these are not fixed categories and changes can 
(and indeed do) take place. Israel, for example, became a 
small imperialist state in the last two decades. It can be 
argued that Portugal lost its imperialist status after the 
loss of all its colonies in 1974/75 and its economic and po-
litical decline since then. South Korea, on the other hand, 
rose from a semi-colony to a small imperialist state in the 
1990s.
Naturally if states undergo such a process they are “in 
transition” and in this sense it can be useful to describe a 
temporary process of transformation. However, the sup-
porters of the theory of sub-imperialism don’t understand 
this as a category to describe the transition process but 
rather see it as a separate, independent category. And here 
lies the fundamental problem.
Capitalism unites all nations in the world via economic and 
political expansion and the formation of a world market. 
This process took place from the beginning of the capital-
ist mode of production and has tremendously accelerated 
in the epoch of imperialism. Under these conditions, no 
nation escapes the formation of ever closer economic and 
political ties with the dominant imperialist powers. Such 
close relations automatically create, modify, and repro-
duce mechanisms of exploitation and super-exploitation. 
In other words, under capitalism – and even more under 
imperialism – all nations are sucked into the process of 
super-exploitation. Either they are strong enough and be-
come part of the oppressing nations, or they are pushed 
into the camp of the majority of humanity – the oppressed 
nations. There is no “third camp” in between.
Norden tries to justify his concept of “sub-imperialism” 
by referring to Lenin:
“Contrary to the social-democratic purveyors of imperialist pro-
paganda against “Russian imperialism,” Lenin did not divide 
the world exclusively into imperialists and colonies or semi-

colonies. In his pamphlet on Imperialism, the Bolshevik leader 
referred in several places to “non-colonial and semi-colonial 
countries” (such as Persia, China and Turkey), to “a number 
of transitional forms of state dependence” including Argentina 
(“almost a British commercial colony”) and Portugal (“a Brit-
ish protectorate”), and more generally to “the transitional forms 
which are to be found in all spheres of nature and society.” His 
point was that they are all “links in the chain of operations of 
world finance capital,” part of “a general system,” imperial-
ism.” 108

But this is a total distortion of Lenin’s thinking. The leader 
of the Bolshevik party – and Trotsky after him – made it 
very clear in numerous writings that he considered the di-
vision of the world between imperialist and colonial (or 
semi-colonial) countries as a fundamental characteristic of 
the epoch of decaying capitalism.
„Imperialism means the progressively mounting oppression of 
the nations of the world by a handful of Great Powers; (…) the 
oppression of the majority of the world’s nations by the Great 
Powers. That is why the focal point in the Social-Democratic 
programme must be that division of nations into oppressor and 
oppressed which forms the essence of imperialism.“ 109

This is why all the programmatic documents of the Com-
munist International and later the Fourth International 
didn’t use categories like “transitional” or “sub-imperial-
ist” countries but focused on the exploiting and oppress-
ing relationship between the imperialist powers and semi-
colonial world.
Argentina and all Latin American countries were already 
semi-colonial countries in Lenin’s time and have remained 
so ever since. Hence both the Third as well as the Fourth 
International considered this continent as semi-colonies 
exploited and oppressed by US as well as Western Euro-
pean imperialism. Portugal was indeed in a contradictory 
position as an old and decaying colonial power. But Por-
tugal was an exception in Lenin’s time and not a typical 
example of the capitalist countries around the world.
The uselessness of Norden’s “sub-imperialism” becomes 
fully evident when it turns out that he considers not only 
Russia to be a “transitional capitalist country,” but also 
Ukraine and Greece.
“Overall Ukraine, like Russia, is an intermediate, transitional 
capitalist country, albeit one that is still mired in post-counter-
revolution economic malaise and is far weaker militarily.” 110

In fact, the Ukraine– as we have shown in documents on 
this country as well as our study on Russia (see above) 
– is a semi-colonial country which is super-exploited and 
dominated by the European Union and Russia. Its econ-
omy is controlled by Western and Russian corporations. 
To put Russia and Ukraine in the same category – despite 
the obvious relationship of subordination between them 
– demonstrates how meaningless the category “sub-im-
perialist” is. This is similarly the case with Greece: Yes, 
Greek capital tried to transform itself into a small imperi-
alist nation after the collapse of Stalinism and the opening 
up of the Balkans. But, in the end, it failed and remained a 
semi-colonial country. Today it is more obvious than ever, 
with its domination by the so-called “Troika” and other 
instruments of imperialist control, that Greece is super-ex-
ploited and controlled by the imperialist powers. 111 Only 
a theoretically blind muddle head can deny the semi-colo-
nial status of Greece.

Imperialism-Theory
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Is Inter-Imperialist Rivalry

Intensifying or Minimizing?

The pro-Eastern social-chauvinists’ revision of Lenin’s 
theory of imperialism is not limited to the concept of “sub-
imperialism.” Another, and even more thorough, revision 
is their de-facto denial of inter-imperialist rivalry. They see 
the world as dominated by a united alliance of imperialist 
powers, organized in NATO. This alliance is said to be led 
by the US, a kind of super-power when compared with the 
other imperialist states, the latter being its “satellites.” As 
Sam Williams has written:
“If you have to describe the difference between the imperialism 
of 1914 and the imperialism of 2014 in one word, it would be 
NATO. Unlike in 1914, there is one military machine, or “czar,” 
that dominates the imperialist world. And its roots are not in 
feudal but purely capitalist relations. This machine includes 
the armed forces not only of the United States but also of other 
countries in the NATO “alliance,” including Britain, Germany, 
France and, though formally part of a separate security treaty, 
Japan as well. It also includes the armed forces of many of the 
“lesser” imperialist countries such as Canada and the smaller 
countries of Western Europe as well as, now, Eastern Europe.” 
112

“In this blog, I have developed the concept of satellite imperi-
alist states. These states are subordinate to the “international 
institutions”–NATO, the World Trade Organization, and the 
U.S. dollar-centered international monetary system—that are 
in every case dominated by the United States of America. But 
like the United States, and unlike the oppressed countries, they 
share in the super-profits generated by imperialism and are in 
a position to bribe their more privileged workers and support a 
large middle class of “white collar” employees who own a cer-
tain amount of “moneyed capital” and the land under their own 
homes. 
In 1914, however, the system of “satellite imperialisms” was not 
nearly as developed as it is today—two world wars later. Howev-
er, in his “Imperialism,” Lenin refers to the relationship between 
Britain and Portugal, which in some ways formed a prototype of 
today’s satellite imperialist countries.
The difference in 2014 compared to 1914 or 1916 when Lenin 
was writing is that relative to the United States of America all 
the other imperialist nations are ‘little states.’” 113

Socialist Action’s Michael Burke has a similar understand-
ing of imperialism today.
“Inter-imperialist rivalry has not been abolished. But the US 
has used a combination of its financial and military dominance 
to ensure its own dominance within the imperialist bloc, even as 
that bloc has been in relative decline.” 114

 “Three decisive changes in world politics have occurred since 
Lenin wrote his great work. (…) The first decisive political 
change was in the contest over who would be the dominant impe-
rialist in the world, which began in 1914 was resolved by 1945. 
The US had become the single dominant imperialist power and 
would countenance no serious rivalry from other imperialists. 
The best they could hope for was to play some subordinate but 
mutually beneficial role as a junior ally of US imperialism.” 115

“Of these workers’ states by far the weightiest in the world econ-
omy is China. In all these cases, private property in the means 
of production is not the dominant form of ownership in the do-
mestic economy.” 116

“These three facts, US supremacy within the imperialist bloc, 
the continuous existence of workers’ states and the wave of di-

rect decolonisation, are entirely new factors. They are decisive 
in understanding that the main antagonism in the world is no 
longer inter-imperialist competition (which has certainly not 
been abolished). Now, the pre-eminence of the US and the exis-
tence of workers’ states with real political and economic weight 
means that principal contradiction in world politics is between 
the US and its imperialist allies versus the workers states and 
the countries oppressed by imperialism (including the semi-colo-
nial world and the remaining colonies). Of these, the biggest, the 
weightiest threat to US economic interests is the rise of China.” 
117

We have already dealt extensively with the class character 
of China, and have shown that it has not been a workers 
state since the early 1990s. In fact, private capitalist owner-
ship dominates the Chinese economy and the remaining 
state corporations function on the basis of the capitalist 
law of value. As a result, Chinese monopolies rank among 
the world’s leading corporations. 118 In this booklet, our 
discussion of China will focus on its role in inter-imperial-
ist rivalry, a key feature in Lenin’s notion of imperialism, 
and one which our revisionist critics attack.
It is certainly true that, in the post-WWII period and un-
til 1991, the world witnessed a certain reduction of inter-
imperialist rivalry, when compared with the period before 
1945. There were two main reasons for this:  On the one 
hand, the consolidation of absolute US domination as the 
imperialist power after the defeat of Germany and Japan 
and the relative subordination of Britain and France; and, 
on the other hand, was the impetus of the imperialist pow-
ers to shelve their rivalries and unite behind the US in light 
of the wave of class struggles at home between 1945-47, 
the eruption of anti-colonial liberation struggles in Asia 
and Africa, and the founding of Stalinist workers’ states in 
Eastern Europe. Note that this relative reduction of inter-
imperialist rivalry did not entirely liquidate it, as was at-
tested to, for example, by the diplomatic conflict between 
Britain and France vs. the US during the 1956 Suez War or 
by France’s exit from the military structures of NATO in 
1966.
However, the collapse of the Soviet Union as well as a num-
ber of other degenerated Stalinist worker states in 1989-91 
eliminated the necessity for inter-imperialist unity. In ad-
dition, the decline of the US as the world’s absolute hege-
monic power reduced Washington’s ability to enforce its 
will upon the other imperialist states. This process acceler-
ated in the 2000s, when US imperialism under the second 
President Bush tried to reestablish its absolute hegemony 
by launching its “War on Terror” after 9/11. However, im-
portant imperialist countries like Germany and France re-
fused to support the American invasion and occupation of 
Iraq in 2003. US imperialism itself was forced to withdraw 
its occupation forces from Iraq in 2011, and has already 
announced its intention to withdraw from Afghanistan by 
2016. Behind this political and military decline lies the eco-
nomic decline of the US which we have described above.
This resurgence of inter-imperialist rivalry went hand in 
hand with the emergence of two new imperialist powers: 
China and Russia. However as we have seen, Socialist Ac-
tion, the LCFI, the IG, Sam Williams etc., all refuse to rec-
ognize this latter development; so much so that, to deny 
this reality, they hide behind the absurd argument that 
Russia or China cannot be imperialist simply because they 
have not been admitted by the US to NATO or to the EU 
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by the European powers.
“In addition, Russia is not a member of NATO or the European 
Union and is generally seen as far more independent of the U.S. 
than imperialist countries of “the West” such as the countries 
of Western Europe, Japan, Australia and New Zealand. Since 
Russian capitalist “imperialism” would have developed only 
over the last 25 years from its very modest roots in the pre-per-
estroika Soviet “second economy,” it would be expected to be 
sharply counter-posed to the established imperialism of the U.S.-
centered world empire. Russia would therefore be expected to be 
evolving its own gigantic banking institutions. Indeed, China is 
developing some very large banks, which does indicate a certain 
development of finance capital in that country, though the op-
eration of these banks remains so far largely confined to China. 
Moreover, China as a whole, as we will see below, is still far too 
poor in finance capital to be considered anything close to being 
an imperialist country in its own right.” 119

The truth of the matter is that Russia and China have not 
been admitted to the Western imperialist associations pre-
cisely because the West views them as imperialist rivals! 
Contrary to Sam Williams’ claim, the last few years have 
witnessed an increasing number of incidents which reflect 
this rivalry between the Western and the Eastern imperi-
alist powers. Has Williams “forgotten” China’s maritime 
muscle-flexing in the East and South China Seas against 
Japan, the Philippines, and Vietnam? What else is the cre-
ation of the New Development Bank and other financial 
institutions than an expression of China’s and Russia’s in-
creasing great power status? If Russia had not already have 
become an imperialist power, how exactly did it stop the 
US military intervention in Syria in the autumn of 2013? 
Furthermore, how could it possibly have stood up to the 
aggressive pressure from the US and the EU surrounding 
the Ukrainian civil war?
Williams also claims that, if Russia or China were in fact 
imperialist, they would “be expected to be sharply counter-
posed to the established imperialism of the U.S.-centered world 
empire. Russia would therefore be expected to be evolving its 
own gigantic banking institutions.” As we just seen, this is 
indeed increasingly so. However, this emergence of Rus-
sia and China as imperialist power does not mean that 
they had to immediately provoke a war with the US. We 
simply refer Williams to the fact that, in the two decades 
before 1914, with the lone exception of the war between 
Russia and Japan in 1904/05, there was not a single war 
between the imperialist powers. Imperialist rivalry does 
in fact always and inevitably lead to war but, in order to 
prepare for the next confrontation, it also includes periods 
of “peaceful” co-existence.
Due to their increasing confusion, the pro-Eastern social-
imperialists have had to fundamentally revise Lenin’s 
theory of imperialism. Thus, they have concluded, con-
sciously or unconsciously, that as capitalism progressively 
declines during its final epoch, the contradictions between 
the imperialist powers are diminishing rather than accel-
erating. Lenin once remarked that the key feature of a dia-
lectical understanding of development is that “[t]he unity 
(…) of opposites is conditional, temporary, transitory, relative. 
The struggle of mutually exclusive opposites is absolute, just as 
development and motion are absolute. “ 120. However, the re-
visionists turn this all around. They rather see the equilib-
rium, the harmony as the dominant element. So, according 
to these revisionists, the absurd conclusion: the exacerba-

tion of the capitalist crisis leads to increasing harmony be-
tween the imperialist powers.

Excurse: The Maoist origin of the Super-Power Theory

As an aside, we note that our critics’ thesis of Western Eu-
rope and Japan as “satellites” of US imperialism reminds 
us of the “Three-World-Theory” disseminated by the Mao-
ists in the 1970s. According to this theory, the two super-
powers – the US and the USSR – not only oppressed the 
semi-colonial (third) world, but also discriminated against 
and threatened the imperialist countries in Western Eu-
rope and Japan, as well as Eastern Europe.
“The developed countries in between the two worlds constitute 
the second world. They oppress and exploit the oppressed na-
tions and are at the same time controlled and bullied by the su-
perpowers. They have a dual character, and stand in contradic-
tion with both the first and the third worlds. But they are still a 
force the third world can win over or unite with in the struggle 
against hegemonism. (…) Chairman Mao always regarded the 
second world countries as a force that could be united with in 
the struggle against the two hegemonist powers. He said, ‘We 
should win over these countries, such as Britain, France and 
West Germany.’ (…) Through twenty to thirty years of struggle 
against U.S. control and simultaneously through taking advan-
tage of the severe world-wide setbacks suffered by the United 
States in its policy of aggression, the West European countries 
have succeeded in altering the situation prevailing in the early 
post-war years when they had to submit to U.S. domination. 
Japan is in a similar position.” 121

Similarly US Maoist academic Martin Nicolaus claimed in 
the late 1960s that the Western European imperialist states 
had become “imperialized imperialist states” or “junior part-
ner in imperialism, but themselves imperialized, colonialized 
metropolises” 122

While politically subordinated to the US, the imperialist 
powers in Western Europe and Japan certainly were not 
“satellites” or even “semi-colonies.” This was a thesis ad-
vanced by various Stalinists and Maoists in order to jus-
tify their advocating support for an alliance of the Soviet 
Union or China with these imperialist powers against the 
“super-imperialist” US. In other words, this was a theoreti-
cal justification for the worst form of class-collaborationist 
popular-frontism. 123

Ernest Mandel, the late leading theoretician of the centrist 
“United Secretariat of the Fourth International”, correctly an-
swered this Maoist misconception long ago:
“The relationship of forces between various imperialist powers 
can develop greatly to the advantage of one and at the expense of 
another. A massive relative superiority on the European conti-
nent was possessed by Germany, in the periods 1900-1916, and 
1937-1944, and by France in the period 1919-1923. But that 
does not transform the competitors of the predominant power 
into semi-colonial nations, which have lost control over the 
means of production of their country. Such semicolonial nations 
only arise when in fact the key industries and banks in the coun-
try are owned or controlled by foreign capitalists, and when for 
that reason, the State itself fundamentally protects the interests 
of the foreign imperialist class, as against those of the ‘native’ 
bourgeoisie. That is the situation in Greece, Brazil, Ghana or 
Iran today. It is obviously not the situation in France, Britain or 
Italy, not to speak of Japan or Western Germany. Quantitative 
changes in the relationship of forces between imperialist powers 
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are one thing; a qualitative change in status, the transformation 
of an imperialist country into a semicolonial country (as could 
have happened in France, if Germany had won the Second World 
War, or as could have happened in West Germany, if the 1945-47 
trend had been maintained and the ‘Cold War’ had not broken 
out) is quite another thing. There is not the slightest evidence 
to show that US imperialism controls more than 10 per cent of 
the industrial means of production, and much less of the finan-
cial means of exchange, of any other imperialist power (with the 
exception of Canada, which is indeed a border case). There is for 
that reason not the slightest evidence that these powers have lost 
their basic independence as imperialist powers, and have become 
US semi-colonies.” 124

Modern Apologists for karl kautsky’s
Theory of ultra-Imperialism

In fact, the pro-Eastern social-imperialists have reached 
the same conclusion as the chief theoretician of “Marxist” 
centrist revisionism Karl Kautsky. In 1914, Kautsky devel-
oped his theory of ultra-imperialism, according to which 
the economic laws of capitalism would push the bour-
geoisie to overcome the stage of imperialism and to en-
ter a stage called “ultra-imperialism.” This epoch would be 
characterized by an increasing exploitation of the working 
class as well as of the colonial and semi-colonial countries. 
At the same time, the imperialist powers would increas-
ingly overcome their rivalry and unite in a single imperial-
ist trust or alliance.
“But imperialism has another side. The tendency towards the 
occupation and subjugation of the agrarian zones has produced 
sharp contradictions between the industrialized capitalist states, 
with the result that the arms race which was previously only a 
race for land armaments has now also become naval arms race, 
and that the long prophesied World War has now become a fact. 
Is this side of imperialism, too, a necessity for the continued ex-
istence of capitalism, one that can only be overcome with capital-
ism itself?
There is no economic necessity for continuing the arms race after 
the World War, even from the standpoint of the capitalist class 
itself, with the exception of at most certain armaments interests. 
On the contrary, the capitalist economy is seriously threatened 
precisely by the contradictions between its States. Every far-
sighted capitalist today must call on his fellows: capitalists of 
all countries, unite! For, first of all, there is the growing opposi-
tion of the more developed of the agrarian zones, which threatens 
not just one or other of the imperialist States, but all of them 
together. This is true of the awakening of Eastern Asia and India 
as well as of the Pan-Islamic movement in the Near East and 
North Africa.
This upsurge is accompanied by the growing opposition of the 
proletariat of the industrial countries against every new increase 
of their tax burden. (…) After the War, this trend will not get 
better, but worse, if the arms race and its demands on the capital 
market continue to grow.
Imperialism is thus digging its own grave. From a means to de-
velop capitalism, it is becoming a hindrance to it. Nevertheless, 
capitalism need not yet be at the end of the line. From the purely 
economic standpoint, it can continue to develop so long as the 
growing industries of the capitalist countries can induce a corre-
sponding expansion of agricultural production. This gets more 
and more difficult, of course, as the annual growth of world in-
dustry increases and still unopened agrarian zones become fewer 

and fewer. So long as this limit has not been reached, capitalism 
may be wrecked on the reef of the rising political opposition of the 
proletariat, but it need not come to an end in economic collapse.
On the other hand, just such an economic bankruptcy would 
occur prematurely as a result of continuing the present policy of 
imperialism. This policy of imperialism therefore cannot be con-
tinued much longer. Of course, if the present policy of imperial-
ism were indispensable to the maintenance of the capitalist mode 
of production, then the factors I have referred to might make no 
lasting impression on the ruling class, and would not induce 
them to lend a different direction to their imperialist tendencies. 
But this change will be possible if imperialism, the striving of 
every great capitalist State to extend its own colonial empire in 
opposition to all the other empires of the same kind, represents 
only one among various modes of expansion of capitalism.
What Marx said of capitalism can also be applied to imperialism: 
monopoly creates competition and competition monopoly. The 
frantic competition of giant firms, giant banks and multi-mil-
lionaires obliged the great financial groups, who were absorbing 
the small ones, to think up the notion of the cartel. In the same 
way, the result of the World War between the great imperialist 
powers may be a federation of the strongest, who renounce their 
arms race.
Hence from the purely economic standpoint it is not impossible 
that capitalism may still Jive through another phase, the transla-
tion of cartellization into foreign policy: a phase of ultra-imperi-
alism, which of course we must struggle against as energetically 
as we do against imperialism, but whose perils lie in another 
direction, not in that of the arms race and the threat to world 
peace. (…) From the purely economic standpoint, however, there 
is nothing further to prevent this violent explosion finally re-
placing imperialism by a holy alliance of the imperialists.“ 125

As we see from the above, the pro-Eastern social-imperi-
alists have not introduced a new theory but have simply 
adapted Kautsky’s ideas to present day world develop-
ments.
As early as 100 years ago, Lenin explained that Kautsky’s 
theory was in complete contradiction to the nature of capi-
talism itself. Capitalism’s decay sharpens its contradic-
tions rather than blunting them! In a brilliant formulation, 
the Marxist theoretician Nikolai Bukharin once concisely 
summed up how the progressive reproduction of capital-
ism naturally also implies the permanent reproduction of 
its inner contradictions:
„For a consistent Marxist, the entire development of capitalism 
is nothing but a process of a continuous reproduction of the con-
tradictions of capitalism on an ever wider scale.“ 126

One of the basic contradictions of capitalism – in addi-
tion to the contradiction between the social essence of the 
productive forces and the private form of property rela-
tions – is the contradiction between the international es-
sence of the capitalist economy and the national form of 
the capitalist state. As Trotsky remarked, this disparity is 
a central, objective fundamental for the Marxist theory of 
Permanent Revolution:
“One of the basic reasons for the crisis in bourgeois society is 
the fact that the productive forces created by it can no longer be 
reconciled with the framework of the national state. From this 
follow, on the one hand, imperialist wars, on the other, the uto-
pia of a bourgeois United States of Europe. The socialist revolu-
tion begins on the national arena, it unfolds on the international 
arena, and is completed on the world arena. Thus, the social-
ist revolution becomes a permanent revolution in a newer and 

Imperialism-Theory



RevCom#25 | August 201432

broader sense of the word; it attains completion only in the final 
victory of the new society on our entire planet.” 127

Based on such a dialectical understanding, Lenin and the 
Bolsheviks emphasized in all their writings that in the ep-
och of imperialism, the rivalry between the great powers 
must intensify:
“It is beyond doubt, therefore, that capitalism’s transition to the 
stage of monopoly capitalism, to finance capital, is connected 
with the intensification of the struggle for the partitioning of 
the world.” 128

“Imperialism, in fact, does not and cannot transform capital-
ism from top to bottom. Imperialism complicates and sharpens 
the contradictions of capitalism, it “ties up” monopoly with free 
competition, but it cannot do away with exchange, the market, 
competition, crises, etc.
Imperialism is moribund capitalism, capitalism which is dying 
but not dead. The essential feature of imperialism, by and large, 
is not monopolies pure and simple, but monopolies in conjunc-
tion with exchange, markets, competition, crises.
It is therefore theoretically wrong to delete an analysis of ex-
change, commodity production, crises, etc., in general and to 
“replace” it by an analysis of imperialism as a whole.
There is no such whole. There is a transition from competition 
to monopoly, and therefore the programme would be much more 
correct, and much more true to reality, if it retained the gen-
eral analysis of exchange, commodity production, crises, etc., 
and had a characterisation of the growing monopolies added to 
it. In fact it is this combination of antagonistic principles, viz., 
competition and monopoly, that is the essence of imperialism, it 

is this that is making for the final crash, i.e., the socialist revolu-
tion.” 129

„…an essential feature of imperialism is the rivalry between sev-
eral great powers in the striving for hegemony…“ 130

„Kautsky’s utterly meaningless talk about ultraimperialism en-
courages, among other things, that profoundly mistaken idea 
which only brings grist to the mill of the apologists of imperial-
ism, i.e., that the rule of finance capital lessens the unevenness 
and contradictions inherent in the world economy, whereas in 
reality it increases them. (…) Finance capital and the trusts do 
not diminish but increase the differences in the rate of growth 
of the various parts of the world economy. Once the relation of 
forces is changed, what other solution of the contradictions can 
be found under capitalism than that of force?“ 131 (For more 
quotes look at this footnote.)
Similarly, the Communist International emphasized in 
its programmatic documents that the rivalry between the 
imperialist powers inevitably accelerates. As the commu-
nists wrote in their famous 21 conditions for admission in 
1920:
„Every party which wishes to join the Communist International 
is obliged to expose not only avowed social-patriotism, but also 
the insincerity and hypocrisy of social-pacifism; to bring home 
to the workers systematically that without the revolutionary 
overthrow of capitalism no international court of arbitration, no 
agreement to limit armaments, no ‘democratic’ reorganization 
of the League of Nations, will be able to prevent new imperialist 
wars.“ 132

And in its Statutes the Communist International stated:
“‘Remember the imperialist war!’ These are the first words ad-
dressed by the Communist International to every working man 
and woman; wherever they live and whatever language they 
speak. Remember that because of the existence of capitalist soci-
ety a handful of imperialists were able to force the workers of the 
different countries for four long years to cut each other’s throats. 
Remember that the war of the bourgeoisie conjured up in Eu-
rope and throughout the world the most frightful famine and the 
most appalling misery. Remember, that without the overthrow 
of capitalism the repetition of such robber wars is not only pos-
sible, but inevitable.” 133

As it is well known, Lenin (and Trotsky) characterized the 
imperialist epoch as an “epoch of wars and revolution”. 134 
Why did they do so? They cited “wars” as an essential el-
ement of this epoch because they considered the rivalry 
between the imperialist powers, rivalry which must inevi-
tably lead to war, as a fundamental feature of this epoch!
In summary, our opponents who claim to adhere to Lenin’s 
theory are in fact de-revolutionizing his method, i.e. they 
are “De-Leninizing“ Leninism.

Imperialism-Theory
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Let us now come to the political conclusions of the 
pro-Eastern social-imperialists. By declaring Rus-
sia and China as non-imperialist powers (or even a 

workers state in the case of China), they find justification 
for unabashedly advocating the forming of a bloc between 
the Eastern imperialist powers against the US, EU, and Ja-
pan. Let us examine the arguments they put forward, the 
tactics they propose, and the criticism they raise against 
the RCIT.

“Third Campism” and the “Anti-Imperialist United 
Front	with	Putin	and	Xi” in the Struggle

between Imperialist Rivals

The LCFI, for example, calls for an “anti-imperialist united 
front” with Putin and Xi against the Western powers. It ac-
cuses its Marxist opponents, like the RCIT, of “Third Camp-
ism”, i.e. refusing to take a side between the great powers.
“This long quote is necessary because it sets the background to 
the political justification for either supporting the project of US 
Imperialism as outlined above or for taking a neutral stance via 
a version the justification advanced by Max Shachtman after 
his famous struggle against Trotsky in the US SWP in 1939/40 
as recounted in the volume In Defence of Marxism; “Neither 
Washington nor Moscow but International Socialism”. We ex-
plore this split between centrist right and the centrist middle 
and the struggle for consistent revolutionary Trotskyist against 
both below. However we must bear in mind the necessity to dif-
ferentiate between these two currents now that they have clashed 
so sharply over the Ukraine.
We need to tackle the ideological justification advanced by both 
the pro Imperialist side and the fence-sitting third campist “nei-
ther Moscow nor the US/EU/Nato but the international work-
ing class” side; that both Russia and China are Imperialist states 
(“Eastern Imperialism”). Therefore any conflict between either 
or both of them and US-dominated global Imperialism (“Western 
Imperialism”) is a conflict between rival Imperialist powers and 
therefore revolutionary socialists should support neither in that 
war. We should advocate revolutionary defeatism for ourselves 
and for the Russian/Chinese working class, i.e. they should seek 
the defeat of their own bourgeoisie in order to combat the imperi-
alist chauvinism that sweeps the masses in wartime via its main 
conduit in modern times, the Labour and trade union bureau-
cracy. We content that this is fundamentally wrong, that neither 
Russia nor China are Imperialist powers in the Marxist sense 
and that therefore in any conflict between Imperialism and these 
states it is necessary to form an Anti Imperialist United Front 
with them either singly or together if both are simultaneously 
attacked.” 135

Socialist Alliance’s Michael Burke even believes that sup-
porting China and Russia will advance the cause of “those 
who desire peace”:
“This curb on US power, however limited or temporary, should 
be welcomed by all socialists, by all democrats and simply by all 
those who desire peace. Instead, we have the strange spectacle 

that some on the left have raised the charge that Russia is impe-
rialist, or that China is, or countries such as Brazil, or India or 
South Africa are ‘sub-imperialist’!” 136

These quotes demonstrate once again how deeply our crit-
ics are tangled up in their confusion. Even if, for a mo-
ment, we would accept that China is a workers’ state and 
Russia a semi-colony, how could their rise contribute to 
a more peaceful world? Would it not rather provoke a 
more aggressive foreign policy by the Western powers? 
As Trotsky pointed out, this is nothing but a theoretical 
deviation à la Stalin’s concept of the “neutralization of the 
world bourgeoisie”:
“Only a reformist can picture the pressure of the proletariat 
upon the bourgeois state as a permanently increasing factor and 
as a guarantee against intervention. It is precisely out of this 
conception that arose the theory of the construction of socialism 
in one country, given the neutralization of the world bourgeoisie 
(Stalin).” 137

But leaving this aside, the LCFI’s accusation of “Third 
Campism” demonstrates the total lack of understanding 
of Trotsky’s thinking. Trotsky himself developed this term 
to describe those who refused to defend the Soviet Union 
as a workers’ state or the colonial peoples against the im-
perialist attacks. Trotsky, however, never accused a Marx-
ist of avowing “Third Campism” for failing to defend one 
great power against another! Let us see what Trotsky actu-
ally wrote:
“The very first ”programmatic” articles of the purloined organ 
already reveal completely the light-mindedness and hollowness 
of this new anti-Marxist grouping which appears under the 
label of the ”Third Camp”. What is this animal? There is the 
camp of capitalism; there is the camp of the proletariat. But is 
there perhaps a ”third camp” —a petty-bourgeois sanctuary? 
In the nature of things, it is nothing else. But, as always, the 
petty bourgeois camouflages his ”camp” with the paper flowers 
of rhetoric. Let us lend our ears! Here is one camp: France and 
England. There’s another camp: Hitler and Stalin. And a third 
camp: Burnham, with Shachtman. The Fourth International 
turns out for them to be in Hitler’s camp (Stalin made this dis-
covery long ago). And so, a new great slogan: Muddlers and 
pacifists of the world, all ye suffering from the pin-pricks of fate, 
rally to the ”third” camp!
But the whole trouble is that two warring camps do not at all ex-
haust the bourgeois world. What about all the neutral and semi- 
neutral countries? What about the United States? Where should 
Italy and Japan be assigned? The Scandinavian countries? In-
dia? China? We have in mind not the revolutionary Indian or 
Chinese workers but rather India and China as oppressed coun-
tries. The schoolboy schema of the three camps leaves out a tri-
fling detail: the colonial world, the greater portion of mankind! 
India is participating in the imperialist war on the side of Great 
Britain. Does this mean that our attitude toward India—not 
the Indian Bolsheviks but India—is the same as toward Great 
Britain? If there exist in this world, in addition to Shachtman 
and Burnham, only two imperialist camps, then where, permit 
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me to ask, shall we put India? A Marxist will say that despite 
India’s being an integral part of the British Empire and India’s 
participating in the imperialist war; despite the perfidious poli-
cy of Gandhi and other nationalist leaders, our attitude toward 
India is altogether different from our attitude toward England. 
We defend India against England. Why then cannot our attitude 
toward the Soviet Union be different from our attitude toward 
Germany despite the fact that Stalin is allied with Hitler?
Why can’t we defend the more progressive social forms which 
are capable of development against reactionary forms which are 
capable only of decomposition? We not only can but we must 
The theoreticians of the stolen magazine replace class analy-
sis with a mechanistic construction very captivating to petty-
bourgeois intellectuals because of its pseudo-symmetry. (…) As 
if this ”third camp” (what is it? a party? a club? a League of 
Abandoned Hopes? a ”People’s Front”?) is free from the obliga-
tion of having a correct policy toward the petty bourgeoisie, the 
trade unions, India and the USSR!” 138

“The occupation of eastern Poland by the Red Army is to be sure 
a ”lesser evil” in comparison with the occupation of the same 
territory by Nazi troops. But this lesser evil was obtained be-
cause Hitler was assured of achieving a greater evil. If somebody 
sets, or helps to set a house on fire and afterward saves five out 
of ten of the occupants of the house in order to convert them into 
his own semi-slaves, that is to be sure a lesser evil than to have 
burned the entire ten. But it is dubious that this firebug merits a 
medal for the rescue.” 139

“Can the present expansion of the Kremlin be termed imperial-
ism? First of all we must establish what social content is in-
cluded in this term. History has known the ”imperialism” of 
the Roman state based on slave labor, the imperialism of feudal 
land-ownership, the imperialism of commercial and industrial 
capital, the imperialism of the Czarist monarchy, etc. The driv-
ing force behind the Moscow bureaucracy is indubitably the ten-
dency to expand its power, its prestige, its revenues. This is the 
element of ”imperialism” in the widest sense of the word which 
was a property in the past of all monarchies, oligarchies, ruling 
castes, medieval estates and classes. However, in contemporary 
literature, at least Marxist literature, imperialism is understood 
to mean the expansionist policy of finance capital which has 
a very sharply defined economic content. To employ the term 
”imperialism” for the foreign policy of the Kremlin —- without 
elucidating exactly what this signifies — means simply to iden-
tify the policy of the Bonapartist bureaucracy with the policy 
of monopolistic capitalism on the basis that both one and the 
other utilize military force for expansion. Such an identification, 
capable of sowing only confusion, is much more proper to petty-
bourgeois democrats than to Marxists.” 140

Inverted Social-Imperialism
as a Variation of Class-Collaboration

As a matter of fact, our opponents camouflage behind their 
“anti-imperialism” a banal form of opportunist capitula-
tion to one particular imperialist camp – the anti-Western 
great powers China and Russia. In the case of Chinese, 
Russian, Indian and other Stalinists, we have before us a 
simple form of social-imperialism. In the case of the West-
ern reformists and centrists who are pro-Russia and pro-
Chinese, we are instead dealing with a specific variation 
of social-imperialism. These latter forces believe they are 
advocating “anti-imperialism” because, as Western social-
ists, they stand against their “own” imperialist bourgeoi-

sie. However, leaving aside that, in the meantime, some of 
their leaders make quite good money by working for the 
Eastern imperialists,141 the Marxist classics have repeatedly 
demonstrated that there is not just a single form of social-
chauvinism but rather several variants. In the chapter “In-
verted Social-Imperialists” in our study on Russia, we have 
already shown that Lenin and Trotsky explained that, in 
addition to capitulation to one’s own imperialist ruling 
class, there also exists social-chauvinism as capitulation 
to the ruling class of the rivaling imperialist powers. Dur-
ing World War I, a significant sector of the petty-bourgeois 
Jewish Bund in Russia supported the German imperialist 
camp, as they considered the Tsar to be the main enemy. 
Another famous example was the Russian-Jewish social-
ist Alexander Parvus, a former close collaborator with 
Trotsky in his younger days, as well as of the left-wing 
wing in German social democracy. He later became a re-
formist and collaborator of German imperialism.
Similarly, in the 1930s and during World War II, the Ger-
man, Austrian, and Italian social democrats, Stalinists, and 
most centrists like the SAP supported Western imperial-
ism. They justified their support for French, British, and 
US imperialism by stating that their main enemy was the 
fascist ruling class at home. When the ruling bureaucracy 
in the Soviet Union was in an alliance with Hitler in 1939-
41, the Stalinists made advances towards the Nazis and 
focused their fire against the war-mongering “plutocratic 
democracies” Britain and France.
Lenin and Zinoviev gave the following comprehensive 
definition of social-chauvinism which made clear that this 
current includes not only those who support their “own” 
imperialist bourgeoisie but also those who support the 
ruling class of a rivaling imperialist power.
„Social-chauvinism is advocacy of the idea of “defence of the 
fatherland” in the present war. This idea logically leads to the 
abandonment of the class struggle during the war, to voting for 
war credits, etc. In fact, the social-chauvinists are pursuing an 
anti-proletarian bourgeois policy, for they are actually champi-
oning, not “defence of the fatherland” in the sense of combating 
foreign oppression, but the “right” of one or other of the “Great” 
Powers to plunder colonies and to oppress other nations. The 
social-chauvinists reiterate the bourgeois deception of the people 
that the war is being waged to protect the freedom and existence 
of nations, thereby taking sides with the bourgeoisie against the 
proletariat. Among the social-chauvinists are those who justify 
and varnish the governments and bourgeoisie of one of the bel-
ligerent groups of powers, as well as those who, like Kautsky, 
argue that the socialists of all the belligerent powers are equally 
entitled to “defend the fatherland”. Social- chauvinism, which 
is, in effect, defence of the privileges, the advantages, the right to 
pillage and plunder, of one’s “own” (or any) imperialist bour-
geoisie, is the utter betrayal of all socialist convictions and of the 
decision of the Basle International Socialist Congress.“ 142
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In this final chapter we will deal with our critics’ argu-
ments against the notion that Russia is an imperialist 
state. Naturally, here we will not repeat the arguments 

and facts which we have provided in our study of Russian 
imperialism. Rather, we will focus on replying to the posi-
tions advanced by our critics, providing some additional 
information and statistics as appropriate.

Russian and Foreign Monopolies in Banking

First, let us refute the claim that Russia is supposed to be 
financially dependent of foreign capital or even a semi-
colony of German imperialism. Sam Williams, as well as 
others, suggests that Russia’s banking sector is controlled 
by foreign banks.
“In and of itself, the lack of a single Russian bank in the top 50 
banks, and only two among the top 100, is suggestive but not 
decisive. In today’s world, banking is highly centralized, and in 
many of the smaller imperialist countries all banking is foreign 
owned—though Russia is hardly a small country.” 143

Similarly, the LCFI claims that Russia (as well as China) is 
a semi-colonial country:
“This makes quite clear that far from being Imperialist powers 
both Russia and China are no more than semi-colonial coun-
tries, albeit very large and advanced ones. They are not linked 
to the global web of US Imperialism in the same way as minor 
imperialisms like Holland and Belgium or allied to it in a more 
equal though still subordinate way like Japan, Germany, Italy, 
Spain and Canada. No, they are in the upper level of semi-colo-
nial countries and recognise themselves as such by allying as the 
BRICS; Brazil, Russia, India, China and South Africa.” 144

However, as we have already shown, Russian state and 
private monopoly capital clearly dominates the country’s 
economy, thereby making it significantly different from a 
semi-colony. This is also clearly the case in the financial 
sector. According to the economists Svetlana Kirdina and 
Andrei Vernikov, the combined market share of banks that 
were directly or indirectly controlled by the state reached 
56 percent in 2012.” 145 On the other hand, the market share 
of foreign-owned banks is only around 15%. 146 (See also 
Figure 33 and 4)
Andrei Vernikov gives the assessment that Russia’s bank-
ing sector is under full control of a few state-capitalist fi-
nancial monopolies, similar to China’s, and contrary to the 
situation that reigns in the ex-Stalinist countries of Eastern 
Europe.
“The difference between Russia and Central and Eastern Euro-
pean economies is not in the pace of transition, as reform-think-
ers often claim, but in the direction. Russian banking is evolving 
towards a quite different system that may well be the system 
existing in China and Vietnam. China, Russia and Vietnam all 
try to grow „national champions” within the public sector. The 
number of such core banks varies from four in China and Viet-

nam to five in Russia with combined market shares of 49% in 
Russia, 65% in China and 70% in Vietnam. True privatization 
of leading financial institutions has been carefully avoided and 
remains off the agenda, although private minority shareholding 
was made possible. (…) „By the end of the 2000 decade, state-
controlled banks commanded 54.6% of total assets, thus consti-
tuting the core of the Russian banking industry. Concentration 
is growing within the public sector, and the main players con-
trolled by the state (Sberbank, VTB group, Rosselkhoz-bank and 
Bank Moskvy) hold 81.7% of the group’s assets.” 149

Jan Norden’s Internationalist Group tries to belittle Russia’s 
finance capital and its capital export. As we have shown in 
a quote made by the IG above, Norden indicates Russian 
banks play a small role internationally. and that the bank-
ing sector in Russia is smaller than in other imperialist 
economies. While it is certainly true that Russian financial 
capital is less developed than in various other imperial-
ist countries, this is a result of the uneven development of 
capitalism and, in particular, of an emerging imperialist 
power where the capitalist law of value was only intro-
duced in the early 1990s. As we have shown in our historic 
references above, such unevenness has been a feature of 
various imperialist powers in the past. Russia’s banking 
sector before 1917, for example, was very underdeveloped 
and largely dominated by foreign capital. This however 
did not stop Lenin and the Bolshevik Party from consider-
ing Russia as an imperialist power.
However, Norden incorrectly downplays the role of Rus-
sian banking capital by suggesting that, since its banks are 
largely state-owned, they do not really reflect capitalist fi-
nance capital. As we have shown above, such contentions 
reflect a non-Marxist understanding of state capitalism.
The strong role of the state monopolies as well as their thor-
oughly capitalist character becomes obvious, yet again, if 
we look at their role in the Moscow Stock Exchange. In 
Table 32, we see the market capitalization of the state-con-
trolled monopolies which are listed.
In conclusion, if we add to the above the fact, demonstrated 
in our Russia study, that the country has a relatively low 
level of foreign debts and, at the same time, huge foreign 
exchange reserves, we can clearly conclude that Russia is 
in no way a semi-colony financially dependent of Western 
imperialism.
One is reminded, here, of the specifics of Germany in the 
inter-war period of the 1920s and 1930s. Richard Sorge 
pointed out at that time that it would be wrong to confuse 
a weak imperialist power, which lacks certain features of 
classic imperialism, with a non-imperialist country.
“The point is to become an important imperialist power, not if 
it has an imperialist character as such. The issues of Germany’s 
military weakness, its relative minor position in world politics, 
its relative weak penetration of economic areas outside of Europe 
do not determine its character, i.e. if it has an imperialist or a 
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non-imperialist character, but determines only its importance as 
an international factor of power.” 151

“We have to understand that its (Germany’s, M.P.) position 
of power is still weak. Germany, despite its obvious imperialist 
character, is only at the beginning of regaining its imperialist 
position of power. One has to differentiate sharply between the 
imperialist character and the imperialist position of power.” 152

Who Controls Russia’s Monopolies?

The LCFI and others claim that Russia’s monopolies are in 
fact controlled by foreign capital. As the LCFI has written:
“But we must ask who owns these “Russian monopolies”? The 
energy giant Gazprom is just over 50% state owned but most of 
the rest of the shares is in the hands of foreign capital. And most 
of the rest of the major “monopolies” in Russia and China which 
are listed as “state owned” are considerably less than 50% state 
owned, 25% being typical and as low as 13% in some cases. Of 
course western imperialists complain bitterly that this is grossly 
unfair, that they should be allowed free access to all shares and 
not just to the “B” shares that are freely floated. And Pröbsting 
can point to foreign direct investment (FDI) inward and out-
ward and the “round tripping” of oligarch’s funds to Cyprus etc 
so they can reinvest them in Russia tax free but always he avoids 
the entire global picture in his eagerness to make his imperialist 
point.” 153

“Foreign investors continue to have a decisive influence over the 
Russian stock market. According to Sberbank KIB analysts, they 
own about 70 percent of free floating Russian shares.” 154

As we have elaborated in our study, Russia is a highly mo-
nopolized economy. The thirty-two largest of these mo-
nopolies – also called “financial-industrial groups” (FIG) in 
Russia – control almost 51% in Russia’s GDP. (See Figure 
5)
As we see, Russia’s monopolies enjoy dominance in the 
economy similar to that of Keiretsu in Japan or Chaeboli 
in South Korea.
A quarter of these monopolies are owned or controlled by 
the federal state, so the state is responsible for about 44% 
of GDP (25.4% – state-run FIG and 18.5% directly with 
state budget).
Private FIGs make 21% of GDP in Russia. Monopolies 
controlled by regional authorities (such as Moscow group 
or Tatarstan group) make 4-5% of GDP. This is still twice 
as large as those controlled by foreign investors (2.6% in 
2009; see Figure 6)
The most important FIGs are in the oil and gas sectors. To-
gether they account for 21% in Russia’s GDP. Diversified 
groups such as Alfa/Renova or MDM) produce about 7% 
of GDP; steel-making groups are responsible for almost 
6%, followed by machine-building FIGs and financial 
groups (almost 3% of the GDP; see Figure 7)
In Figure 8, we can see the dominant role of Russian mo-
nopolies in the country’s major industries which control: 
almost 99% of oil and gas production; 98% of non-ferrous 
metal production; 96% of steel and rolled metal products; 
90% of the telecom market; 89% of energy generation; 72% 
of freight and passenger transportation; and 62% of chem-
ical output. However the share of monopolies in mining is 
only 55% and only 27% in the financial market.
In conclusion, we see that Russian monopolies play an ex-
tremely dominant role in the country’s economy, which is 
controlled by them and in no way by foreign capital.

Russia’s Foreign Investment and Foreign Policy

The IG also makes reference to Russia’s capital export:
“As for export of capital, Russia is in an intermediate position 
between imperialist countries and neo-colonial countries. Thus 
Russian total foreign investment amounts to 21% of GDP, far 
less than Sweden (78% of GDP), Great Britain (74%) France 
(54%), Germany (46%) or the U.S. (35%), or even Chile (37%); 
substantially more than Brazil and Mexico (around 10%) and 
about the same as South Africa (22%). In addition, while in im-
perialist countries foreign investment outside the country (44% 
of GDP in “developed economies”) almost always exceeds for-
eign investment inside the country (33% of GDP), in Russia 
outward foreign direct investment (21% of GDP) is less than 
inward FDI (26%), though the gap is not nearly as great as with 
the larger semi-colonial countries where capital inflows can be 
double or triple the outflows.” 159

“Russia has a capital shortage and is a net importer of capital. 
(…). In short, on the criterion of exporting capital, Russia is far 
from qualifying as an imperialist country.” 160

Naturally, Russia has less accumulated capital abroad, 
since it effectively started to export capital only in the late 
1990s. This is hardly surprising. However, to understand 
Russia’s character as an emerging imperialist power, one 
has to examine the cumulative rate of capital export by 
Russia in the past years. As we have shown in Table 5, Rus-
sia’s capital export in the recent past has been on the level 
of Germany and other imperialist countries.
Various critics have referred to the large amount of “round-
tipping” of Russia’s capital export. We have already drawn 
attention to this fact ourselves in our study. However, it 
is important to recognize that capital flight is a feature in 
nearly all imperialist countries. Gabriel Zucman, a disciple 
of Thomas Piketty (“Capital in the Twenty-First Century”) 
recently published a study calculating that, as of 2008, 
only about $5.9 trillion in financial wealth (i.e., excluding 
works of art and real estate) were kept in tax havens by the 
global rich. 161 The Tax Justice Network puts the figure high-
er at $21 to $32 trillion as of 2010. 162  And a recent study by 
The Economist – hardly a source which can be accused of 
anti-capitalism – calculates that “[o]ver 30% of global foreign 
direct investment is booked through havens.” 163

Norden also claims that Russia’s has only miniscule for-
eign investment in semi-colonial countries, where it is 
placed to super-exploit the local labor force:
“The figures show nothing of the sort, giving no indication of 
actual amounts of investment. With this sleight of hand, he is 
hoping that readers won’t recall that a previous table (No. 4) 
showed that less than 4% of Russia’s foreign investment went to 
Central Asia, Eastern Europe and the Balkans. Even if a portion 
of transfers to tax havens are actually investments in offshore 
Russian companies, such as Lukoil’s U.S. operations headquar-
tered in the British Virgin Islands, very little of these are in-
vested in Central Asia and Eastern Europe.” 164

However, this is nonsense. In our study, we have shown 
that, if one eliminates the pseudo capital export to off-
shore centers and calculates the remaining foreign invest-
ment, it turns out that Russia’s monopolies invest about 
36% of their FDI in semi-colonial countries.
Also, according to Norden, Russia’s monopolies have only 
limited influence in the Ukraine.
“Russian companies have limited clout in Ukraine, as “pro-Rus-
sian” and “pro-Ukrainian” oligarchs have united to keep their 
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Figure 3 Combined Market Shares of Russian Banks by Form of ownership
  as of End of Respective year, 2000-2011 147

Figure 4 Structure of the banking system 2005-2011 148

Table 31 Table: Top 12 SoEs traded on the Moscow Stock Exchange 2012 150

Issuer      State ownership (%)   Market Capitalization
      Direct Total    RUB Million
Gazprom     38.4 50.1    3,303,165
Rosneft     0 75.2    2,632,056
Sberbank     50.1 50.1    2,018,811
VTB Bank     75.5 75.5    550,852
Federal Grid Company of
Unified Energy System   79.6 83.2    271,802
RusHydro     60.5 60.5    223,185
Transneft     78.1 78.1    106,509
Interregional Distribution
Grid Companies Holding   54.5 63.7    95,839
Mosenergo     26.4 85    55,216
Aeroflot     51.2 51.2    48,312
United Aircraft Corporation   84.3 93.4    31,944
RAO Energy System of East   0.1 65.6    10,666
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richer Russian cousins out. (…) Russian firms have also been 
largely excluded from the steel industry: when the largest mill, 
Kryvorizhstal, was privatized in 2004, the Russian company 
Severstal was excluded, and the initial award to eastern Ukrai-
nian steel baron Rinat Akhmetov was reversed on presidential 
orders. The plant was then sold to Arcelor Mittal Steel with a 
loan from Citigroup. In 2010 the government awarded the sec-
ond largest steel complex, the Ilyich Steel and Iron Works, to 
Akhmetov in order to keep Russian investors out.” 165

The above claim is also untrue. Russian monopoly capital 
is one of the three big foreign investors in Ukraine (along-
side Germany and Austria). Russian corporations like 
Gazprom, Lukoil, TNK BP, RUSAL, and the Alfa Group 
dominate the oil refining, metallurgy, and aluminum sec-
tors, and also play a leading role in other key industries 
like gas and telecommunications (see Table 33).
Of course, this situation might now change after the over-
throw of the Yanukovich government in the spring of 2014 
and the coming to power of a right-wing, pro-Western gov-
ernment. But this does not eliminate the fact that Russian 
imperialism may yet play a leading role in the Ukraine for 
many years to come, even if it has recently lost a power 
struggle against his Western rivals.
Another erroneous claim of Jan Norden is the following: 
“In ex-Soviet Central Asia there are no Russian military bases, 
nor has Moscow used military pressure to dominate the region.” 
167

However, as we have shown in our study, Russia in fact 
has military basis in Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, and Tajiki-
stan, all located in Central Asia. 168

Yet another argument of Norden against Russia’s status as 
an imperialist power is its lack of influence in the South:
“As for dividing up the world territorially, Russia hasn’t been 
notably successful in that department either.” 169

But, as we have shown above, firstly Russia has a number 
of internal colonies. Secondly, it plays a leading role in a 
number of Eastern European and Central Asian countries. 
In addition to these facts, one must not forget that other 
imperialist powers, like Germany in the past, also lacked 
colonies. Tsarist Russia, too, was hardly able to participate 
in the division of the world before WWI. Richard Sorge, 
writing about German imperialism, commented:
“Its lack of colonies is also often mentioned as proof for the non-
imperialist character of Germany’s foreign policy and the Ger-
man state. (…) But it is the unlimited drive for new areas which 
could constitute monopolistic investment and raw material ar-
eas for the big finance-capitalist trusts, which gives Germany’s 
struggle for colonial possessions, an imperialist character.” 170

Excurse: Eurasianism and
Putin’s Bourgeois Allies in Western Europe

Russia’s imperialism is not a defensive project, as their 
ideological proponents both on the left and the right claim. 
It is an international project aimed at establishing a larger 
Eurasian empire. The fact that, in implementing this proj-
ect, it is still lagging far behind the US does not alter the 
basic reality. Neither is its offensive character altered by 
the claim of leading Eurasianist ideologists, like Evgeniy 
Fyodorov, that they are fighting for the “national liberation 
of Russia” which is currently supposed to be a “colony” and 
“occupied by the USA.” 171

The ideological current advocating the formation of such 

an empire with Russia as its centre is called Eurasianism. 
This movement has its roots in various anti-communist 
Russian émigré groups in the 1920. 172 Today, its leading 
ideologist is Aleksandr Dugin. Dugin is a Moscow profes-
sor, author of numerous books and an influential advisor 
to the Putin regime. Dugin, a former supporter of the fas-
cistic National-Bolshevik Party of Eduard Limonov, has built 
an influential network of intellectuals not only in Russia 
but also in Central Asia, Turkey, and Western Europe.
The Eurasian movement is extremely reactionary in nature, 
lauds great power chauvinism and authoritarian forms of 
bourgeois regimes, and also includes a number of posi-
tions akin to fascism. It calls for the formation of a totali-
tarian empire with Russia as its center which will form an 
alliance with Europe against the US. As Dugin writes:
“Russia is the incarnation of the quest for an historical alterna-
tive to Atlanticism. Therein lies her global mission.” 173

The Eurasian movement has already found a number of 
supporters in Western Europe. In the recent past, a num-
ber of such right-wing forces have expressed their admi-
ration for the Putin regime, as well as their support for 
its policy. Conferences have already been held to organize 
these reactionary parties. For example, the Russian oli-
garch Konstantin Malofeew and his Saint Basil the Great 
Charitable Foundation organized a conference held on 31 
May 2014 which was attended by a number of far-right 
politicians and ultra-conservative Eurasian ideologists. 
Malofeev is a Russian oligarch and multibillionaire, owner 
of the Moscow-based Marshall Capital. He has close ties 
with the Russian regime and is known as “Putin’s Soros.” 
He finances pro-Russian movements abroad. Igor Girkin/
Strelkov, the military commander of separatists in eastern 
Ukraine, served for many years as Malofeev’s security 
chief. Aleksandr Borodai, who currently serves as prime 
minister of the Donetsk People’s Republic is also a former 
employee of Malofeev.
According to the Swiss newspaper Tages-Anzeiger the 
conference was attended by Aleksandr Dugin. Other im-
portant participants of the conference were deputies of 
the French Front National like Marion Maréchal-Le Pen 
(granddaughter of the party’s founder and niece of its cur-
rent president, Marine Le Pen) and Aymeric Chauprade 
(who is the anti-American National Front foreign-policy 
chief). In addition, Heinz-Christian Strache, the chairman 
of the right-wing populist Freedom Party of Austria and his 
colleague Johann Gudenus participated in the conference. 
(Gudenus visited Putin’s Quisling Ramzan Kadyrov in 
Grosny in 2012 and stated afterwards that nobody is per-
secuted in Chechnya.) Volen Siderov, the chairman and 
founder of the far-right Ataka party, came from Bulgaria, 
and other pro-Russia right-wing extremists came from 
Hungary, Croatia, Georgia, and Russia. Prince Sixtus Hen-
ry of Bourbon-Parma, Spanish leader of the Catholic-mon-
archist Carlist movement, also took part, as did as Serge de 
Pahlen, director of the Geneva financial company Edifin 
and husband of the Fiat heiress Countess Margherita Ag-
nelli de Pahlen. 174

This evolving pro-Putin international right-wing alliance 
also includes other political parties, as has been reflected 
in various earlier events. Filip Dewinter, a senior member 
of the right-wing Flemish party Vlaams Belang in Belgium 
recently said: “I think we can be a good partner for Russia in 
the European Parliament. (…) And Russia sees us as a potential 
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Figure 5 Russia’s GDP by Contributor (in US$ Billions and as a Share) 155 
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Figure 8 Financial-Industrial Groups’ Role in Russia’s Major Industries 158

Table 31 The Share of Russian Capital in ukrainian Industries in 2007 166

Industry    Russian capital, %  Companies operating
Oil refining    90,0%    Lukoil, TNK BP, Tatneft
Gas     20,0%    Gazprom
Metallurgy    66,7%    Evraz Group, Smart group
Non-ferrous metallurgy  20,0%
Aluminum    90,0%    RUSAL
Mechanical Engineering  33,0%    Smart group, RUSAL
Telecommunications   38,5%    Alfa group, AFK System
Banking    7,0%    Alfa Bank
Electricity    36,0%    Renova, Luzhniki, Energy standard
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partner.” The Italian right-wing party Lega Nord is also 
flirting with Putin. 175 Another partner is the fascist Jobbik 
party in Hungary.
So, we see, a number of important right-wing parties in 
Europe – like the French Front National, the Austrian FPÖ, 
the Italian Lega Nord, the Hungarian Jobbik party, and the 
Bulgarian Ataka – are opposing the EU stand against Rus-
sia and support an alliance with Putin.
We have shown above how a large sector of the Western 
reformist and centrist left utilizes their revisionist distor-
tion of Lenin’s theory of imperialism and their complete 
failure to understand the nature of China and Russia as 
emerging imperialist powers in order to justify their politi-
cal adaption to the Eastern imperialist powers. These in-
verted social-imperialists wrongly claim that their support 
for “the enemy of my own government” is automatically a 
sign of their anti-imperialism and internationalism.
However, these petty-bourgeois agents inside the work-
ers’ movement have their counterparts in the camp of 
the bourgeoisie, i.e., the reactionary supporters of Putin 
among the far-right and fascist parties in Europe. They too 
support “the enemy of my own government.”
On first sight it may appear paradoxical that these fa-
natical heralds of imperialist patriotism collaborate with 
the enemy of “their own country.” But, in fact, it is not a 
paradox and historically there have been precedents for 
this. During the French Revolution in 1789-94, the royalist 
supporters allied themselves with the counterrevolution-
ary monarchies in Europe in order to overthrow the new 
Jacobin government in their own country. Similarly, in the 
1930s and 1940s, many fascist and semi-fascist organiza-
tions in France and Britain supported Hitler against their 
own country.
To understand this phenomenon, one must never forget 

that the bourgeoisie – while often utilizing patriotism as 
an ideological instrument to bind the working class – is 
by its very nature not a patriotic class. First and foremost, 
the bourgeoisie are dedicated to making profits, and pa-
triotism must not stand in the way of achieving this goal. 
Hence, capitalists have no problem in transferring their 
factories and investments to another country from one day 
to the next if they hope to find better business opportuni-
ties. Similarly, the huge majority of the French bourgeoisie 
was ready to accommodate with the German occupation 
after they lost the war in June 1940.
However, during the current phase of history, European 
monopoly capital – with the exception of sectors of the 
British bourgeoisie – stands solidly behind the European 
Union and their imperialist project. However, the open op-
position of Europe’s far-right and fascistic forces reflects 
that there are sections among the petty-bourgeois intellec-
tuals and the bourgeoisie which are thinking about an im-
perialist Europe which more forcefully attacks democratic 
rights at home and implements a foreign policy which is 
hostile to US imperialism. At the same time, they see the 
authoritarian Putin regime, with its repression against op-
positionists, its open nationalism and étatism, its praise for 
conservative morality and the orthodox Christian church, 
and its disgust with the rights of national minorities, as 
well as those of homosexuals, as inspirational for their 
own plans of attacking democratic rights in Europe.
So while the inverted social-imperialists in the West look 
for an alliance with Putin against Western imperialism in 
the name of Marxism, the Eurasians and the European far-
right are similarly looking for an alliance with Moscow as 
a tool against Western imperialism in the name of “tradi-
tionalism.”

Great Power Russia

Leading Collaborators of V.I. Lenin: Nikolai Bukharin (left) and Gregory Zinoviev (right) 



RevCom#25 | August 2014 43Summary

Let us now summarize the main conclusions of our 
booklet. The new historic period which began in 
2008 is characterized by an acceleration in the de-

cline of capitalism, which in turn exacerbates all the basic 
contradictions of this system, one of them being inter-im-
perialist rivalry. This rivalry is most intense between the 
older imperialist powers in the West (US, EU, and Japan) 
and the emerging imperialist powers, China and Russia.
This intensified rivalry between imperialist powers inevi-
tably increases confusion and makes more the divisions 
inside the workers’ movement. It deepens the opportunist 
adaptations of various currents in the workers movement 
and also gives rise to new forms of opportunism. As a re-
sult, the left-reformists and centrists increasingly take an 
abstentionist position in the class struggle, or even stand 
on the counter-revolutionary side of the barricades. Basi-
cally we can distinguish four different trends:
i) The pro-Western social-imperialists and social-pacifists ca-
pitulate to the old Western imperialist powers by either 
openly supporting their wars or by failing to support 
the resistance against them (e.g., Afghanistan, Iraq, Mali, 
Gaza).
ii) The pro-Eastern social-imperialists and social-pacifists 
openly or covertly support the emerging imperialist pow-
ers in the East (e.g.. the Ukraine, Syria, East Asia).
iii) The Imperialist Economists recognize the imperialist na-
ture of both the great powers in the West as well in the 
East, but fail to understand the nature of the increasing 
number of just national and democratic movements and 
uprisings.
iv) The Proletarian Internationalists – to which the RCIT be-
longs – take a consistent and intransigent approach against 
all imperialist powers based on the Bolshevik’s program 
of “revolutionary defeatism.” This means that they refuse to 
support any of the imperialist powers in a conflict and fight 
instead under the slogan “the main enemy is at home.” At 
the same time, they support all just national and demo-
cratic movements of the oppressed masses while fighting 
against imperialist interference and for a program of class 
independence and socialist revolution. These are the only 
consistent Marxist and revolutionary tendencies.
We have also shown that behind the ideological justifi-
cation of the pro-Eastern social-imperialists lies a flawed 
understanding of Lenin’s conception of finance capital. 
While authentic Marxists understand finance capital as the 
fusion of industrial and banking capital, our critics view it 
only as banking or financial capital. Similarly, they view 
the financial sector as the decisive sector in assessing the 
nature of a capitalist state. Related to this error is their ba-
sic failure to understand the state-capitalist nature of the 
state sector under capitalism. As a result, they view China 
either as a workers’ state or as a semi-colonial country and 
similarly also see Russia as a non-imperialist state.
On a more general level, these revisionists fail to under-
stand the disparity between the imperialist powers, which 
has always been a key feature of the present epoch which 
started in the late 19 century. They are either ignorant of or 

fail to draw the conclusions from the tremendous uneven-
ness in the development of the various imperialist powers 
which existed when Lenin and later Trotsky were elabo-
rating their views on imperialism.
Related to this grave failing is the revisionists’ notion of 
the convergence between the imperialist powers under the 
leadership of the US. This is a latter-day approximation to 
Karl Kautsky’s concept of “ultra-imperialism” which was 
correctly condemned by Lenin as a utopian and reaction-
ary theory. Similarly, we reject theories which posit the 
existence of a separate category of states in addition to im-
perialist and (semi) colonial states – i.e., the theory of the 
“transitional” or “sub-imperialist” state. Our critics who 
claim to adhere to Lenin’s theory are in fact de-revolution-
izing his method, i.e., they are “De-Leninizing“ Leninism.
Based on current as well as the historic evidence, and in 
opposition to the revisionists, true Marxists recognize the 
disparity between the imperialist powers and take partic-
ular note of the emergence of China and Russia as imperi-
alist powers. We define an imperialist state as a capitalist 
state whose monopolies and state apparatus have a posi-
tion in the world order which first and foremost allows 
them to dominate other states and nations. Thus domina-
tion brings these monopolies and their home states extra-
profits and other economic, political and/or military ad-
vantages from a relationship based on super-exploitation 
and oppression.
Consequently, the RCIT rejects the political positions 
taken by the pro-Eastern social-imperialists which, in the 
name of “anti-imperialism,” support China and Russia in 
their imperialist rivalry against the West. We define their 
approach as social-imperialist capitulation to enemies of 
the working class and the oppressed, by Eastern imperial-
ist states which are no better than their Western counter-
parts.
Finally we have dealt with our critics’ arguments which 
deny Russia’s nature as an imperialist power. We have 
demonstrated that those who cast doubt on the dominance 
of Russia by its domestic monopolies, or who belittle its in-
ternational position, grossly fail to recognize actual devel-
opments. We have also elaborated on the ideology of the 
Putin regime – called Eurasianism – which seeks to justify 
the formation of a new empire with Russia as the leading 
force. We have shown that Putin has successfully grouped 
around himself a number of bourgeois allies in Western 
Europe around his Eurasian project.
The struggle against all forms of social-imperialism – ei-
ther pro-Western or pro-Eastern – as well as against econo-
mist indifference towards the just national and democratic 
movements of the oppressed masses is a chief task for all 
authentic Marxists. This can only be achieved by build-
ing a new, authentic revolutionary leadership – i.e., revo-
lutionary workers’ parties as part of the new Fifth Inter-
national – which can and must remove the reformist and 
centrist misleaders and thereby assist the working class in 
steering the correct course in its class struggle.

V. SuMMARy
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The RCIT is proud to announce the publication of a new book. 
It’s called THE GREAT ROBBERY OF THE SOUTH. The book’s 
subtitle is: Continuity and Changes in the Super-Exploitation of the 
Semi-Colonial World by Monopoly Capital. Consequences for the 
Marxist Theory of Imperialism. The book is in English-language. It 
has 15 chapters, 448 pages and includes 139 Tables and Figures. 
The author of the book is Michael Pröbsting who is the International 
Secretary of the RCIT. 
In The Great Robbery of the South Michael Pröbsting analyses the 
super-exploitation and oppression of the semi-colonial world 
(often referred to as the “Third World”) by the imperialist 
powers and monopolies. He shows that the relationship between 
the small minority of rich capitalist countries and the huge 
majority of mankind living in the semi-colonial world forms 
one of the most important elements of the imperialist world 
system we are living in. The Great Robbery of the South shows 
that the past decades have been a complete confirmation of the 
validity of Lenin’s theory of imperialism and its programmatic 
conclusions.
The Great Robbery of the South demonstrates the important changes 
in the relationship between the imperialist and the semi-colonial 
countries. Using comprehensive material (including 139 Tables 
and Figures), Michael Pröbsting elaborates that never before has 

such a big share of the world capitalist value been produced in 
the South. Never before have the imperialist monopolies been so 
dependent on the super-exploitation of the semi-colonial world. 
Never before has migrant labor from the semi-colonial world 
played such a significant role for the capitalist value production 
in the imperialist countries. Never before has the huge majority 
of the world working class lived in the South – outside of the old 
imperialist metropolises.
In The Great Robbery of the South 
Michael Pröbsting argues that 
a correct understanding of the 
nature of imperialism as well 
as of the program of permanent 
revolution which includes 
the tactics of consistent anti-
imperialism is essential for 
anyone who wants to change the 
world and bring about a socialist 
future. 
Order your copy NOW! $20 / £13 
/ €15 plus p+p (21$ for US and 
international, £9 for UK, €10 for 
Europe)

The RCIT is proud to announce the publication of a new book. 
It’s called Cuba‘s Revolution Sold Out?. The book’s subtitle is: The 
Road from Revolution to the Restoration of Capitalism. The book is in 
English-language. It has 5 chapters plus an appendix, 108 pages 
and includes 19 Tables and Figures. The author of the book is 
Michael Pröbsting who is the International Secretary of the RCIT.
In Cuba‘s Revolution Sold Out? Michael Pröbsting analyses the 
character of the Cuban Revolution 1959-61, its bureaucratic 
degeneration, and the recent march of the Castro leadership 
towards capitalism.
The author demonstrates how the Cuban Revolution, despite the 
initial modest intentions of its leaders, was spurred forward to 
more radical policies by grass roots struggles of Cuban workers 
and peasants. In fact, the very abolishment of capitalism by 
the Cuban regime was no part of the original game plan of 
either Castro’s Movimiento 26 de Julio or of the official Cuban 
communist party (PSP), but rather was a product of precisely 
such pressures from below.
Cuba‘s Revolution Sold Out? describes in detail how a number of 
relatively recent political, economic, and social measures were 
purposely taken by the Cuban government to open the road back 

to capitalism. Pröbsting elaborates the key role of the world’s 
new great imperialist power, China, in Cuba’s state policy as 
exemplified in the June 2011 Sino-Cuban agreement for a first 
Five-Year Plan of cooperation between these two states.
Cuba‘s Revolution Sold Out? examines these developments 
from the viewpoint of Marxist theory, the nature of the ruling 
bureaucracy in Stalinist states, 
and the process of restoration of 
capitalism under such regimes.
In conclusion, the book proposes 
a socialist program for political 
and social revolution in Cuba to 
halt the advance of capitalism 
and to eradicate the country’s 
bureaucratic dictatorship.

Price: 8 Euro / 12 US-Dollars / 7 
British Pound
(plus delivery charges)

Michael Pröbsting: Cuba‘s Revolution Sold out? 
The Road from Revolution to the Restoration of Capitalism

New Books from the RCIT

The Author: Michael Pröbsting is a revolutionary activist since 30 years. He is the author of many articles and pamphlets in 
German and English language. He published books or contributed to books on Rosa Luxemburg (1999), on the World Economy (2008), 
on Migration (2010) and the Arab Revolution (2011). His latest book, The Great Robbery of the South (published in 2013), analyses the 
super-exploitation and oppression of the semi-colonial world (often referred to as the “Third World”) by the imperialist powers 
and monopolies.  He is the International Secretary of the Revolutionary Communist International Tendency. 

Michael Pröbsting: The Great Robbery of the South
Continuity and Changes in the Super-Exploitation of the Semi-Colonial World by Monopoly 

Capital. Consequences for the Marxist Theory of Imperialism

Look for details of the books at www.great-robbery-of-the-south.net  and  www.cuba-sold-out.net
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The Revolutionary Communist International Tendency (RCIT) 
is a fighting organisation for the liberation of the working 
class and all oppressed. It has national sections in various 
countries. The working class is the class of all those (and 
their families) who are forced to sell their labour power 
as wage earners to the capitalists. The RCIT stands on the 
theory and practice of the revolutionary workers’ move-
ment associated with the names of Marx, Engels, Lenin 
and Trotsky.
Capitalism endangers our lives and the future of humani-
ty. Unemployment, war, environmental disasters, hunger, 
exploitation, are part of everyday life under capitalism as 
are the national oppression of migrants and nations and 
the oppression of women, young people and homosexu-
als. Therefore, we want to eliminate capitalism.
The liberation of the working class and all oppressed is 
possible only in a classless society without exploitation 
and oppression. Such a society can only be established in-
ternationally.
Therefore, the RCIT is fighting for a socialist revolution at 
home and around the world.
This revolution must be carried out and lead by the work-
ing class, for she is the only class that has nothing to lose 
but their chains.
The revolution can not proceed peacefully because never 
before has a ruling class voluntarily surrendered their 
power. The road to liberation includes necessarily the 
armed rebellion and civil war against the capitalists.
The RCIT is fighting for the establishment of workers’ and 
peasant republics, where the oppressed organize them-
selves in rank and file meetings in factories, neighbour-
hoods and schools – in councils. These councils elect and 
control the government and all other authorities and can 
always replace them.
Real socialism and communism has nothing to do with 
the so-called “real existing socialism” in the Soviet Union, 
China, Cuba or Eastern Europe. In these countries, a bu-
reaucracy dominated and oppressed the proletariat.
The RCIT supports all efforts to improve the living condi-
tions of workers and the oppressed. We combine this with 
a perspective of the overthrow of capitalism.
We work inside the trade unions and advocate class strug-
gle, socialism and workers’ democracy. But trade unions 
and social democracy are controlled by a bureaucracy. 
This bureaucracy is a layer which is connected with the 
state and capital via jobs and privileges. It is far from the 
interests and living circumstances of the members. This 
bureaucracy’s basis rests mainly on the top, privileged 
layers of the working class - the workers’ aristocracy. 
The struggle for the liberation of the working class must 
be based on the broad mass of the proletariat rather than 
their upper strata.
The RCIT strives for unity in action with other organi-
zations. However, we are aware that the policy of social 
democracy and the pseudo-revolutionary groups is dan-
gerous and they ultimately represent an obstacle to the 

emancipation of the working class.
We fight for the expropriation of the big land owners as 
well as for the nationalisation of the land and its distribu-
tion to the poor and landless peasants. We fight for the 
independent organisation of the rural workers.
We support national liberation movements against op-
pression. We also support the anti-imperialist struggles of 
oppressed peoples against the great powers. Within these 
movements we advocate a revolutionary leadership as an 
alternative to nationalist or reformist forces.
In a war between imperialist states we take a revolution-
ary defeatist position, i.e. we don’t support neither side 
and advocate the transformation of the war into a civil 
war against the ruling class. In a war between an imperial-
ist power (or its stooge) and a semi-colonial country we 
stand for the defeat of the former and the victory of the 
oppressed country.
The struggle against national and social oppression 
(women, youth, sexual minorities etc.) must be lead by 
the working class. We fight for revolutionary movements 
of the oppressed (women, youth, migrants etc.) based 
on the working class. We oppose the leadership of petty-
bourgeois forces (feminism, nationalism, Islamism etc.) 
and strive to replace them by a revolutionary communist 
leadership.
Only with a revolutionary party fighting as its leadership 
can the working class win. The construction of such a 
party and the conduct of a successful revolution as it was 
demonstrated by the Bolsheviks under Lenin and Trotsky 
in Russia are a model for the revolutionary parties and 
revolutions also in the 21 Century.
For new, revolutionary workers’ parties in all countries! 
For a 5th Workers International on a revolutionary basis! 
Join the RCIT!

No future without socialism! No socialism without a revolution! 
No revolution without a revolutionary party!

Revolutionary Communist International Tendency:

What does the RCIT stand for?
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