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Introduction

The primary purpose of this thesis is to write a history of certain conceptions, theorists and
theories of unequal exchange, which ought to be of interest to those wishing to understand the
problematic of ‘ecological unequal exchange’. Its title is a quote from William Shakespeare’s
King John (Act 11, Scene 1) — “Commodity, the bias of the world” — and was thought not only
a fit description of its theme, which concerns primarily the capitalist commodity economy
(although Shakespeare may have had other things in mind), but also relates it to the titles of
one of its objects of study, H. A. Innis’s The Bias of Communication (1951).

The term ‘unequal exchange’ became widespread in the 1970s through Marxist debate on
underdeveloped countries and their falling terms of trade. The source and centre of the debate
was the Greco-French economist, Arghiri Emmanuel. An often passionately hostile attention
was paid his conclusions about the lack of international worker solidarity evident between low
and high wage countries, and of which we can find daily evidence in the news on ‘illegal
immigrants’. For all its proclaimed idealism in attacking international capital mobility, the
current anti-globalisation movement and most environmentalism, for fear of Gethsemane,
shuns any serious confrontation with the problematic of international worker mobility. If the
problematic of unequal exchange is again relevant to discussions of globalisation and its
discontents, it also has important predecessors.

Large sections of the history of unequal exchange theories have remained unwritten. Other
portions have been well studied in themselves, but not, or not necessarily so, in the context of
unequal exchange. What this study does, then, is to retrieve and re-enact a neglected aspect of
intellectual history, presenting that history as it seems when this particular view is placed in
the seat of honour. As such, it would not have been possible without its centre piece
Emmanuel, who collected the loose threads lying about in history, weaving them into a useful
fabric, or a coherent argument with a specific interpretative purpose. If he retrieved the cloth,
this study attempts to retrieve some of the spinners and weavers. This is in itself a
contribution to current discussions of unequal exchange, if only by putting them in
perspective, and it would be dishonest to pretend otherwise.

The main positive argument, in this latter sense, is to advocate a conception of (ecological)
unequal exchange, which places emphasis on retaining a differential of consumption of
ecological goods and services for large masses of populations. It is, thus, one which places
large-scale appropriation of total societal or bioproductive output, and the corresponding,
socially ‘horizontal’, antagonistic relations, at centre-stage. It is, finally, one in which these
social relations have some reverberation on relative prices, or the terms of trade. Such a
delimitation is much more strict than common usage would allow, but it is, I would argue, one
which retains what is most useful and original in the concepts history, and what makes it a
problematic distinct from those found in other traditions. It is also one with clear relevance to
global environmental problems, and to human ecology in general.

As Martinez-Alier (2002: 204), one of the contributors to current debates, has put it: “One
peculiarity of human ecology is that, on the borders of rich countries, there are a sort of
Maxwell’s Demons [...], which keep out most people from poor countries, thus being able to
maintain extremely different per capita rates of energy and material consumption in adjoining
territories”. The study of unequal exchange, as I would have it, is the study of these ‘demons’,
their consequences and underlying mechanisms, notably as they include price phenomena.
This is in place of another conception, which I would prefer to call ‘non-equivalent
exchange’, focusing on the net transfer or transportation of such environmental, or in other



cases labour, goods and services. That this even constitutes a difference appears to be far from
evident to most who have ecological unequal exchange on their agenda. If it is, there seems to
be little awareness that the former sense is what theories of unequal exchange have been
about, and it is to be hoped that the present work might add some clarification on this issue.

Material and delimitations

‘Unequal exchange’ has been used in many more or less wide-ranging senses relating to
inequalities or disproportionate gains or losses involved in economic exchange. The actual
expression ‘unequal exchange’ in English may have originated among Ricardian socialists.
One of them, John Francis Bray (1839; cf. Carr 1940), was quoted by Marx (1929) when
arguing against Proudhon. In his and Engels’s German the corresponding expression
translated ‘non-equivalent’ exchange, in which form it entered Russian in the 1920s through
the work of Preobrazhensky (1965), and re-entered English. This is a more unambiguous term
in Marxist literature, meaning a net transfer of, in this case, embodied labour hours or ‘value’,
and is usually a simple analytical result of different capital intensities between branches of
production. Unequal exchange was reintroduced in modern economic debate via the French,
‘échange inégal’, and gained its present popularity only following the publication of
Emmanuel (1962, 1969a, 1972a), where it was explicitly presented in contrast to the idea of a
mere non-equivalence.

The ensuing heated debates and misunderstandings have meant that the term has become
common property, while at the same time loosing its more specific content. Thus, the earliest
responses by Bettelheim (1962, 1969a) began by trying to reintegrate it as a subcategory of
‘non-equivalent exchange’ in the above sense, or unequal exchange in the ‘broad’ sense as he
had it. In this sense of a net-transfer of labour values it has gained wide currency in Marxist
literature over the years. Sometimes similarly and sometimes differently, Amin (1970, 1973,
1974, 1976) used it both to mean an exchange when wage-differentials were greater than
productivity differentials, and in the sense of ‘double factoral terms of trade’ differing from
unity. Magnusson (1978) distinguished mercantilist economic thought (roughly 16" through
18™ centuries) from later thought by saying that it took exchange to be unequal. Boss (1990),
on the other hand, found ‘non-equivalent exchange’ to originate with their physiocratic and
classical critics. Love (1980) found the origin of ‘the’ theory of unequal exchange in the
writings of the Argentinean economist Prebisch, who never used the term, in a general sense
relating to the terms of trade between a centre and a periphery. Bunker (1985) invoked the
term with reference to an exchange of unequal embodied ‘energy values’, a sense found in the
work of Odum. It also figures in many often more emotive senses of ‘unfair’ or monopolistic
trade, exploitation or protectionism in general, or in the political speeches of Fidel Castro
Castro (quoted in Bernal 1980: 167, & Koont 1987: 15). Indeed, on a rather preliminary level,
much of the effort behind this work has simply gone into taking stock of material at all
speaking about ‘unequal exchange’. As may already have become evident, or soon will, there
can be no claim to completeness.

Catalogues and databases available via the Lund University Library (e.g., COPAC, Digital
Dissertations, Econlit, Karlsruhe Virtual Catalogue, JSTOR, Libris, Sudoc), have been used
proficiently to try to take stock and identify relevant works. Searches on Google have been
conducted on several occasions (‘hits’ in rounded figures 2006-02-28), e.g., for the exact
expressions ‘unequal exchange’ (72,000), ‘non-equivalent exchange’ (160), ‘intercambio
desigual’ (51,000), ‘échange inégal’ (30,000), ‘scambio ineguale’ (14,000), ‘ungleicher
Tausch’ (500), ‘ulige bytte’ (200), ‘ongelijke ruil’ (200), ‘ojimnt utbyte’ (140). While
thousands of these have been ransacked, I have tried keeping to published materials. Even
with systematic study and no direct language barriers, there are other restrictions to such an



approach. Geographically following it through would require compensation for the inherent
Anglo-Saxon bias in most such search engines. The most notable shortcoming is perhaps the
relative neglect implied of thinking in the technologically and economically less developed
regions of the world, although the bias may be less for the internet than that of conventional
publications or databases. Debate may of course be as intense or more in less developed
countries, where not as many publications or internet sites exist. On the other hand, technical
and economic advantage tends to coincide with economic opportunities to busy oneself with
elaborate theorising. It is nevertheless instructive that the sites in Spanish outnumber those in
French, and that, apart from English, Germanic languages are so much less prominent than
Romanic. Taken as an index of current debates, it implies with respect to the coverage
attempted by myself, that there is more to be done or found on Spanish (including Latin
American) and Italian debates. Chronologically, however, the recent flood of publications,
particularly on the internet, is not proportional to the historical or theoretical importance of
these contributions. As was said initially, one of the points of this thesis is to give some
historical perspective to current debates, both in terms of their theoretical and historical
importance.

There are nevertheless some common features in this area, which one may wish to classify
into three or four different branches of thought on unequal exchange: mercantilist, classical-
Marxist, and ecological, in addition perhaps to a general centre—periphery framework. One of
these features is that more or less all of the theories mentioned are outside mainstream
economics. For in the classical world of economics, there cannot really be losers in trade,
every free exchange being basically equal, conveying mutual benefits that in its most radical
form cannot even be disproportionately allocated. From this perspective, mercantilism could
be seen as the ugly duckling or Cinderella of political economy and Marxism its black sheep,
ecological economics too untried, perhaps, and the centre-periphery perspective too
peripheral. The chosen field for this thesis, then, is with ideas or theories of international
exchange outside the latter-century mainstream according to which every free exchange is
necessarily advantageous to both the exchanging parties. Outside the textbooks of political
economy, however, there lies a world in which equal exchange is the exception. Speaking,
with minor exceptions, of international exchange narrows the field considerably to an
Occidental tradition, whose historical origin is sometimes identified with ‘mercantilism’. This
does not imply that the idea is absent from other or earlier traditions, although it may take
rather different forms (cf. Bolton 2002, Boorstin 1986, Collard 2001, Collard & Héritier 2000,
Donlan 1989, Godelier 1968, 1999, Lévi-Strauss 1963, 1969, Mauss 2002, Rodriguez &
Pastor 2000). Having pointed to these other traditions here may habituate the mind to the idea
of unequal exchange in possibly similar oral or non-monetary systems also within the
Occidental tradition.

If writers and moral philosophers demonstrate a need and tend to underline the importance
of maintaining equality in exchange, it suggests that it was not taken for granted in common
parlance. In the legal terminology of the Shari’ah, ‘riba’ has been defined as “an increment,
which, in an exchange or sale of a commodity, accumulates to the owner or lender without
giving in return an equivalent counter-value or recompense ('Iwad) to the other party.”
(Sarakhsi 1906-07, VIIL: 109). Arabic debate on riba al-fadl and riba al-buyu has nevertheless
been removed from the list of themes covered in the present work, even in its possible modern
form. It was largely from the Muslim world that the West inherited Greek learning, science
and moral philosophy, and the emphasis on equality can be found as well in Scholastic
economics. A point which could have been more elaborated, however, is that the mercantilist
conception of trade as basically unequal can largely be understood as an oral tradition, whose
ubiquitous acceptance corresponds to a closer attention to the ‘facts of life’ than do
subsequent traditions, but by contrast falls short when it comes to abstract exposition of its



ideas in more formal models. When ‘fenced’ by print, the oral tradition appears in its different
national varieties in increasingly elaborate modelling. With time, the formal elegance and
purity of those models become perceived as more important than their usefulness and realism.
Orality succumbs to literacy or print. In the meantime, however, some extraordinary texts
have been produced, which profit from elements of both tendencies, notably Adam Smith’s
Wealth of Nations. Indeed, the idea of unequal exchange did not wholly disappear from
normal science until after the ‘Jevonian’ or marginalist revolution of the 1870s. This period is
characterised by numerous discontinuities, not least the one referring to extended
communications and transports, which simultaneously change the character of previous
tendencies, the whole world in a sense imploding on the mind, and forcing upon it a
Nietzschean ‘reappraisal of all values’. As has been noted of Roman Law, however, the
indestructibility of matter is nothing compared to the indestructibility of mind, and many of
the newer ideas about unequal exchange often seem to be a rehashing of old ones. But perhaps
the opportunity has also opened to overcome the previous choice between realism and
generality of presentation.

The vagueness in the term ‘unequal exchange’ has a counterpart in the understanding of
‘mercantilism’, a conception which resists being obediently contained in the conventional
time period assigned to it, and has a tendency to reappear again and again in various forms of
‘neo-mercantilism’. It seems ultimately to be of greater historical importance than Marxism,
and immensely more so than ecology, having in many respects formulated the main ideas to
be reiterated in them. The mercantilist section would soon grow out of proportion to the rest if
treated with equal reverence, even if restricted to British writers, and I decided to amputate it
and put most of the work already undertaken in mothballs. The exception is the late
mercantilist Richard Cantillon, whose economic ‘land theory of value’ can be seen as
including a corresponding theory of unequal exchange of land, which predates ecological
versions by two centuries.

Apart from the basic conceptions of trade inequality among mercantilists, ideas of non-
equivalent or unequal exchange can be found both among the French physiocratic economists
of the 18" century (e.g., Quesnay), and the British classical economists (e.g., Smith).
Although Ricardo himself figures as necessary background, and regretful though this may be,
the present work has not allowed full study of Ricardian socialists, taking up only the work of
Gerald Fitzhugh, which, excepting political stance, has many similarities with later
dependency analysis, allows comparisons with other writers in the periphery of the British
Empire, and finally also demonstrated many ecological concerns.

Instead of the Ricardian socialist strand or even Marx himself, I have focussed on later
Marxian traditions as the more important for modern debates. Here, as does Marxism itself,
we eventually transgress the strictly Occidental tradition. That contemporary debates
originated in a Marxist framework is beyond doubt, originally an outgrowth of the classical
economic ‘labour theory of value’, or more specifically, as Boss (1990) has argued, are an
aspect of ‘theories of surplus and transfer’. Inherent differences between ‘unequal’ and what I
will attempt to call ‘non-equivalent’ exchange, immediately suggested isolating the
interpretation of Emmanuel’s ‘unequal exchange’ from much of the rest of Marxist ‘non-
equivalent exchange’. Whatever the merit of this argument, in the end it has become
necessary for reasons of presentation.

The inclusion of certain transatlantic perspectives on the centre—periphery relation initially
suggested itself by the centrality of both the British Empire and British political economy.
Perhaps not always fitting the concept of ‘unequal exchange’, many have nevertheless been so
fitted by posterity in one way or another. In addition to Fitzhugh, the category brings together
writers with a geographical spread from Innis in Canada to Prebisch in Argentina, and could
have included much North and Latin American ‘dependency’ writing. Both Innis’s ‘staple



thesis’ and Prebisch’s contribution to the terms of trade debate have been evoked as unequal
exchange theories in ecological discussions of the dependency ilk. The West Indian Lewis is
important as a theorist and historian in the context of unequal exchange, and makes a valuable
addition also because of the neglect ecologists have so far shown him. (The reason, I suspect,
is that he does not fit in with standard preconceptions.) These writers allow comparisons
relevant for the link often seen between producing raw materials and suffering from an
unequal exchange or bargaining position, and also to the discussion of ecological unequal
exchange.

Some such comparisons were made notably by Emmanuel himself, who remains a central
character in any history of theories of unequal exchange and the central character in my own.
Since his intellectual contributions have never been afforded full appreciation or study in the
often heated reaction to and rejection of his work — and certainly have met with little or no
understanding among ecological economists — I have taken this job upon me. My treatment of
the debates themselves has unfortunately suffered from this choice, but future studies will
hopefully find it easier to treat it dispassionately if the different theoretical (and ideological)
stances have first been clearly spelt out. I do include many of the other central and not very
central participants in this the central and thickest part of this work. I would argue that lack of
recognition of Emmanuel’s theoretical originality has made previous estimations biased
against him, including those by my illustrious predecessors in the ‘Earlier studies’ section,
and it may be that I have therefore adopted a certain counter-bias which will eventually have
to be adjusted. As it stands, reading the debate from a more Emmanuelian perspective perhaps
has the merit of illustrating that theoretical novelty tends to be accepted, or at all seen, only as
long as it corresponds with the pre-established scheme of whatever school the interpreter
happens to adhere. In any case, an interpretation of Emmanuel would still have to place his
ideas on unequal exchange in the general perspective of his thought as a whole. To the best of
my knowledge, this has never been attempted until now. One of the central novelties of
Emmanuel’s perspective has direct bearing on the interpretation of mercantilism, and I will
also point out where he formulated unequal exchange in ecological terms.

Turning to more strictly ecological theories of unequal or non-equivalent exchange, there
cannot as yet be said to exist a historiographical canon, and whom to include and where to lay
emphasis is a matter which will have to work itself out with time. Human ecologists may be
disappointed at their late introduction, or with how it has been executed, but one ambition of
this thesis has been to put contemporary debates in perspective rather than vainly attempt full
coverage. In fact, most ecological ‘theories’ of unequal exchange have been concerned with
environmental accounting rather than theoretical or historical explanation, and more can be
said of them in the former capacity than in the latter. Starting in the postwar ‘Age of Ecology’
with Odum, Borgstrdom and the lineage of ecological footprints, my own study ends with
ecological dependency theory and lays no claim to completeness. More could have been said
on ‘social metabolist’ theories appearing here and there, but their history has already been
well studied (see below), and they have so far been concerned mostly with domestic relations,
not international trade.

All in all, the field covered in this thesis is incomplete as a study of theories and conceptions
of unequal exchange. I have instead attempted to focus on aspects with more direct relevance
for human ecology. As it concerns ‘exchange’, the full history of unequal exchange has,
however, been an affair largely of political economy, preferably in its Marxian version.
‘Passing beyond’ political economy, which is or perhaps ought to be on the agenda of certain
human ecologists, cannot be achieved by passing it by, and this also goes for the branch of
theories relating to unequal exchange.



In the above attempt to delimit the coverage of the present thesis I have not been concerned so
much with what theories of unequal exchange should be about, as with how people tend to see
it. Used as a technical term, however, one aim of the book is to promote the idea of unequal
exchange as a theme distinct from those guiding several long-standing schools of
interpretation.

An overwhelming share of the literature using the term is Marxist, so it may be particularly
important to clarify things with respect to that family of interpretations. First of all, theories of
unequal exchange, as seen in this work, are separate from theories purporting to explain
imperialism, either in a general sense or in its late 19th—century avatar. Unequal exchange may
or may not be relevant as an element in such interpretations, but this is another question.
Much more specifically, and though it has proved difficult in practice, I wish to promote the
distinction between unequal and non-equivalent exchange. The latter term is commonly
specific to Marxism, and should in my view be preferred when dealing specifically with (net)
transfers of ‘labour values’. By analogy, most of what is today referred to as ecological
‘unequal’ exchange could preferably be termed ecologically ‘non-equivalent’ exchange, when
dealing specifically with the (net) transfer of ‘ecological values’. I have little hope of this
change in terminology breaking through in the near future, however, and have not attempted
to uphold it throughout the text. By contrast, unequal exchange would ideally not require
either a labour theory or an ecological theory of ‘value’, but would refer directly to a relation
between prices and the underlying sphere of social and distributional conflicts (without
necessarily passing via ‘values’ of any kind). The discussions about Sraffa’s alternative to
Marxism which appear in Part IV are aimed at clarifying this, for many, apparently difficult
point, though (hopefully) without getting too much entangled in the problems arising from the
contrary view. Unfortunately, and complicating the picture, many Marxist applications of the
Sraffian approach continue the search for some allegedly ‘objective’ standard of value and
equality. This has relevance also for the ecological approach, since by conceiving it in
contrast to that of the labour theory of value, ecologists have often fallen into a similar
naturalistic conception of value. If so, they have thereby missed the much greater
opportunities offered by theories used as tools to understand the relation between prices and
conflicting social interests.

Marxist theory has not always been used to make sterile measurements of net value transfers
or of aberrations of certain tools of interpretation from other tools of interpretation, i.e., of
‘prices of production’ from ‘values’. In dealing with some of the more prominent early
exemplars (Bauer, Grossmann, Preobrazhensky) I have attempted to show ways in which
Marxist theories of exchange have been used precisely with an eye to conflicting interests in
the social and historical sphere: national hatred and wage-levels in Bauer; for Grossmann in
maintaining the rate of profit and thereby evading the decline of capitalism through trade with
low-productivity peripheral areas; and promoting industrial development through price
policies devised to expropriate the rural sector in Preobrazhensky. While post-war Marxist
versions in the socialist bloc may be more sterile from this point of view in serving to provide
ideological legitimacy between socialist states or against the capitalist system, they also had a
concrete role in practical price policy contrasting them with Western Marxism.

Contemporary postwar discussions in the West on the terms of trade between developed and
underdeveloped countries — e.g., Singer, Prebisch, and Lewis, to all of whom we shall return —
eventually shifted focus from the type of goods exchanged to the types of countries involved
in the exchange, i.e., from manufactures vs. raw materials to social relations. This led up to
the first explicit modern formulation of a theory of unequal exchange by Emmanuel, and must
be said to constitute the concept’s principal and most imminent line of descent. It is one
without which the modern history of the concept becomes incomprehensible, and without
which it looses its denotation, whatever its various connotations may be.



However, by referring to the relation between prices and the underlying sphere of conflict
over societal output, or what in economic language would be called the ‘factors of
production’, unequal exchange also becomes distinct from the very wide-spread concern over
monopolies. Thus, the usefulness of ‘unequal exchange’ as a concept will better be seen if it is
not mixed up with the more commonplace idea of monopolistic market distortions. This refers
to much of the ‘unfair’ trade and lessened efficiency against which common people, liberals
and Marxists have been ravaging at least since the late 16" century, via Adam Smith, the
‘monopoly capitalist’ interpretation informing Leninism and dependency, up to and including
many recent attacks on globalisation.

This may explain some of this thesis’s otherwise perhaps questionable inclusion of
theories, omissions, and lesser treated luminaries. Some explicit theories of unequal exchange,
which cannot be evaded, have nevertheless been founded on the idea of monopolistic
distortions along with protective barriers. Although often seen as constituting one and the
same thing, the so called dependency tradition has an at best ambiguous, and at worst hostile,
relation to theories of unequal exchange. It sprang from a tradition which denied both the
importance of the terms of trade and the possibility of transfers of value through trade. Thus,
the transfer of ‘surplus’ initially spoken of in this tradition commonly referred to purely
financial transactions, preferably within multinational corporations. The question cannot be
fully dealt with in this work, but the reaction to the original formulation of unequal exchange
by Emmanuel, which challenged the idea of a material basis of common interests among all
the working peoples of the world, suggests that everything had to be done to reintegrate the
term ‘unequal exchange’ with one in which it was ‘monopolies’ which orchestrated and
ultimately benefited from the whole thing. This defensive character of the dependency
movement, along with the generally rather vague and inconsistent formulations of unequal
exchange which it has produced suggests, at least to the present author, the idea of drawing a
more or less clear line of demarcation between a tradition of unequal exchange proper and of
dependency. As the expression ‘unequal exchange’ is used in common parlance today,
however, this dividing line would be more or less absent, but, as was said, it is one that I wish
to promote, and that I hold would also promote the usefulness of the concept.

As for what I have chosen to refer to in this work as ‘ecological dependency’, there is still
nothing sufficiently explicit with respect to relative prices to decide whether it may also
qualify as ecological unequal exchange. The same point as the one above over distributional
conflicts as against ‘embodied values’ in an ecological context is, however, a point in
Martinez-Alier’s work, with which we shall end our presentation.

Earlier Studies

The historiography of theories and theorists of unequal exchange can be said to have started
with the work of Emmanuel. His hotly contested 1969 book of that title set out to relate his
theory to its predecessors, and thus contained a short review of other contributions “on the
fringe of unequal exchange”, which included Prebisch, Singer, and Lewis. The book also
contained a review of Marxist theories of non-equivalent exchange in the sense of a transfer
of values due to exchange under conditions of different ‘organic composition’ — the Marxist
expression for the economists’ ‘capital intensity’, and so termed rather confusingly since a
higher proportion of ‘living labour’ (worker effort) to ‘dead labour’ (incorporated capital
inputs) means a lower organic composition. This tradition, which included Bauer, was traced
back even to the 18th—century economist Quesnay. Wiles’s (1969) book on communist
international economics began with a review of the tradition of non-equivalent exchange in
socialist economies. More important, however, was Andersson’s (1972a) licentiate
dissertation, which took off more systematically where Emmanuel had left it, including



systematic treatments of Bauer, Grossmann, Preobrazhensky, Bettelheim, and Emmanuel
himself, as well as of Prebisch, Lewis and others. Like Emmanuel, Andersson was himself
engaged in constructing a theory of unequal exchange, and it is interesting to note that both of
them pointed out that Paul Sweezy, Paul Baran, and Andre Gunder Frank (i.e., scholars whose
ideas evolved into the main Western ‘monopoly capitalist’ and dependency tradition) had
been opposed both to the idea of value transfers via exchange and to the importance of the
terms of trade. If this is a brothers’ broil, the initial conflict has become very much blurred in
subsequent and general presentations and understanding, which tend to see unequal exchange
as part of the dependency tradition. While admitting the historical importance of Baran’s
work for the general change of view on the relation between capitalism and
underdevelopment within Western Marxism, tracing the history of unequal exchange to the
terms of trade debate and the Marxist transfer of value through exchange has meant reviving
this initial distinction. Andersson’s (1976) doctoral thesis included an overview of thitherto
unknown Soviet debates on non-equivalent exchange along with many other useful
references, among others to the late mercantilist Sir James Steuart and to relevant passages in
Adam Smith. Literature from the eastern bloc covering both the terms of trade and post-war
Marxist debates include the Szentes. Ma (1986) and Woo & Tsang (1988) are my principal
sources for Chinese debates. Japanese debates were observed already by Andersson (1976),
based on Matsui (1970). Thanks to Hoston (1986), much more has become known to
Westerners about the important early contributions by Japanese to Marxist theories of
economic development from the 1920s and 1930s, but the literature on its unequal exchange
aspects are so far scant and difficult to assess (Morris-Suzuki 1989).

Writings on the post-Emmanuelian debate are hard to distinguish from the debate itself.
Several doctoral dissertations have been written on the subject of unequal exchange (e.g.,
Delarue 1973, Andersson 1976, Gibson 1977, Daffe 1986, Moraes 1986, Koont 1987,
Barrientos 1988, Darmangeat 1991), but they have all been concerned rather with advancing
some particular theory or criticism of their own, and none has focused on giving an historical
account of such theories and criticisms, although parts can be found in each. Barrientos (1988,
1991) makes some kind of historical case that Emmanuel was a Smithian ‘adding-up value’
mercantilist, but manages this feat only by disregarding the Sraffian arguments and
presentations that he himself preferred. Along with Andersson’s above (1972a, 1976), the
formal presentation and critique of Emmanuel’s and many of his successors’ theories found in
articles by Evans (1978, 1979, 1980, 1981a, 1981b, 1984, 1989) are among the more valuable.
Another stocktaking of unequal exchange theorists of comparable importance to Andersson’s,
especially for the post-Emmanuelian debate, is Raffer (1987), who was, however, similarly
concerned with constructing a theory of his own. The present thesis could be seen as an
extension of this tradition of interpretation, and must therefore be said to have significantly
followed an ‘internalist’ path into the subject, where writers have been personally engaged in
the progressive development of theory.

In addition, many general and particular studies of factions of the theories or periods
touched upon here have been useful. Howard & King’s (1989, 1992) history of Marxist
economics has been of great value, particularly for the earlier periods, whereas the chapter on
unequal exchange, in my opinion, is rather weak, covering only Emmanuel and Andersson
and misrepresenting the former. In this respect, the treatment of Emmanuel and Amin in
Brewer’s (1990, for Amin esp. the 1978 ed.) history of Marxist theories of imperialism is
better. Pouch (2001) is an unusual and much needed study of French Marxism in that it treats
economics (but unfortunately brief on the unequal exchange debate). An older study with
insightful comments in this context is Lichtheim (1966), while Judt (1986) often makes well-
found remarks to the same effect. Edwards’s (1985) study of international economics
originated in an attempt to make Emmanuel’s theory of unequal exchange comprehensible to
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undergraduates. He identified three schools of economic thought, the ‘Marxist’, ‘cost of
production’ (i.e., Sraffian), and ‘neoclassical’, where Emmanuel is classified among the
Sraffians rather than the Marxists — a useful perspective adopted already by Evans — but the
point is blurred by similarly including Ricardo, Mill, Marshall, Keynes, Veblen, Galbraith,
Myrdal, Hirschman, Kaldor, Schumpeter, Willy Brandt and many others (cf. Bowles 1986).

The terms of trade debate has produced a wealth of comment, overviews, and
reinterpretations of the data, in an area dominated by a highly internalist perspective. Of
studies with an historical ambition, Love’s (e.g., 1980) studies of Prebisch have been most
useful, along with FitzGerald (1994), Toye & Toye (2003). Inspired by Amin (1974), Love
calls Prebisch the originator of the debate on unequal exchange but, as will be argued, the
sense in which this could be true is questionable. This is partly because of Love’s slighting
over Singer, who made the substantial contribution with respect to the terms-of-trade debate,
and partly because the only other sense in which ‘the’ debate on unequal exchange originated
would have to be with Emmanuel (1962, 1969a). I have tried to incorporate findings from
Tignor’s (2006) biography of Lewis, although it appeared when my own text was basically
completed, but I had already profited from his earlier article (Tignor 2004). The views of the
‘pioneers’ of development economics themselves, collected in Meier & Seers 1984, have of
course also been consulted. A good general overview of post-war paradigms within
development economics, with suggestions on the cold-war context in which they appeared, is
Hunt (1989; see also Arndt 1978, 1987, Oman & Wignaraja 1991). In addition to Love (e.g.,
1980, 1990, 1994, 2005), a well-informed and sympathising study of Latin American
structuralism and dependency is Kay (1989). A hostile one on the dependency movement is
Packenham (1992). Fitzhugh was discovered in the context of unequal exchange by Persky
(1992).

My treatment of Innis largely builds on work undertaken during the years 1994-97 for my
M.A. in the history of ideas and learning at Lund University (Brolin 1997), but has been
refashioned in the context of unequal exchange. Among the most insightful interpreters are
still some of his contemporaries, e.g., Easterbrook (1953), while McLuhan (1964a, 1972) is
perhaps still the most stimulating. Berger (1986) gives the best brief overall view, and
Patterson (1990) makes useful efforts to unify the all too common ‘schizophrenic’ separation
into early and late Innises, by linking him to Canadian traditions in historiography. Most have
neglected the importance of economic theory and historical economics, and unfortunately
Neill’s (1972) focus does not seem on target. Baragar (1996) is a useful reminder with respect
to Veblen. Bunker (1989) is the origin for including him in the canon of ecological unequal
exchange. The most important recent work is certainly Watson’s (2006) sensitive study,
building on his 1983 dissertation.

General book-length studies and collections of mercantilist and pre-Adamite economics
have been used extensively (e.g., Furniss 1920, Suviranta 1923, Heckscher 1931, 1994,
Keynes 1973 [orig.1936], Viner 1937, Johnson 1937, Supple 1959, Wilson 1969, Coleman
1969a, Appleby 1978, Hutchison 1988, Magnusson 1993, 1999, Finkelstein 2000), along with
great numbers of articles for more specific topics and periods (for Cantillon, e.g., Higgs 1931,
Brewer 1988b). It is often refreshing to look into Schumpeter (1954), and I have great
sympathy for his postulate that when it comes to mercantilism one had better to forget all one
has ever read and turn directly to original sources.' Although it may not particularly show in

! Given that questions pertaining to the debates on mercantilism constitute as large a part of the scientific debates
on mercantilism as do actual studies of the ‘mercantilist’ writers themselves, I can perhaps be excused for not
attempting a more formal review of the subject at this point. I very much regret that, as it stands, the present
study is no exception to this self-referential tendency in mercantilist studies. This also lessens the force of my
own principal argument at this point, that separating the periods before and after the breakthrough of classical
liberal political economy constitutes a liberal bias, which overemphasises the historical importance of economic
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the current presentation, original sources (or rather reprints) of British mercantilists have been
extensively perused during this work (good collections are found in McCulloch 1856; Tawney
& Power 1924; Thirsk & Cooper 1972; Magnusson 1995, which must be complemented with
works of individual authors, such as the 161 century Commonwealthmen, Malynes, Petty,
Cantillon, Hume, or Steuart). The continuance or revival of these traditions in British
(neo)mercantilism of the 19 century has been studied by Semmel (1960; 1970) and Koot
(1987; 1993).

No comprehensive single treatment of the history of ecologist economics and the social
context of environmental movements is known to me. Important parts of it can be found, e.g.,
in Anker 2001, Bramwell 1989, Cleveland 1987, Grove 1996, Golley 1993, Fischer-Kowalski
1998, Fischer-Kowalski & Hiittler 1999, Foster 2000, Hagen 1992, Haberl 2001a-b, Linnér
2003, Martinez-Alier 1987, 2002, Martinez-Alier & O’Connor 1999, Sandbach 1978, P. J.
Taylor 1997, and Worster 1977. There is more to be done on integrating these ecological
theories and movements in their general historical setting than has been done, but this would
be the theme for another book. Taylor’s (1997) study pointing out links between H. T. Odum
and the Technocracy movement of the 1930s has been highly relevant (Rotaby 2005 puts
greater emphasis on his father’s ‘holism’). Linnér’s (2003) study of Borgstrom and neo-
Malthusianism has also been very serviceable, particularly for its linking theoretical issues to
the general historical and political context. There is much less on ecological theories of
unequal exchange, of course, although useful indications can be found in the works cited
above (and probably more so than I have done), and the present work is only a highly
preliminary attempt to construct such a history. I know of no previous studies on Bunker or
Martinez-Alier, and have not myself attempted full coverage. The °‘social metabolist’
perspective will only be touched upon in passing. Although from a strictly internalist and
‘monumental’ perspective, its intellectual history has already been traced in Fischer-
Kowalski’s well-documented survey (1998; cf. 2003), and in her and Hiittler’s (1999) review
of the state of the art, complemented by Martinez-Alier (1987), Rosa et al. (1988) and Foster
(2000) — from Justus von Liebig and Marx, via Bukharin and the ‘industrial metabolism’ of
Robert Ayres, to the material and energy flow analyses undertaken by contemporary Viennese
scholars. A good overview of the recent and scarcer contributions to studies of biophysical
exchange between North and South is Giljum & Eisenmenger (2004).

Methodological problems in relating internalist and
externalist approaches

“Doubtless”, Skinner (1988: 234) has observed, “it is the universal fate of those with the
temerity to write about historical method to find their conclusions dismissed as obvious where
they are not dismissed as false.” Let me start with the obvious, and see if I can glide
sufficiently imperceptibly into falsehood. I have of course had recourse to standard historical
methods of confirming with original sources (or at least reprints) and not taking everything
read at face value (historical ‘source criticism’ as it was called in the early 20" century);
trying to understand the specific context in, and purpose for which a text was written, as well
as placing it in the larger context of the author’s other writings. As can be seen in the final
text, the focus on individual authors has also turned into something of an organising principle.

theory and with more relevance to the internal developments of French and British economics. What is
historically problematic is not the period in which politicians and theoretical writers were in accord on the
importance of a favourable balance of trade, but the period when this accord was lost and ‘mercantilism’ became
a problem. The mercantilist ‘paradox’ implies a fundamental fault with economic theory in its present form, if
theory is supposed to explain reality.
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Having usually concerned myself with obscure and misunderstood authors, I have developed
a preference for letting individuals have their own say, rather than repeat what others have
had to say about them or swiftly placing them in some category.

Even including checking off databases and search-engines, the most important ‘tool’ has
been to look up references and hints in already familiar sources (cf. ‘Earlier studies’),
following them up by renewed general searches. If we need a name for this it could be
referred to as the ‘snow-ball’ method. After a while, when it seems as if the snow-ball has
turned into an avalanche, certain patterns emerge and, as in Poe’s ‘descent into the
maelstrom’, one may re-emerge to the surface. With time and repeated descents, one may
come to learn the underlying ‘geography’, and the problem becomes how to relate it to others
who may have found themselves caught in the stream. It becomes a question of ‘translation’
so to speak. Describing this ‘hermeneutical spiral’ is of course a tricky business, as may be
guessed by my avalanche melting into a maelstrom, and since it risks leading into another
maelstrom, this is perhaps not the best place to do it.” One of the hermeneutical ‘rules’ is the
zick-zacking between the meaning of the whole and that of the parts. Another is that one
should seek the best interpretation in the sense of being the best Gestalr. If readers will
ultimately come to disagree with me on this best gestalt, it is nevertheless hoped that the
ability to discuss them will have been enhanced by such historical interpretations as those
suggested in this thesis. It is not to be presumed that there exists an ultimate ‘synthesis’, on
which all parties will come to agree (cf. Patocka 1979: 66ff., 162).

Trying to write on current theories from an historical perspective, one is forced to confront
certain inevitable problems, which are in fact not restricted to recent theory but general to
historical interpretation. This concerns a difficulty of drawing the line between interpretation
of and contribution to debates, or in more general terms between secondary and primary
sources, or between narratives and relics, and the inevitable risk of oneself becoming a mere
exemplar of the latter. If most commentary on, e.g., Emmanuel has been a contribution to the
reaction against his work, certain could also qualify as ‘secondary sources’ with respect to the
debate. As it happens, even these have been conceived from what in the historiography of
ideas may be termed an ‘internalist’ perspective, i.e., from the perspective internal to the
advancement of learning within the science itself, commonly by scholars who are themselves
active in the discipline, and often with an aim to establish a ‘monumental’ past to current
undertakings. The present study pays homage to this perspective in that it treats very disparate

2 T am told this is a difficult work to read. If it is any comfort, it has also been a difficult work to write. I take
full responsibility for its shortcomings, but the difficulties are partly inherent. Although a synthesising work,
contrary to the dialectical imagination of Fichte, Hegel, and Marx, the theses and antitheses have not been fully
absorbed in the synthesis. Instead, they retain a function as openings to past and different experiences, on which
paths the reader may or may not wish to follow the writer. I agree with Steiner (1998: 316) that the triadic form
of the hermeneutic movement “is dangerously incomplete™: “it is dangerous because it is incomplete, if it lacks
its forth stage, the piston-stroke, as it were, which completes the cycle. The a-prioristic movement of trust put us
off balance. We ‘lean towards’ the confronting text [...]. We encircle and invade cognitively. We come home
laden, thus again off-balance, having caused disequilibrium throughout the system by taking away from ‘the
other’ and by adding, though possibly with ambiguous consequence, to our own. The system is now off-tilt. The
hermeneutic act must compensate. If it is to be authentic, it must mediate into exchange and restored parity.” The
necessary ‘trust’ in the material before oneself corresponds to the Nietzschean historians ‘antiquarian’ mission,
the cognitive encirclement and invasion to his ‘critical’, and the home-coming’ to the ‘monumental’ . The re-
equilibrating restoration of exchange and parity, would then correspond to Nietzsche’s insight that ultimately it
must all somehow benefit ‘life’. The perfection implied in tripartite dialectic or syllogistic logic is similarly out
of tune with reality, rather than being one of its overtones (cf. McLuhan & McLuhan 1988). I like to think of
them as three-legged stools which for that reason cannot ‘wobble’ like the world. Although a synthesising work,
contrary to the dialectical imagination of Fichte, Hegel, and Marx, the theses and antitheses need not be fully
contained in the synthesis. Instead, they retain a function as openings to past and different experiences, and
requiring the fourth stage or leg in the ongoing balancing and counter-balancing according to the dominant
biases and disquieting trends of ones own society.
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theorists under the same heading of unequal exchange, and in that its author often has his own
opinions as to what constitutes ‘progress’ or not. So far, no study seems to have existed which
attempts to treat these theories and theorists from a general historical point of view,
sometimes called ‘externalist’ because it relates scientific changes rather to ‘extra-scientific’
events, and to place them in their general and specific historical context. The historiography
of ideas has traditionally sprung from the internalist and evolved towards the externalist, to an
extent which now seems to make even this terminology obsolete in that no serious study of
the history of ideas can be conceived in wholly internalist terms.” What is generally in
question, however, is not the defunct ‘Whig interpretation of history’ (Butterfield 1965),
which still dominates the way any specific scientific discipline or school is presented to its
newcomers, but in what sense a work can still be considered relevant in an ongoing search for
‘truth’. This relevance is not something once and for all established, but is, like Tao, ever
changing (cf. Postan 1971: Ch. 5, Matz 1970, 1984).

The Mertonian (Merton 1973) paradigm of sociology typically separated the institution of
science from other subsystems of society, studying, e.g., distinctive norms and reward
structures. In sociology, then, the ‘internalist-externalist’ divide has come to relate to studies
of the social relations within the confines of this subsystem, or the social relations with the
outside (patrons and public). However, the closer one looked within ‘science’, the more
‘society’ was found, and as Cozzens & Gieryn (1990: 1) comment: “it soon became evident
that the internalist-externalist dichotomy was bogus: science is society, inside and out.”

Another way to draw the same line, which is perhaps not as easily discarded, is evident in
the respective approach to the history of philosophy by philosophers and historians of ideas.
The former treats classical philosophers, such as Parmenides or Plato, as contemporary
colleagues on the quest for Truth. The latter try to relate the same philosophers to their own
contemporaries and society in the quest of understanding what they said meant at the time. 1
have sympathies for both of these approaches and am fairly convinced that the separation
between them, which may have been necessary at some point, is ultimately a hindrance to the
advancement of either tradition. An obsolete positivist tradition in philosophy struggles with
relativist demons and detractors, and the dispute will not be resolved without an expansion of
the notion of ‘truth’ as the correspondence between a statement and the thing itself (Kant
2004: AS58), to incorporating the good orientation of the ultimate concerns (Tillich 1978,
inspired by Heidegger 1963; cf. also res publica or the ‘commonweal’) of one’s predecessors
as well as oneself. Historiography, on the other hand and in Nietzsche’s (1998) terms, has
persistent tendency to fall back into antiquarianism, to the neglect of its monumental and
critical tasks, ultimately, still according to Nietzsche, to the benefit of ‘life’. There is no once
and for all ‘synthesis’ to resolve this dialectic, nor is there necessarily a progressive
hermeneutical ‘spiral’. Rather, there is a metaphorical relation between, on the one hand, say
Plato, his society and their ultimate concerns, and, on the other, the contemporary researcher,
our world and ultimate concerns. Such metaphorical comparisons with the classical world
have indeed been a defining characteristic of Western humanist and social science at least
since the ‘Renaissance’, serving as a tool for self reflection. Relational studies are not limited
to the classical world, of course, and similar self-reflection was promoted, e.g., in the
comparison with extra-European ‘savages’ (see, e.g., Fairchild 1961, Lévi-Strauss 1983,
Malm 2003: 83-95). The ultimate concerns of both the ‘philosophical’ and the ‘historical’
approaches to history tend to become biased by contemporary society, its ‘methods’ and
‘ultimate concerns’. This is perhaps where critical or even satirical (McLuhan 1972)
historiography has its role to play, but it requires first of all self-criticism and imagination.

* As Kuhn (1977) has remarked, however, the popularity of the externalist approach can also be ascribed to the
fact that the internal concerns of the science in question have tended to become too difficult for the average
historian or his readers to fathom.
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On one level, science can be seen as the ultimate refinement of ‘method’, and its proponents
certainly like to present it as such, with ever more refined induction and deduction, either
filling out ever greater blanks on the map of knowledge through verification, or advancing on
the never-ending Popperian quest of falsifying one’s most cherished foundations (Popper
1959). There is also some truth in one of his critics, Kuhn’s (1970) concept of a paradigm, the
normal scientific working out of which ultimately produces enough anomalies to create
revolutionary breakthroughs or reversals. Lakatos (1970) tried to resolve the problem with the
perceived relativism of Kuhn’s approach, while accepting Kuhn’s or Feyerabend’s (1978)
point that all theories have already been falsified, by speaking of competing research
programs each with their own hard-core and protective belt. While protective belts, and with
them research programs, can be refuted empirically, the same is not true of the hard-core
elements. The economist Takashi Negishi certainly cannot be charged with not having given
full emphasis to ‘normal science’, being a Japanese pioneer in the application of general
equilibrium theory to international trade. His approach to the study of past economic thought
is not to take the superiority of well-established theories for granted, however, but rather the
contrary one of searching for contradicting or complementary ideas, ‘anomalies’, in an
attempt at renewing or even revolutionising the standard paradigm or research program. “It is
difficult to see”, Negishi (1989: 4) writes, following Lakatos, “why an apparently defeated
research program cannot suddenly make a triumphal return with its hard core the same as
before but with a better articulated or different protective belt. But, to make a triumphal
return, there must be some scientists seeking to develop it while it is in a state of hibernation.”
Thus, through the work of some ‘individual talent’, as T. S. Eliot (1920) saw in a classic
essay, a seemingly defunct tradition can suddenly find itself re-enacted (Collingwood 1946)
or retrieved (Heidegger 1963; i.e., Wiederholung rather than Wiederholung, ‘repetition’; cf.
foreword in Swedish translation) in a new guise.

Different research programs are found both within Marxian and non-Marxian economics.
Negishi exemplifies for the Ilatter with the Keynesian revival of mercantilists,
underconsumptionists and Malthus, making obsolete the earlier qu