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‘primitive communism’, simple 
commodity reproduction and 
capitalist/non-capitalist relations 
 

• ancient Germans (the mark 
communities) 

• Inca of Latin America 
• India and Russia 
• the French versus Algerians 
• Opium Wars in China 
• mechanisation v. US farmers 
• debt in Egypt’s Osman empire 
• South Africa, Namibia, 

Zimbabwe, Zambia, Democratic 
Republic of the Congo: i.e., sites 
of British-German-Belgian 
imperialism 







new book from 
‘brics from below’ 

project, drawing on 
Brazilian (and SA) 
‘sub-imperialism’ 

theory and politics 
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  Manmohan Singh       Xi Jinping             Jacob Zuma    Dilma Rousseff       Vladimir Putin 

Durban, 2013: BRICS summit 



Britain, France, Belgium, 
Portugal, Germany, Italy, Spain 

‘Scramble for Africa’ Berlin, 1885: 





 extra-economic extraction 
in capitalist/non-capitalist relations 

Rosa Luxemburg 
  ‘     Accumulation of capital periodically 

bursts out in crises and spurs capital on to a 
continual extension of the market. Capital cannot 
accumulate without the aid of non-capitalist 
relations, nor … can it tolerate their continued 
existence side by side with itself.  

   Only the continuous and progressive 
disintegration of non-capitalist relations makes 
accumulation of capital possible. 

 



Non-capitalist relations provide a 
fertile soil for capitalism; more 
strictly: capital feeds on the ruins 
of such relations, and although 
this non-capitalist milieu is 
indispensable for accumulation, 
the latter proceeds at the cost of 
this medium nevertheless, by 
eating it up.  
   Historically, the accumulation 
of capital is a kind of metabolism 
between capitalist economy and 
those pre-capitalist methods of 
production without which it 
cannot go on and which, in this 
light, it corrodes and assimilates. 
(p.397) 



Marx emphasises perpetual ‘overproduction’, i.e. enlarged 
reproduction, since a strict policy of simple reproduction 
would periodically lead to reproductive losses. (p.63) 

 The course of reproduction shows continual deviations 
from the proportions of the diagram which become manifest  

(a) in the fluctuations of prices from day to day;  

(b) in the continual fluctuations of profits;  

(c) in the ceaseless flow of capital from one branch of 
production to another, and finally in the periodic and cyclical 
swings of reproduction between overproduction and crisis. 
(p.76) 

Luxemburg on how flows and crises of capital 
generate uneven development across sectors 



Source: Michael Roberts 

perpetual ‘overproduction’  

‘periodic and cyclical swings of reproduction 
between overproduction and crisis’ 



Capitalism is the first mode of 
economy which is unable to exist by 
itself, which needs other economic 
systems as a medium and soil… In its 
living history it is a contradiction in 
itself, and its movement of 
accumulation provides a solution to 
the conflict and aggravates it at the 
same time. (p.447) 

Luxemburg: the limits of crisis displacement 



Berlin, 1884-85 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Africa carved 

‘other economic 
systems as a  

medium and soil’ 



  
imperialism’s territorial 

sphere of influence  



Luxemburg interprets 
British capital revealed its real 
intentions only after two 
important events had taken 
place: the discovery of the 
Kimberley diamond fields in 
1869-70, and the discovery of the 
gold mines in the Transvaal in 
1882-5, which initiated a new 
epoch in the history of South 
Africa. Then Cecil Rhodes went 
into action. Public opinion in 
England rapidly swung over, and 
the greed for the treasures of 
South Africa urged the British 
government on to drastic 
measures.   

imperialism personified: Cecil Rhodes, 1880s-90s 



The modest peasant economy 
was forthwith pushed into the 
background – the mines, and 
thus the mining capital, coming 
to the fore. The policy of the 
British government veered 
round abruptly. Great Britain 
had recognised the Boer 
Republics by the Sand River 
Agreement and the Treaty of 
Bloemfontein in the fifties. Now 
her political might advanced 
upon the tiny republic from 
every side, occupying all 
neighbouring districts and 
cutting off all possibility of 
expansion.  



‘useful  Africa’   
Source: Le Monde Diplomatique, Feb 2011 

rising,  
1900-1910 

World 
Commodity  
Price Trends 



The opening up of global markets 
in both commodities and capital 
created openings for other states 
to insert themselves into the 
global economy, first as absorbers 
but then as producers of surplus 
capitals. They then became 
competitors on the world stage.  
 What might be called  

‘sub-imperialisms’ arose… each 
developing centre of capital 
accumulation sought out 
systematic spatio-temporal fixes 
for its own surplus capital by 
defining territorial spheres of 
influence… - David Harvey 



‘accumulation sought out 
systematic spatio-temporal 

fixes for its own surplus 
capital by defining territorial 

spheres of influence’ 

the Dalai Lama was 
repeatedly denied a 

visa to visit South 
Africa due to 

Chinese diplomatic 
pressure 



fast-rising commodity prices, 2002-2011 



African protests (and food prices) rising  rising food prices, 2002-2011 



oops! another historic 
turning point in the 

commodity price 
trend?: 2011 - present 



‘Great Deceleration’: BRICS’ slower GDP 



land-grabbed Africa by voracious 
India, China, South Africa (and Brazil) 

Source: Tomaso Ferrando 



SA capital 
expands  
up-continent 

some of these relations 
are purely sub-imperial, 

i.e. retail penetration 
which serves world’s 

biggest wholesale 
corporation 



Chinese Public Relations projects and capital investments 



announcements  of SA expectations 
before  2013 Durban BRICS summit 

• SA deputy foreign minister Marius 
Fransman:  “Our presence in BRICS 
would necessitate us to push for 
Africa’s integration into world 
trade.”  

• Development Bank of Southern 
Africa’s Michelle Ruiters:  “Our 
main focus is... financing large 
infrastructure cross-border projects, 
specifically because we find that 
most of the blockages that exist 
around infrastructure delivery are 
those on the cross-border list.”  



1. South Africa         599 

2. Botswana        92 

3. Zambia            75 

4. Ghana                      43 

5. Namibia           32 

6. Angola             32 

7. Mali                  29 

8. Guinea           21 

9. Mauritania  20 

 Tanzania  20 

 Zimbabwe  20 

Africa’s 
mining 

production 
2008 

Africa’s oil and 
gas production 
and transport 
infrastructure 

2011 

Country 
Reserves 

(mn barrels) 

Nigeria 37 200 

Angola 10 470 

Ghana 5 000 

Gabon 3 700 

Congo 

(Republic) 
1 940 

Equatorial 

Guinea 
1 705 

Chad 1 500 

Uganda 1 000 



Sub-Saharan Africa’s 
oil/gas production 

and transport 
infrastructure: both 
current and planned 

 



 
‘Programme for 
Infrastructure 

Development in 
Africa’ (PIDA): 

$93 billion/year 
 

(Nepad was 
$64 bn/year 
and failed) 

 

PIDA priority pipelines, dams, cables: mines and smelting 



 
‘Programme for 
Infrastructure 

Development in 
Africa’ (PIDA): 

$93 billion/year 
 

(Nepad was 
$64 bn/year 
and failed) 

 

 

PIDA’s neo-colonial transport: from mines and plantations to ports 



Sasol 
gas-to-oil 

South Africa’s 
oil, gas and 

coal reserves 
and contestations 

Karoo fracking 

Limpopo,  
Mpumalanga 

& KZN coal 

offshore 
KwaZulu-
Natal oil 

Durban oil 
refining 

Cape Town 
oil refining 



• maintenance of a liberal regime 
that permits the free flow of 
labor and capital to and from 
the southern Africa region, and 

• maintenance of a superior 
security capability able to 
project into south-central 
Africa.  

  
http://search.wikileaks.org/gifiles/?viewemailid=951571  

Stratfor (known as private-sector CIA) 

South Africa's history is driven by the 
interplay of competition and 
cohabitation between domestic and 
foreign interests exploiting the 
country’s mineral resources. Despite 
being led by a democratically-elected 

government, the core 
imperatives of SA remain 









(denied by African National Congress) 
 

Didier Pereira, a special adviser to 
ousted Central African Republic 
President Francois Bozize, partnered 
with ‘ANC hard man’ Joshua Nxumalo 

and the ANC’s funding arm, Chancellor 
House, to secure a diamond export 
monopoly in the CAR. 
 Pereira is currently partnered to 
the ANC security supremo and 
fundraiser, Paul Langa, and former 
spy chief Billy Masetlha.  



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Zimbabwean beneficiaries: Gideon Gono, Grace 
Mugabe, Joyce Mujuru, Mines and Mining Development 

Minister Amos Midzi, General Constantine Chiwenga 
and wife Jocelyn, Central Intelligence Organisation 

Director Happyton Bonyongwe, Manicaland Governor 
Chris Mushowe, and several white Zimbabweans, 

including Ken Sharpe, Greg Scott, and Hendrik O’Neill  
(source: US State Department cable, ‘Regime elites looting deadly diamond field’ 

https://www.wikileaks.org/plusd/cables/08HARARE1016_a.html) 





in Marange, mining continues at low level - but there’s no 
trickle down to the masses… at the main eastern entrance to 
Chiadzwa near Hot Springs, absolutely nothing has changed 
except a new bank for the mining houses and employees  



  
versus imperialism? 



 or within? 



 BRICS Development Bank ($100 bn) 

 Contingent Reserve Arrangement ($100 bn) 

  
New York Times: 
‘BRICS can agitate for 
a seat at the table’ of 
the global economy, 
through ‘signing new 
financial cooperation 
agreements… [and] 
signaling discontent at 
their lack of influence 
over decision-making 
within the world’s 
existing financial 
institutions, and 
exploring steps to do 
something about it’ 
(April 2012) 

does this 
continent need 

cooking? 



global leaders amplify climate crisis 
Copenhagen Accord, COP 15, December 2009 

• Jacob Zuma (SA) 
• Lula da Silva (Brazil) 
• Barack Obama (USA) 
• Wen Jiabao (China) 

• Manmohan Singh (India) 



sites of climate vulnerability 

source: Strauss Center, Univ of Texas 

warning: 
Africa 
cooks 

unevenly
… and 
burns 

violently 



“Africa Rising”! (# of citations) 



“Africa Rising”: GDP percentage increases, 1981-2012 



“Africa Rising” 
reality check from World Bank 



what’s rising? multinational corporate profits 
as a percentage of firm equity 

  

 

Source: UN Conference on Trade and Development (2007), World Investment Report 2007, Geneva.  

extractive industries 





African protests Rising  

Agence France Press 



African protests Rising 



in 2014, a 
slight decline 

in African 
protests  

(but maybe due 
to bored 

AFP/Reuters 
journos) 



The more ruthlessly capital sets about the destruction of 
noncapitalist strata at home and in the outside world, the 
more it lowers the standard of living for the workers as a 
whole, the greater also is the change in the day-to-day 
history of capital. It becomes a string of political and social 
disasters and convulsions, and under these conditions, 
punctuated by periodical economic catastrophes or crises, 
accumulation can go on no longer. But even before this 
natural economic impasse of capital’s own creating is 
properly reached it becomes a necessity for the 
international working class to revolt against the rule of 
capital. (p.447) 

 

Luxemburg: the necessity of revolt 















halt violence against women 

panel on Chinese contradictions 

350.org meets Pan-African 
Climate Justice Alliance & 

SA anti-coal activists poli-econ seminar with Paez 

climate  
skype-in  
with Bill  
McKibben 



watchdogging of  
BRICS Development Bank  

panel on land-grabs, 
agriculture and water 









 

Capital increasingly employs militarism for implementing a 
foreign and colonial policy to get hold of the means of 
production and labour power of non-capitalist countries and 
societies. This same militarism works in a like manner in the 
capitalist countries to divert purchasing power away from the 
noncapitalist strata. The representatives of simple commodity 
production and the working class are affected alike in this way. 
At their expense, the accumulation of capital is raised to the 
highest power, by robbing the one of their productive forces 
and by depressing the other’s standard of living. Needless to 
say, after a certain stage the conditions for the accumulation of 
capital both at home and abroad turn into their very opposite 
— they become conditions for the decline of capitalism. (p.447) 

Luxemburg: the necessity of North-South solidarity 



The break-up of communal property was primarily intended to smash 
the social power of the Arab family associations and to quell their 
stubborn resistance against the French yoke, in the course of which 
there were innumerable risings so that, in spite of France's military 
superiority, the country was in a continual state of war… (p.360) 

 In 1825, the Congress of the Union under Monroe had decided to 
transplant the Red Indians from the East to the West of the 
Mississippi. The redskins put up a desperate resistance…  (p.383) 

 The ultimate purpose of the British government was clear: long in 
advance it was preparing for land robbery on a grand scale, using the 
native chieftains themselves as tools. But in the beginning it was 
content with the 'pacification' of the Negroes by extensive military 
actions. Up to 1879 were fought nine bloody Kaffir wars to break the 
resistance of the Bantus. (p.394) 

Luxemburg: the necessity of revolt against 
capitalist/non-capitalist super-exploitation 



 

At a certain stage of development there will be 
no other way out than the application of 
socialist principles. The aim of socialism is not 
accumulation but the satisfaction of toiling 
humanity’s wants by developing the 
productive forces of the entire globe. And so 
we find that socialism is by its very nature a 
harmonious and universal system of economy. 
(p.447) 

Luxemburg: the necessity of socialism 


