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SAMIR AMIN  October 2013 

A brief comment on Jafar’s critique 

I have read similar critiques, which did not convince me for the following reasons: 

1. If my proposals for a “general theory” of the “nation” as a historical eventual reality are rejected, 

the argument should develop as follows: 

 

a. You have to show how my concept of a historical family of tributary modes of production 

is useless. I submit that it is useful to consider this “family” for the following reasons: 

 

i. There is a common ground for the variety of such historical forms: the surplus is 

pumped through political/ideological processes, not through market relations.  

 

ii. It presents two sets of possibilities:  

1. One: extreme decentralisation of political power, such as in the European 

early feudalism (4
th
 to 12

th
  centuries in western/central Europe). 

 

2. Two: centralised political power over large areas, such as China 

In the second case only are we in the presence of a phenomenon that we can 

call “nation”, even if of course this “nation” is not similar to the one created 

later by centralisation of market dominated relations (of modern capitalism). 

b. Jafar rejects my thesis with respect to the Arab/Muslim reality (as it appeared in some 

periods of its history). But he replaces it with nothing. He simply repeats the arguments 

that Marx developed for Europe, assuming that it applies to others parts of the world. That 

is what I call reading Marx as a revelation. Instead, I start precisely from Marx, but don’t 

stop with him. 

 

c. Many of the developments of Jafar are out of the question. His insistence on the birth of 

Islam in Arabia and the first century of conquests repeats what I know and have said 

elsewhere. But that does not help us understand what happened later in the 

Arab/Iranian/Turkish relatively centralised power systems (the Abbassides and the 

Ottomans). 

 

d. My proposals are not a-historical at all!  I distinguish three successive historical families 

of modes of production related to the successive stages of development of productive 

forces: communitarian, tributary, capitalist. Jafar remains in the frame of 5 successive 

stages (communitarian, slavery, feudalism, capitalism) that Marx referred to with respect 

to the history of Europe. It is in that frame that I said that the concepts of modes of 

production become ahistorical. For instance, slavery existed in earlier times as well as in 

19
th
 century capitalism.  

e. I added to the conceptualisation of three successive historical families of modes of 

production some reflexions on the pattern of eventual “globalisation” through trade 
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between large regions constitutive of the “world”: China, India, the Middle East, Europe, 

Africa. Only the Middle East is related directly with each of the other four regions. It is a 

“plaque tournante” [turntable] and therefore interregional trade was of more significant 

importance for the Middle East. I have never said that the region had a “trade mode of 

production”!! I wrote of a tributary mode (and even used in Arabic the word “kharaj” to 

indicate that the surplus was pumped not through trade relations), but benefitting from a 

particularity: that is a greater importance of and, therefore, a greater effect of trade. And I 

related the ups and downs to the vagaries of this trade. 

Perhaps this is a “simplification”, but not an over-simplification which annihilates the argument. Jafar 

ignores the specific problematique of the processes of “globalisation”, and their patterns and effects on 

pre-modern, i.e. pre-capitalist, history. All those who reduce Marxism to an exegesis of Marx’s writings 

do likewise: not only the Stalinists, but also the Trotskysts. 


