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By KARL A WITTFOGEL

I

HE educated American of the middle nincteenth century

whe took an inventory of his knowledge of the world
found himself much more poorly informed on Asia than on
Europe. The reason for this is manifest. America's relations
with Asia were fragmented and peripheral, trade alone being
a major concern, Interaction with Europe proceeded on an
entirely different plane: For the New World, Europe was an
inexhavstible source of pupulatmn INCrease and personal con-
tacts, of monics for economic growth, and of tﬂchnnloglcai
artistic, and educational inspiration.

R::ﬂutmg the compartmentalized and loose connections
with Asia, American studies of this great continent were hap-
hazard and limited in scope. America's comprehensive and in-
tense relations with Europe, on the other hand, resulted in a
c{:mpmhcnsive and intense interest in practically all aspects
of European life. I'his interest went well below the surface of
contemporary affairs. The educated nincteenth-century Amer-
ican was expected to know the historical roots of Europe's
development: the era of enlightenment, the Renaissance, the
Middle Ages, and finally, the civilizations of Palestine,
Greece, and Rome, the acclaimed foundations of Europe’s in-
stitutional and cultural greatness.

The world of 1950 differs profoundly from the world of
1850. All major areas of the globe have undergone radical
internal transformations; simultaneously they have changed
in their external relations to each other and to the United
States. To say that the United States has suddenly risen to a

® The snhatance of this essay was presented befotre the Second Mational Conference
oo the Segdy of Warld Areas, Mew York, oo Mav 8 1950, Its basic idenz are de-

veloped in detail and with full doecumentation in 2 fortheoming book oo Rossia’s
Asziatc Restoration.
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position of global leadership in the field of ¢conomics, diplo-
macy, and military strength is but one way of drawing atten-
tion to this country's vastly intensified contacts with Europe
and with the rest of the world.

The new relations between the United States and Western
~ Europe, Asia, and Africa—and in certain respects also Latin
America—present an obvious challenge o our traditional way
of studying these arcas. The challenge is even greater in the
case of the Soviet Union. Despite the many iron curtains sep-
arating the United States from the core of the Soviet world
(and in varying degrees also from its outlying bastions}, the
presence and the activities of the U.S.5.R. affect nearly all,
if not all, aspects of American life. The interplay of ideas is no
less passionate because today it is openly hostile; it goes far be-
yond radio broadcasts, In the cconomic and political spheres the
Soviet povernment is as merciless at home in eradicating ali
manner of Western institutions, as the proponents of Soviet
society outside its bordcrs are eager o paralyze and disintegrate
the institutional order of the West and other non-Soviet areas.
The great concentration of Russia’s manpower in heavy industry
and in the army, because of a presumably unavoidable new
world conflagration, affects the military, technological, and
political decisions of America to an extraordinary degree, It
is a sad but undeniable truth that the international relations
between the Soviet-controlled world and the non-Soviet world
constitute the most important single fact in the present global
situation.

I

The consequences of this fact for the social sciences
are manifest. If new types of societics have arisen in the
modern world, and if these new societies are bound together
by new types of international relations, then their rational
and orderly analysis requires new concepts and methods
of investigation. To be sure, practically all new concepts
have their roots in the past; and while voicing the need
for new frames {and sub-frames) of reference, I am fully
aware of the historical connections between whatever new
concepts we may develop and previously held ideas—some

.
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claborated, some incipient, and some residual categories of
obsolete systems of thought.

We claim to defend the valucs of the West, and of Western
civilization and society. How far has modern social science
gone in clarifying these concepts, which are bhasic for our en-
tire contemporary life? Similarly we mention the “Fast”
“Asia,” the “Orient,” indicating our belief in a cohesive Orien-
tal reality, although we may see no common denominator be-
vond the accidents of geography and certain affinities in art and
religion.

Considering the importance of the issues involved, such a
view is highly unsatisfactory, What we urgently need is a
meaningful institutional concept of the Orient. Such a con-
cept, besides leading to decisive insights into the character of
the East and the West, may even clarify the character of the
Soviel system of power and social control.

The systematic campaign of the leading Soviet ideologists,
headed by Stalin himself, against the concept of Oriental so-
clety as a specific structural and operational system re-empha-
sizes the desirability of investigating this concept, which 1s
rooted in the thought of such pioneer institutional analysts of
the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries as Adam Smith,
Malthus, Richard Jones, James and [John Stuart Mill, and—
closely approaching them in this respect—Marx and Engels.

ITI

The great Eastern civilizations of the Old World-- and also
the higher agrarian civilizations of pre-Columbian America—
differed profoundly from the ancient and mediaeval develop-
ments in the West: In the first two menhoned areas govern-
mental cxecution of certain vital functions of agriculture {pri-
marily large-scale managemcnt of irmigation and defense
against flonds) involved a coordinated and autocratic system of

social, political, and ecoddmic “control: The semi-managerial
states {)f Oriental s6¢iety {6t “hydraulic society” as 1 prefer to
call it} diffcr operationally also from the mercantilistic gov-
ernments of absolutistic Europe whose representatives encour-

aged and regulated rather than managed what they considered
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the crucial spheres of contemporary economic life. Extending
the range of Miliukov's formula beyond its original Russian
realm, we may say that the Oriental state was “stronger than
society,” that is, stronger than the society’s total nongovern-
mental forces.

On the managerizl plane a much greater similarity exists be-
tween Oriental despotism and the ULS.5. K. 1n both cases auto-
cratic governments perform essential economic tasks. But the
Soviet state goes far beyond its Eastern predecessor. The tech-
nical difference between the predominantly agrarian Orient
and the increasingly industrialized Russian society is easily
recognized ; the difference 1n the range of managerial opera-
tion becomes apparent as soon as we comprehend the instito-
tional meaning of Russia's first Five-Year Plan,

During the first decade of Bolshevik rule the Soviet state
established managerial dominance over one decisive sector of
the country’s economy: its large-scale industry. In this wital
branch it surpassed the corresponding ambitions of the gov-
ernments of all hydraulic societies. Even the most active Ori-
ental despotisms, while eager to handle the “heavy water-
works,” left the greater part of production proper in the
hands of private cultivators. During the second decade of
Soviet power the state enlarged the scope of itz management
until it established its integrated direction over all major
productive and circulatory activities both in industry and ag-
riculture. Thus a system of total operational control was cre-
ated, which 1s indeed without precedent in the history of man-
kind.

v

The concept of Oriental society permits us to define the
institutional pattern of the great Eastern civilizations and to
recognize basic relations between Asiatic despotism and Soviet
society. But the concept will be productive only to the extent
that the search for structure is combined with an investiga-
tion of process. Its analytic potential will be exhausted only if
our inter- and multi-area approach is not merely institutional
and typological, but dynamic and historical as well.

The heuristic potential of the concept of Oriental society

FLES
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may be tested, among other things, by examining briefly certain
key aspects in the historical and structural relations between
twn foeal world areas of today: Russia and Asia.

- Whatever may have been the influence of Russia on Asia
before 1917—and this influence was by no means negligible—
it is for this period that the rcverse process, because of its
effect on Russia’s institutional history, requires special con-
sideration.

European Russia never had a political economy of the
Asiatic, hydraulic type; and a crude economic approzch could
therefore dismiss the problem of relationship before submit-
ting the area to a broader comparative test. However, a per-
tinent historical parallel warns us against a hasty negative
decision, During the later period of Byzantine history, govern-
ment-controlled heavy water-works were practically non-ex-
istent in the shrunken territories of the Eastern Roman Em-
pire. Nevertheless, this empire maintained its centralized bu-
reaucratic despotism for more than eight hundred years after
the Arabs had deprived it of all its important hydraulic prov-
inces.

The Byzantine development and many analogous instances
suggest that Oriental society, like feudal Europe and modern
industrial society, is a very complex tissue, including centers
of high institutional density and a variety of marginal and
submarginal border zones. Was Russian society marginally
Oriental before the Mongol conquest and during the so
called Kievan period? Or did it shift from a submarginal
to a marginal Oriental position under the impact of Maongol
domination?

v

If these questions are valid, then scholars familiar with the
character of Oriental institutions should have an essential con-
tribution to make. However, the Orientologist who is chal-
lenged to investigate the Asiatic potential of Russian society
is drawn into 2 new field of empirical research. He must there-
fore proceed cantiously and in close cooperation with Russian
area specialists,

As stated above, the socicty of pre-Mongol Bussia lacked the
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productive peculiarities of Oriental despotism altogether; and
its acquisitive fiscal methods were Oriental only in the ranpe
of the government claim: they were not implemented by the
coercive devices of a strong autocratic state, Thus Oriental
trends were by no means absent in pre-Mongol Russia. But
these trends were too weak to make early Russia marginally
Oriental.

Russia crossed the institutional watcrshed when, under Mon-
gol rule, from the middle of the thirteenth century to the end
of the fifteenth century, it was part of 2 marginal Oriental em-
pire. It was during this lengthy period of the Mongol Yoke
—a period which, for a number of reasons, has been slighted
by most investigators—that the cdercive and acquisitive tech-
nujues of Eastern statecraft were vigorously imposed, making
possible the consolidation of an Orientally autocratic and bu-
reaucratic system of government and society.

The strugele between burcaucratic and proprietary interests
was by no means confined to Russia. But nowhere in Central
or Western Europe did an absolutistic state sncceed in gaining
control over the major portion of all land and in making pos-
session of large estates depend upon full-time, life-long, and
unconditional government service. The Muscovite autocrats
were able to achieve all this. State-artached “serving men”

constituted a ruling class with primary bureaucratic and.

secondary proprietary interests, radically unlike the nobility
of Mediacval and post-Mediaeval Evrope, but strikingly sim-
ilar o corresponding strata in certain periods of Asiatic his-
tory, such as Chou China, Magul India, and Osman Turkey.

Vi

How did the dominantly, if marginally, Oriental Russian
state approach the problem of industrialization which became
urgent under and after Peter the Great? It has been frequently
asserted that, during this formative period, Russia’s large-scale
industry was primarily based on commandeered serf labor,
forced labor; and this statement appears to be correct, Another
aspect of the matter, however, the extent of government man-
agement, has not been so clearly defined. Taking Russia’s

b
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eighteenth-century large-scale industry in its entirety and con-

sidering heavy as well as light industry, one may say with a
high depree of certainty that this industry was not only based
on forced labor, but that it was also predominantly managed—
not just supported or regulated, but managed—by the Tsarist
bureaucracy.

VIL

In the marginal Oricntal despotisms of Byzantium and Os-
man Turkey, the representatives of the state “apparatus’” main-
tained their dominant position and protected their vested 1n-
terests, despite the considerable development of private prop-
erty both in land and capital. Did the ofhiceholders of the
Russian autocracy proceed similarly from 1762 to 1917—that
is, over a period in which large private property in land was

“fully established and in which there appeared an ever-increas-

ing number of capitalistic private enterprises?

It is my considered opinion—an opinion which I submit to
the area specialists for critical examination—that, after the
Emancipation, the Tsarist state and its burcaucracy, far from
being forced into a secondary position, succeeded in modern-
izing and maintaining its dominant place in Russian society.
The Tsarist bureaucracy withheld from the landed nobility
a large portion of the redemption money promised in the
Emancipation settlement; and the same group, which effec-
tively protected its bureaucratic interest, made little effort ro
prevent the rapid decline of its proprietary land-owning wing.
According to the official statistics, which have been carefully
interpreted by such experts as Geroid T, Raobinson, the nobality
lost about one-third of all its post-Emancipation land from
the 'seventies to 1905 and more than forty per cent by 1914, At
the same time, the acquisitive power of the bureaucracy over
the villages remained unshaken. During the last decades of the
nineteenth century the Russian government, by direct or in-
direct taxes, seems to have taken from the peasants practically
the whole of their agricultural produce proper—almost fifty
per cent of the entire peasant income.

In a country rich in industrial raw materials and labor
power, any cncouragement of private initiative was hound to
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show spectacular results. The Tsarist bureaucracy, histarically
unprepared to assume over-all managerial leadership, encour-
aged private capital to operate in practically all branches of
the country’s changing economy. The proprietary and entre-
prenenrial upsurge was paralleled by a burst of creative energy
in many intellectual fields and by the growth of legal institu-
tions providing the individual with elementary means of pro-
tection against the autocratic “monster.”

But the hegemony of the state apparatus continued to re-
strict the position of the Russian bourgeoisie, The native capi-
talists had to share their influence with foreign capitalists
whose investrments, in turn, were guaranteed and channelled by
special agencies of the Tsarist government.

The bureaucratic methods of economic control were as mani-
fold as they were effective. At the beginning of the twentieth
century the greater part of the Russian railroad system was
managed by the government. In addition, and diffcrent from
Western European conditions, the Tsarist state “apparatus”
exerted direct fiscal control over the very substantial monopoly
industries which constituted almaost thirty per cent of the
country's light industry. [t also exerted considerable nfluence
over the nen-monopoly light industry, a third of which de-
pended on government-guaranteed foreign investments. In the
core of heavy industry, mining, the state-directed foreign funds
reached seventy pcr cent of all capital in 1900 and no less than
ninety per ceat on the eve of World War 1,

These facts indicate the strategic financial position of the
I'sarist regime in the Russian economy of the early twentieth
century. The Soviet academician Liyashchenko expresses only
a generally held opinion when he says that the orpanization of
the Russian banking system “differed materially from the bank
system of the Western capitalist countries. , . . The state bank
was the central bank of the entire Russian credit system,”
and the director of the credit department of the treasury “con-
trolled the entire finance apparatus of the country.”

It 1s interesting that the official Soviet ideology which, fol-
lowing Lenin’s concept of hinance capital and industrial mo-
nopoly, stresses the crucial importance of credit control in
the econumic, social, and pohitical developments of the West
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