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II. The advantage of technical progress and the countries
of the periphery

It was stated in the preceding section that the advantages of technical
progress have been mainly concentrated in the industrial centres and
have not directly extended to the countries making up the periphery
of the world’s economic system. The increased productivity of the in-
dustrial countries certainly stimulated the demand for primary products
and thus constituted a dynamic factor of the utmost importance in the
development of Latin America. That, however, is distinct from the
question discussed below.

Speaking generally, technical progress seems to have been greater in
industry than in the primary production of peripheral countries, as
was pointed out in a recent study on price relations.! Consequently, if
prices had been reduced in proportion to increasing productivity, the
reduction should have been less in the case of primary products than in
that of manufactures, so that as the disparity between productivities in-
creased, the price relationship between the two should have shown a
steady improvement in favour of the countries of the periphery.

Had this happened, the phenomenon would have been of profound
significance. The countries of the periphery would have benefited from
the fall in price of finished industrial products to the same extent as the
countries of the centre. The benefits of technical progress would thus
have been distributed alike throughout the world, in accordance with
the implicit premise of the schema of the international division of labour,
and Latin America would have had no economic advantage in industrial-
izing. On the contrary, the region would have suffered a definite loss,
until it had achieved the same productive efficiency as the industrial
countries.

The above supposition is not borne out by the facts. As can be seen in
the indexes of table 1, the price relation turned steadily against primary
production from the 1870’s until the Second World War.[It is regrettable
that the price indexes do not reflect the differences in quality of finished
products. For this reason, it was not possible to take them into account

. in these considerations. \With the same amount of primary products, only

63 per cent of the finished manufactures which could be bought in the
1860’s were to be had in the 1930’s; in other words, an average of 58.6
per cent more primary products was needed to buy the same amount of

1“Post War Price Relations in Trade Between Under-developed and Industrialized
Countries”, document E/CN.1/Sub.3/W.5. T
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finished manufactures.? The price relation, therefore, moved against the
periphery, contrary to what should have happened had prices fallen as
costs decreased as a result of higher productivity.
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TABLE 1

Ratio of prices of primary commodities to those of manufactured goods
(average import and export prices, according to dala of the Board of trade)

Base: 1876-80 — 100

Amount of finished p{'oduct.\'
obtainable for a given

Periods quantity of primary commodilies
Loy et F BTG IrEs 8 SREERATIER S 100
1L LT e S S R S 102.4
ERNEETUL 1L D LR . e 96.3
LBBIEBE T RE, DL e L 90.1
IBBG-1900 . ool aeae . cas i a 87.1
TOOTR0B b i SUREER L o oo i inions 84.6
1105 R e M s L R R ) 85.8
L SRR RN o Bt o R M 85.8
(27 P A SRR P 67.3
T926e30) I L D SIL TR | e 73.3
ROANAY L | o b L U i v e 62.0
b e e ey i SR PR 64.1
eV SRR R PR RS L) SR R e 68.7

Source: “Post War Price Relations in Tr_ade
Between Under-developed and Industrialized
Countries”, document E/CN.1/Sub.3/W.5, 23 Feb-
ruary 1949.

During the expansion of the last war, as in the case of all cyclical ex-
pansions, the relation moved in favour of primary products. Now, how- -
ever, although there has not been a recession, a typical readjustment is
taking place, with the result that prices of primary products are losing
their former advantage.

The pointing out of this disparity bétween prices does not in?ply
passing judgment regarding its significance from other points of view.
it could be argued, on grounds of equity, that the countries which strove
to achieve a high degree of technical efficiency were in no way obliged to
share its fruits with the rest of the world. Had they done so, they would

(( not have reached their enormous capacity to save, without which it

might well be asked whether technical progress would have achieved
the intense rhythm which characterizes capitalist development. In any
case the productive technique exists and is at the disposal of those with

2 According to the report already quoted. The figures for the thirties go only as far
as 1938 inclusive. The data given are the Board of Trade’s average price indexes for
British imports and exports representative of world prices for raw materials and manu-
factured goods respectively.




