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The neo-feudalism theory in the context of
contemporary economic neo-Marxism

Abstract. Introduction. The different approaches and ways of actual economic processes interpretation are
actively debated in contemporary theoretical economic studies. Purpose of this article is the analysis of the
basic theoretical assumptions of neo-feudalism concept in relation to post-Soviet economies transformations
in the context of Russia and Ukraine. Results. The theory of neo-feudalism is used by economists of neo-
Marxist orientation and critically minded intellectuals for analysis of failure and impossibility of post-Soviet
political elites to institutionalize true market capitalist economy. Proponents of the neo-feudalism theory believe that feudalism was
a universal form of economic relations. Feudalism is imagined by them as a universal matrix existing despite the formal victory of
capitalism. Regionalization, the rise of informal economy, actualization of violence and forced redistribution are the main dimensions
and forms of the post-Soviet re-feudalized economies. The interpretation of the results presented in the article. Contemporary eco-
nomists of neo-Marxist orientation believe that neo-feudalism is among the inevitable economic processes. Neo-feudalism is ima-
gined by them as a progressive historical phenomenon in comparison with the earlier Soviet model of economic development. The
neo-feudalism theory has the revisionist character. The concept was a reaction to inability of other classical theories to propose ade-
quate explanation of contemporary economic processes in the post-Soviet states. The author implies that the neo-feudalism theo-
ry is among possible theoretical approaches for the comparative post-Soviet economies studies. Conclusions. The theory of neo-
feudalism pretends to methodological universality as it provides scholars with a mechanism for explanations and interpretations of
unique economic conditions emerged in the post-Soviet economies of Russia and Ukraine. The author insists that the concept of
neo-feudalism is an integral element of the critical and revisionist approach in actual economic theories that develop in general
uncertainty of methodological backgrounds of modern economic processes.
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KupuaHos M. B.

[OKTOP UCTOPUYECKMX HayK, AOLEHT, BOPOHEXCKNMIA rocyAapCTBEHHbIN YHBepcuTeT, BopoHex, PoccnA

Teopua HeotheoganusaLUn B KOHTEKCTE pa3BUTUA COBPEMEHHOro 3KOHOMUYECKOro Heomapkcusma

AHHoTauuA. CoBpeMeHHbI Nepuos, B pa3BUTUM TEOPETUHECKNX IKOHOMUYECKNX UCCEA0BaHNA OTMEYEH POCTOM KPUTUYECKO-
ro OTHOLWIEHUA K CTapbIM, KfnaCcCU4eCKUM TeOpUAM, KOTOPble OKa3anuCb HENPOAYKTUBHbIMU B KOHTEKCTE aHasin3a akKTyaJibHbIX
3KOHOMMYECKMX NMPOLIECCOB B MOCTCOBETCKMX CTpaHax. ABTOp paccMaTpmBaeT TEOpUO Heoheoaanusaumm Kak BO3MOXHYHO HO-
BYKO Matpuuy AnAa CpaBHUTESIbHOI0O 3KOHOMUYECKOro aHanmsa v 06bACHEHNA HECNMOBHOCTN MONMMTUYECKUX JNUT B praI/IHe 7]
Poccun noctponTb HOpManbHble PbIHOYHBIE KanUTanUCTUYECKNe 3KOHOMUKM. ABTOP nonaraeT, YTO Takune npouecchl, Kak pe-
rmoHanu3auva, NpMHyaMTenbHaa peancTpubyumnsa, Hacunme, akTyanusauma TEHEBOW SKOHOMUKU MOTYT 6bITb U3yYeHbl B pamKax
KOHLENTOB, Npeano>XXeHHbIX CTOPOHHUKaMu Teopumn HeO(peo,qanmaauwm.

KnoyeBble cnoBa: 3KOHOMUYECKanA TeopWA; UCTOPUA; HEOMapKCU3M; Heocheonanuam; Heoeonanusaums.
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[LOKTOP iCTOPUYHMX HayK, OOUEHT, BopoHe3bkuii Aep>kaBHuUiA yHiBepcuteT, BopoHexx, Pocia

Teopia Heotheopanisauii y KOHTEKCTi PO3BMTKY Cy4acHOro eKOHOMi4HOro HeomapKcusamy

AHoTauifa. CyyacHuin nepios po3BUTKY TEOPETUHHMX EKOHOMIYHUX CTYAi MO3HAYEHO 3POCTAHHAM KPUTUYHOFO CTaBMIEHHA [0
CTapux, KNacu4HMX Teopi, AKi BUABUNNCA HENPOAYKTUBHUMMN B KOHTEKCTi aHanidy akTyanbHWX eKOHOMIYHMX NpoLeciB y MocT-
pagAHCbKUX KpaiHax. ABTOp po3rnAgae Teopito Heodeodanisalii AK MOXIIMBY HOBY MaTpULIO AnA NOPIBHABHOrO eKOHOMIYHO-
ro aHanisy " noACHeHHA He34aTHOCTI MONITUYHMX eniT B YKpaiHi Ta Pocii nobyayBaTn HOpMasbHi pUHKOBI KaniTanicTu4YHi eKo-
HOMiku. ABTOp BBaXae, WO Taki npouecu, AK perioHanisauia, npumycosa peaicTpibyLiA, HacuUnNLCTBO, akTyanidauiA TiHbOBOI
EKOHOMIKM MOXYTb ByTV BMBYEHI B paMKax KOHLENTIB, 3anpornoHOBaHNX NpUXuibHUKaMu Teopii Heodheoaanisaduii.

Knto4osi cnoBa: eKoHOMIYHa TeopiA; iCTopiA; HeoMapkcu3Mm; Heodpeoaniam; Heodeoaanisauis.

Introduction. The revolutionary events in Ukraine in 2013 —
2014 led to some extremely important results. They formally
confirmed status and reputation of Ukraine as one of the most
revolutionary and unstable countries where economic elites
tend to solve their problems in a radical way, changing political
regimes by radical methods. The Ukrainian Revolution is among
essential problems in Russian political and intellectual natio-
nalist discourse. Russian pro-government media actively popu-
larize and promote the narrative of Ukraine’s feudal character in
the context of the imagined inability of the Ukrainian authorities
to control the situation in the country. This non-academic view-
point is promoted too actively in Russia. Alternative versions
and critical approaches to the problems of the recent Ukrainian
«feudalism» are among unknown in Russian political literature.

Brief Literature Review. The concept of «neo-feudalism» is
among the most influential ideas in contemporary American
economic theory and political economy. Those Russian ana-
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lysts who actively use this concept try to solve their own narrow
political or corporate interests and to realize the ideological pro-
gram of the state. They are responsible for discrediting of this
concept in Russia. The theory of neo-feudalism is widely used
for analysis of predominantly economic processes in develo-
ping and developed post-industrial states. Genetically this con-
cept has much in common with classical Marxism and neo-
Marxist concepts proposed by Western economists in the
second half of the 19th century and after World War 1. The term
«feudalism» in classical Marxism [1] and political economy was
imagined and invented in predominantly economic system of
coordinates. The «feudalism» / «neo-feudalism» concept and
genetically relative definitions in Western academic tradition are
popular among economists.

The «neo-feudalism» definition was proposed in 1961 by
American economist John Kenneth Galbraith [2]. In the fol-
lowing years, it was used predominantly by economists. The
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«neo-feudal» terminology in the first half of the 1990s was
popularized by Immanuel Wallerstein [3] in his works focused
on economic characteristics of the peripheral and semi-peri-
pheral regions, but some American authors including Dave
Pederson [4] believe that it is possible to analyze, describe and
understand economic processes and institutions in developed
Western countries that form the core of the modern world ca-
pitalist system in the neo-feudalism context. William Beck [5],
analyzing the economic relations of the 20th century, used and
defined the terms «contemporary feudal society» and «contem-
porary feudalism». The «neo-feudalism» concept in American
economic theory is used for analysis of corporations’ role [6] in
the world economy and it is extremely popular among intellec-
tuals belonging to the influential New Left trend in economic
theories. The contemporary ideological heirs of the New Left
including Michele Swenson [7] prefer to stress relationships and
inter-connections of neo-feudalizing institutions with interna-
tional corporations. The «neo-feudalism» theory in the 2000s
was proposed as one of the possible explanations of Russian
inability to solve economic problems and establish a market
economy [8]. The attempts to conduct an analysis of Eastern
European economies within the traditional methodological
framework, including Keynesianism, liberalism, neoliberalism,
were rather controversial, debatable and ideologically biased.
The «neo-feudalism» and «neo-feudalization» concepts in this
theoretical and methodological situation became attempts of
Western economic theory and political economy to suggest new
adequate methodological and terminological tools for economic
and social processes explanation in developing countries

Purpose. The author will attempt to critically analyze the
concept of «neo-feudalism» in the economic context of modern
Ukraine and Russia. The author also tries to prove that the
theory of feudalism, «proposed» by the so-called Russian
«economists», for analysis of Ukrainian reality is also applicable
and transplantable with regard to socio-economic studies of
contemporary Russia.

General results. A critical analysis of the main historio-
graphical trends in classical forms and versions of Western and
Oriental feudalisms and development processes of neo-feuda-
lism and re-feudalization trends in the context of comparative
historical and political methods allows us to develop the present
article in two directions. On the one hand, the author considers
that it is necessary to critically analyze attempts of Russian
analysts to feudal elements in the politics and economy of mo-
dern Ukraine. On the other hand, the author believes that simi-
lar trends in current Russian political and socio-economic situa-
tion are deliberately and consciously ignored.

The genesis of the actual neo-feudalism in post-Soviet
economies has a variety of backgrounds. The inability of politi-
cal elites to effectively reform inherited economies, mental
inability to be economically active in capitalism, strong archaic
and stable traditional formal and informal economic institutions
and relations, impossibility to radically dismiss the team and re-
distribution management methods are only some of a wide
range of possible explanations and interpretations of the post-
Soviet economies features, which ceased to be socialist, but at
the same time they were also unable to become truly capitalist.
The failure of economic transformations in the post-Soviet
economies can be explained in the context of the crisis of ca-
pitalism that numerous American Wallersteinian economists
write about. The prospects and possible directions of economic
neo-feudalism were described by Immanuel Wallerstein who
stressed that neo-feudalism is «... a sort ... that would repro-
duce in a far more equilibrated form the developments of the
time of troubles — a world of parcellized sovereignties, or con-
siderably more autarkic regions, of local hierarchies. This might
be made compatible with maintaining (but probably not furthe-
ring) the current relatively high level of technology. Endless
accumulation of capital could no longer function as the main-
spring of such a system, but it would certainly be an inegalita-
rian system» [9]. The actual capitalist system in contemporary
neo-Marxist economic theory is understood as temporary and
also extremely unstable. Immanuel Wallerstein [10] believes
that economy and economic relations based on this capitalist
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system is not viable and they will not be able to exist in the
longue duree, but methodological question in neo-Marxist eco-
nomic theory on the future character of the new system is still
unclear and unanswered. Neo-feudalism as a form of the post-
capitalist economy existence is one of the multiple possible
scenarios of economic transformations.

The Author presumes that the trends of contemporary neo-
feudalism in both Ukraine and Russia are relevant and actual.
The further sections of the paper will be focused on the analy-
sis of the neo-feudalism concepts of economic and political
landscapes in modern Ukraine and Russia. The elements of
economic feudalism, feudal economy, formal and informal eco-
nomic institutions of a feudal type were widespread in today’s
economies of some post-Soviet countries, including Ukraine
and Russia. The property relations, weakness of private proper-
ty and state institutions, interactions between the centre and
periphery as the actors of economic relations as well as inter-
national economic relations are deeply feudalized areas of for-
mally capitalist, but actually post-Soviet economies.

Neo-feudalism and «rent-seeking» economy. John Whi-
tehead [11], an American analyst and the President of The
Rutherford Institute, presumes that «the new age we are ente-
ring» will be «age of neo-feudalism». It may seem that neo-feu-
dalism tendencies in national economies have a universal cha-
racter. Actual Russian and Ukrainian neo-feudalism stimulates
the money idealization and assists to attributing by them quali-
tatively new symbolic functions. The idealization of money as a
universal value in feudalism and capitalism is too different.
Michael Postan [12], an American economist, commenting on
the specifics of medieval feudal economies and archaic institu-
tions in the later economic systems, assumes that it is absolute-
ly natural and normal that isolated and independent economies
have never existed; and money always plays a crucial role. The
attitude to money in capitalism is characterized by economic
rationality, and the modern neo-feudalism stimulates only the
«rent-seeking».

The «rent-seeking» theory was proposed by an American
economist Gordon Tullock [13] and later popularized by A. Krue-
ger [14]. There is no single definition of «rent-seeking» in the
economic literature. «Rent-seeking» can be imagined as a poli-
tical activity of certain groups who use and spend their limited
resources to acquire exclusive rights and state guarantees and
commitments. «Rent-seeking» in today’s neo-feudalizing
economies actually promotes re-institutionalization of social and
economic relations of banalite and feudal immunity. Some social
types of the post-Soviet states can be determined as rent-see-
king, but the first attempts to analyze their economic features
took place in the 1980s by James Buchanan and his colleagues
[15] and in the early 1990s by William Mitchell and Michael
Munger [16] before neo-feudal and rent-seeking economies
became a reality. Contemporary neo-feudal immunity is not
characterized by actual exemption from prosecution.

The banalite economic relations in the modern neo-feuda-
lism cannot be imagined as a monopoly right to use a variety of
resources. The actual forms and varieties of immunity and
banalite develop as informal relationships between economical-
ly active actors and political authorities in the form of office pur-
chase or public officials’ bribery. Contemporary «rent-seeking»
led to the instutionalization of economic actors’ power that is
comparable with the same rights of medieval feudal barons.
Russian experience of the oligarchs’ empowerment or power
separation between Moscow and its oligarchic partners and
allies is well known and studied. Roman Abramovich was
appointed as governor of Chukotka in 2000, Aleksandr Khlo-
ponin headed Krasnoyarsk Krai in 2002, and in 2002 Sergei
Pugachev began to represent the Republic of Tuva in the
Council of Federation. Similar trends were observed in Ukraine
but in a less vivid form. Most of the regional governors in
Ukraine during the presidency Viktor Yanukovich were repre-
sentatives of business or had well developed informal links with
it. The anti-feudal slogans of Maidan expressed dissatisfaction
in this order and disagreement with such policies did not lead to
radical changes. The case of Ihor Kolomoiskii is a prime exam-
ple of the trend. This Ukrainian oligarch who had his economic
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interests in several regions and understood them in a way of a
neo-feudal lord, became chairman of Dnipropetrovsk Regional
State Administration. He was able to keep his office a little more
than one year. The economic became a source of financial wel-
fare for corrupted officials, and corrupted officials provided their
business partners with exclusive economic rights. «Rent-see-
king» in actual neo-feudal economies braked and slowed down
because neo-feudalism actually assisted to the reincarnation of
the subsistence economy in its mild forms.

The subsistence economy and neo-feudalism. The ten-
dencies to subsistence economy re-institutionalization are typi-
cal of mainly Russian economy. The foreign sanctions were
adopted by Western states after President Vladimir Putin’s fo-
reign policy activating had become incentives and stimuli for the
subsistent recovery of the economy. Contemporary Russian
version of neo-feudalism is characterized by economic develop-
ment predominantly not in agrarian and rural sectors, but due to
the attempts to actualize the economic potential of the country
without legal opportunity to import numerous goods which it
actively imported some months earlier. This policy in a few
months of the 2015 has not led to positive results when its ne-
gative consequences are obvious. The classic feudal economy
was characterized by a significant role of elites who actively
used monetization and were interested in it because commuta-
tion of rent in the medieval economy conferred ruling elites’
opportunities to acquire foreign luxury Oriental goods.

Contemporary neo-feudal elites of Ukraine and Russia, on
the one hand, have much in common with its historical feudal
predecessors differing from them only by their dependence not
from Oriental, but Western importers. On the other hand, neo-
feudal elites of the post-Soviet states confidently imitate and
simulate modernization, fighting against regional oligarchs who
were able to feel themselves as hereditary seniors in some
regions that were under their control. The economic roles, tac-
tics and strategies of the central political power in contemporary
neo-feudal economies of the post-Soviet space are too different.
Ukrainian model of relations between the state and different
business groups’ representatives is marked by significant
dynamics and an extremely diverse range of relationships and
mutual influences.

Some critically minded Ukrainian diaspora intellectuals
deny the capitalist status of Ukrainian post-Soviet economy. For
example, a well-known Ukrainian historian Stephen Velychenko
commenting on the concept proposed by the Scottish historian
Neil Davidson categorically declares: «[...] my position is that
post 1991 Ukraine is definitely not capitalist. It is neo feudal
and, as such, a western European type bourgeois national ca-
pitalism represents a progressive step for the country at this
time [...]» [17]. The progressive nature of Ukrainian post-Soviet
economy as a feudal, on the one hand, can be actualized in the
context of its Soviet socialist economy predecessors’ perception
as the Oriental type economy, based on principles of central
forced re-distribution, corruption, weakness and lack of private
property institutions and relations development. The progres-
sive role of Ukrainian contemporary neo-feudalism, on the other
hand, is rather controversial in the context of longue duree wai-
ting for genuinely positive results of this debatable feeling of
progressiveness that Stephen Velychenko writes about.

The economic relations under Viktor Yanukovich’s political
regime were based on the «Party of Regions» political mono-
poly that combines political and economic functions. The eco-
nomic role of the former Ukrainian president had a lot in com-
mon with the political functions of the weak medieval kings who
actually got formal control over political power when the real
mechanisms of political and economic governance were under
control of the seniors. This may sound quite strange, but the
economic power of today’s Russian president is based on the
same backgrounds. The violent overthrow of Viktor Yanukovich
actualized some changes in the relationship between political
power and economic clans in Ukraine. The anti-oligarchic slo-
gans of revolutionary Maidan are still mostly slogans, but the
economic configurations in the country have changed. The rep-
resentatives of Ukrainian business community that encouraged
and supported the protest actions of Viktor Yanukovich’s oppo-
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nents got an opportunity to displace their economic competitors
after the revolution.

The multi-factorial character of neo-feudal economies.
The shadow economy, principles of forced redistribution, cor-
ruption, obvious and significant role of clans, localization and
regionalization, naturalization, dependence relations of patro-
nage and clientele have become system hallmarks and charac-
teristics of Russian neo-feudal economic model. Viadimir
Shlapentokh [18], an American economist and sociologist, ana-
lyzing the specifics and peculiarities of property relations in feu-
dal economies, suggests that property rights in the Middle Ages
were conditional and rather unstable. Russian neo-feudalism
actualized this instability and uncertainty in the private property
institution in the post-Soviet Russia. The continuity between
Soviet and post-Soviet models seems more reasonable and
believable than continuity between the medieval and modern
post-Soviet property relations.

The deformations in the private property developments in
modern Russia were results of the several factors simultaneous
existence. The Soviet economic legacy, general lack of market
institutions’ development, psychological complexes and preju-
dices are among the most influential factors that actualized neo-
feudalism of property relations in Russia where political elites
face with numerous threats. The activity of the state as an eco-
nomy actor in the post-Soviet relations is debatable. Nationali-
zation is one of instruments of state economic policy used by
the neo-Soviet political elites in Putin’s Russia. American econo-
mists suggest that these measures do not mean radical refusal
of authorities from market relations and their return to the socia-
list economic model principles. American economist Vladimir
Shlapentokh [19], one of the founders of the economic neo-feu-
dalism theory, believes that the renationalization of property in
post-Soviet Russia was a form of feudal economic relations.

The rejection of market principles in modern Russia is
rather dubious as the market in post-Soviet Russian economy
was not arisen, and market relations developed in a deformed
version with numerous institutional and regional characteristics.
The personal relationships played a leading role in the feuda-
lization processes of post-Soviet economies, and this factor
also assisted to the institutionalization of clans and kinships
relations that successfully ousted weak market relations. The
feudalization of post-Soviet economies was actualized by the
formal institutions weakness that promoted the rise of informal
institutions and the importance of relations. The gradual mar-
ketization of informal connections and relations known and
identified as «blat» [20] was one of the features of neo-feudal
tendencies in Russia. The «blat» was subjected to commercia-
lization and marketization becoming an important component of
informal economic relations of network type.

The network structure of Russian neo-feudalism led to the
development of the vassalage and suzerainty in the forms of
patronage and clientele. These relationships were updated in
two levels. The first level was presented by the national econo-
my in general, and the second one developed in the context of
localized economic relations and interactions. The neo-feuda-
lism of local economies in post-Soviet Russia developed in
clans and inter-families relations [21]. The feudalization of post-
Soviet economies was stimulated by unfinished and incomplete
capitalization, deformed and non-classical development of ca-
pitalism. English economist David Harvey [22] proposes that
capitalism in historical dimension was too weak and unable to
completely displace and finally abolish feudalism. Capitalism
coexisted with feudalism, developed and co-evaluated with it
simultaneously. The restoration of feudalism and the defeat of
capitalism were inevitable under such economic relations. The
defeat of market relations in post-Soviet Russia actualized the
role of economic institutions connected with barter [23], giving
a second chance to money (currency) substitutes.

Barter played a special role in the 1990s, but in the 2000s
its role gradually declined among neo-feudal institutions. The
currency substitutes in Russia do not become classical regional
currencies. The first attempts to implement them can be dated
by the 1990s when regional authorities were among the initia-
tors of such financial measures and actions. In the 2010s



regional economic and political elites could not afford such
liberties fearing the inevitable retribution and central federal
governments’ repressions. The regional private entrepreneurs
began to dominate in financial neo-feudalism economy. The
facts of currency neo-feudalism are fixed in the Republic of
Bashkortostan, where Arthur Nurgaliev and Rustam Davletbaev
initiated the use of local money known as «shaimuratiki» in the
village of Shaimuratovo. The «shaimuratiki» were used by them
as a means of payment for local farmers obliged to purchase
goods in Arthur Nurgaliev’s stores. This policy actually deter-
mined isolation and naturalization of local economy, establish-
ment and strengthening of informal economic ties and relations
that transformed social and economic relations into a new form
of relationship based on the principles of personal dependency.
This new economic regime established on the local level had
much in common with the dependence of medieval serfs from
their land lords.

Conclusions. The concept of neo-feudalism is one of the
most contentious and controversial approaches in the contem-
porary interdisciplinary social, historical, economic and political
studies. The artificiality of this concept, on the one hand, ac-
tualizes its weaknesses. On the other hand, the multidisciplinary
approach, based on the perception of actual processes in the
context of feudal forms revenge in social, economic and political
relations is productive and promising for the current social and
other studies of Russia and Ukraine. The re-feudalization trends
take place in Ukraine and Russia but they do not lead to a lite-
ral restoration of feudalism in its classical form of «high» feuda-
lism in the medieval history of Western Europe. The golden age
of feudalism and feudal economy gone away and irrevocably
become a part of history. The author believes that we can ascer-
tain some of re-feudalization trends, feudalism simulation and
feudal relations imitation in modern Ukraine and Russia.

The conditional and imagined feudalizations develop pre-
dominantly in property relations in the context of weave and
splice property synthesis with forms of political and economic
power. The extent and depth of these processes in Ukraine and
Russia are rather debatable. Some elements of the relations of
this type have developed in Ukraine. The Ukrainian version of
the imagined re-feudalism in the context of oligarchic clans
strengthening with their ambitions to control the entire regions of
Ukraine has much in common, on the one hand, with the
Western historical forms of feudalism. On the other hand, the
historical logic of classical European feudalism is based on a
gradual crisis of seigniorial power that politically and economi-
cally lost its position after central government rise and triumph.
Russian re-feudalization shares absolutely different political and
economic values. Russian neo-feudal economy is based on
predominantly Oriental type of relations. The dichotomy of
«power — property» is among its central and system elements.

The political and economic institutions of the «power —
property» type have become a central element in the Russian
version of re-feudalism. The conflicting and confronting relations
between Moscow as the centre and some of the North
Caucasian regions in the 1990s and attempts of its pacification
in the 2000s led to re-institutionalization of various forms of
oppression based on contemporary forms of tribute payment
and forced re-distribution. The recent and actual processes of
neo-feudalism of Russian and Ukrainian political and economic
landscapes are based on different economic, social and politi-
cal models. The objective differences are ignored and not re-
cognized by pro-Kremlin Russian authors who tend to demonize
Ukraine and virtually ignore the challenges of actual feudaliza-
tion that are relevant and actual for the modern Russian society.
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