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Foreign Trade Policies of the Early Soviet Government:
In Search of Trade Relations with Capitalist Countries

Foreign trade between socialist and capitalist countries was not thought of as a problem to be
examined before the October Revolution. The Bolshevik had no idea about foreign trade at the time of
the Revolution because there was supposed to be an immediate spillover of the revolution into Western,
more advanced capitalist countries. It was only after the start of negotiations with Germany for peace
that the Soviet government addressed the problem of foreign trade. For Bolsheviks, the formation of
foreign trade policies was a much less prepared challenge than the formation of policies in other fields.
The process and consequences of this exploration in six months from December 1917 to May 1918
have the following features.

1. The Soviet government transformed the state-controlled foreign trade, which was introduced
during the First World War to secure military supplies, into a permanent measure, to attain its political
purpose changing with circumstances of the moment.

2. This perpetuation of state control over foreign trade was accompanied by the generalization of
the principle that the import plan is prepared based on the political priority of the government, and
exports are made exclusively to make payments for this already determined import plan.

3. After the pacification with Germany, the Soviet government identified the interest of the world
revolution with its survival as the sole socialist state. This position enabled it to seek its national interest
in a highly opportunistic manner in negotiations with capitalist countries.

4. The Soviet government declared the state monopoly of foreign trade and demanded capitalist
countries to accept it as an essential premise for the reopening of commercial relations. Despite its
recognition of the difficulty in collecting products for export from innumerable producers, it did not
allow the private merchants to take part in foreign trade as independent traders.

5. In its proposal to capitalist countries for the resumption of commercial relations, the Soviet
government put great confidence in the plan inviting foreign firms in the form of concessions. However,
because of the lack of estimation of profitability and huge political risk, this offer of concessions failed to
alleviate foreign firms’ concerns.

Overall, these features expressed a profound change in the role of foreign trade in the national
economy, which could be summarized as the politicization of foreign trade. In revolutionary Russia,
state control over foreign trade brought about by the First World War was mixed with Marxist ideology

and transformed into one of the means for building a socialist economy. In mid-1918, the Soviet foreign
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trade monopoly was in practice still accompanied by illegal trade by local institutions and private
traders. However, it was considerably fortified through periods of the civil war and New Economic

Policy, and provided the Soviet government an important lever for industrialization and collectivization.

(MORIOKA, Masashi, Professor, College of International Relations, Ritsumeikan University)
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