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Introduction – Why Unlearning Marx?


It’s probably not uncommon for specialists in any field to feel that their subject is misunderstood by the public at large. Few people or ideas, though, can have been as consistently and grotesquely misrepresented as Karl Marx and historical materialism. There is nothing new in this – the right has always had a vested interest in misrepresenting Marx and his ideas – but the current propaganda campaign even outstrips the hysteria at the height of the cold war, if not in volume, then certainly in the level of absurdity. (One facet of this debate, the tendency to ascribe a random number of millions of deaths to the work of Marx, is so absurd that it ought not to have a place in any serious work, and yet such is its currency in contemporary dialogue that it can’t be ignored. I’ve added an appendix to the end of this book to deal with this issue.) So the first sense in which we need to unlearn Marx is that as a society we need the idea of Marx to not induce a knee-jerk reaction based on misinformation. People don’t need to agree with Marx, but it would help us all – and it would help the collective, society-wide conversation about where we’re going – if more people had a reasonable notion of his ideas.

But this book is not just aimed at the right, or the casual observer who has heard fantastical tales. I think we on the left have some unlearning to do too. Many people, when discovering the world and finding their place in the political arena, observe the injustices of capitalism and are drawn to discover what alternatives might be out there. When they come across Marx it’s almost always through the prism of the Soviet Union, and the work of Lenin and Trotsky. Stalin, everyone can agree, is not someone you want to set up as your mentor, but Lenin died before Stalin began his atrocities, and Trotsky was exiled and eventually murdered by Stalin’s agents so they can safely be cleared of involvement in Stalin’s excesses. Because of these historical circumstances, many people’s introduction to Marx comes through what Lenin and Trotsky had to say about his work. This isn’t necessarily the wrong way to read Marx, but neither is it the only way. Lenin and Trotsky were both caught up in a great social upheaval, and they were central characters in it. Of course, they read Marx from a different perspective to that which is available to us now. So one part of unlearning Marx is learning to forget what Lenin and Trotsky had to say and to try to read Marx without their help.

One of the consequences of the influence of Lenin and Trotsky is that many people come to Marx from a political perspective. They were primarily political actors, leading a great revolution and creating a new regime across a vast empire. This political angle is further enhanced because the first Marx that most people read is The Communist Manifesto. It’s famous, it’s short and it’s less dense than a lot of Marx’s other work. But it’s not really what Marx was about. He and Engels were commissioned to write it. Engels wrote most of it and although it was heavily edited and rewritten by Marx the whole thing was a rush and it was produced as a reaction to the revolutions happening around them in Europe in 1848. It was a call to arms, a political pamphlet – the work of Marx the journalist rather than Marx the thinker. Marx’s other widely known work is his three volume Capital. This analysis of the economic mechanisms of capitalism has provided the other central plank of Marxist thought, though it’s too dense and too technical (and too repetitive) for the casual reader. While most approaches to Marx focus on the political polemics – as interpreted, developed and adapted by Lenin and Trotsky – or on the economics as laid out in Capital, here I want to focus on Marx’s theory of history. For it is there, I will argue, that we find the most valuable lessons in terms of what Marx can teach us about where we are now, how we got here and where we’re going next.






1. Marx, Socialism and the Soviet Union


1.1 Background

The theories of Karl Marx and the practical existence of the Soviet Union are inseparable in the public imagination, but for all the wrong reasons. The suggestion that the failure of the Soviet project provides favourable evidence in support of Marx’s work is at least confusing for most, and beyond belief for others. And yet it’s true. Not through some convoluted, revisionist, cherry-picking of odd fragments taken out of context, but just through reading what Marx actually wrote. When it comes to Marx and the Soviet Union, there’s no shortage of well-worn, hand-me-down propaganda. But widespread belief doesn’t make something true. The truth is this: Had the Soviets succeeded in building a socialist utopia, that news would have been welcomed by socialists, and no doubt by Marxists too, but it would have required conscientious Marxists to revise that allegiance, since such an outcome would have delivered a fatal blow to important Marxian1 theses. Marx specifically predicted that projects like the Soviet Union would fail – not in a random moment of Nostradamus-like clairvoyance, but in detailed historical explanation, such that his whole approach to history would have been discredited had the Soviet Union succeeded in building a viable and genuinely socialist society.2

This book covers a lot of ground, and most of that ground has been the subject of extensive campaigns of misinformation, so the aim here is to establish a factual basis upon which to conduct an informed discussion of the subject matter, rather than the kangaroo court in which Marx is so often tried in his absence. The charge is relatively straightforward. The argument runs that the failure of the Soviet Union and various other attempts to create socialism illustrate that socialism can never work. That there is something inherent in socialist ideals that will inevitably come into conflict with human nature and lead to collapse at best, mass murder at worst.

There are convincing arguments which the socialist can bring to bear against this charge, and these too are fairly straightforward – and indeed are compelling not just for socialists, but for many others who appreciate well-reasoned arguments and historical evidence. But there is also a set of specifically Marxian responses to the charge, based on Marx’s approach to historical change. These responses go further than the socialist response because they set the argument in the context of a theory of history and allow us to develop an understanding of what the Soviet experience actually means in a world-historical context. Attempts to understand the Soviet experience from a Marxian perspective have largely focused on the concept of the USSR as an example of ‘state capitalism’. The discussion of Marx’s conception of capitalism in Part 2 will illustrate the fatal flaws with such an explanation. Other studies have focused on the economic structure in the Soviet period and centred around questions such as the relationship of the bureaucracy to the workers. This is a valuable approach, but one which I won’t pursue here. Rather than addressing the exact nature of the Soviet economic structure, I’ll examine the role of the Soviet Union in Marx’s concept of historical change. The argument I present places some conceptual limitations on what the economic structure could be, but is not prescriptive on this matter in any but the broadest sense. It may be more accurate to say that in this context I’m inflexible only in terms of what the Soviet Union was not.

This book is set out in three main sections. The first covers the case against socialism and Marx (both cases are effectively the same), the respective defences (which are related but distinct) and a new, Marxian analysis of the meaning of the course of Russian and Soviet history. While this first section is designed to keep the argument flowing and accessible, such an approach is necessarily somewhat superficial and thus leaves the defence vulnerable to certain criticisms. As such, the second section provides a deeper analysis and discussion of the relevant Marxian concepts, while the third section contains a detailed account of Russian and Soviet history to support the claims made in Section One. Essentially, the second and third sections provide the evidence in support of the case made in the first section, with Section Two also shedding light on how we might usefully understand contemporary society from a Marxian perspective.

1.2 The Case Against Marx

In today’s increasingly superficial political climate, right-wing commentators waste no time in labelling anything they don’t like as ‘Marxist’ and associating Marxism with the atrocities of the Soviet gulags and thus whatever policy it is they’re complaining about this week becomes an inevitable step towards the slaughter of tens of millions of innocents.3 (Or sometimes it’s hundreds of millions – when you’re plucking figures from the air it’s easy to add a zero or two.) Despite these hysterical claims, there is also a legitimate charge – that socialism has been tried and found wanting. It’s a serious accusation, and as such must be addressed.4

It’s clear that the Soviet Union wasn’t a viable, socialist society. Not only did it ultimately fail, in that it ceased to exist, but even during its lifetime it suffered numerous problems. (That’s not to say that there were no positive achievements, but few would argue that the Soviet experiment, overall, was a success.) The position of the right is that the reasons for the failure of the Soviet Union are not to be found in its specific historical circumstances, but in the very nature of socialism. To back this up, they cite any number of other self-proclaimed socialist experiments – those societies which used to be labelled really-existing socialism. In every case the establishment of ‘socialism’, they argue, has led to dictatorship, oppression, corruption, economic stagnation and social disintegration. The template is sufficiently established as to make it implausible to suggest that each instance was blighted by its own totally unique set of circumstances, unrelated to any of the others. There’s a clear pattern of failure, the argument goes, and failure in a fairly routine way and there must be something behind this.

1.3 The Socialist Defence

The socialist defence against this charge is that there are sound, demonstrable reasons why the historical record does not show that socialism is unworkable, or that it inevitably leads to oppression and economic failure and so on. The argument is not that those self-proclaimed socialist countries were successful5, it’s that their failures were not failures of socialism, and they were not so in a particular set of non-inevitable ways.

Those asserting that history provides plentiful examples of socialist failure tend to include in their list almost any regime self-identifying as socialist6. Supporters of democracy are (correctly) never expected to justify or defend the undemocratic policies of the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea or the German Democratic Republic (East Germany), and by the same token socialists should not be expected to defend the non-socialist policies of self-proclaimed socialist states.

As such, there’s no merit in discussing here experiences such as that of Kampuchea under the Khmer Rouge. Their policies were virtually the opposite of socialism from the beginning (autarky, nationalism, racism), their demise was brought about by their defeat at the hands of the Socialist Republic of Vietnam, and in exile they were funded and armed to fight against ‘socialist’ Vietnam by the UK government of Margaret Thatcher and successive US administrations under presidents Carter, Reagan and Bush.7

It’s not enough, though, for socialists to simply claim that no previous or current self-proclaimed socialist regimes were in fact practising or attempting genuine socialism. Aside from looking a bit too much like a ‘no true Scotsman’ defence, it’s also vulnerable to two substantive criticisms.


	1.That the historical record does show some instances of uncontroversially-socialist regimes, and

	2.Where no evidence of socialist policies can be found, this may be because they are in fact impossible to implement, and as such they demonstrate that socialism is unworkable.



In answer to both of these points, socialists can concede that there are in fact some instances of genuine attempts to implement socialism, while still maintaining that the number and variety of such attempts remains insufficient to support a general conclusion that socialism will always, inevitably fail. Although it’s easy for critics to run off a long list of failed ‘socialist’ states, the vast majority were actually territorial expansions of the Soviet Union, with puppet governments installed by Stalin right across Eastern Europe8 and extensive Soviet influence in the Far East, South-East Asia and elsewhere9. Such was the extent of Soviet influence after the Second World War that all of the self-proclaimed ‘socialist’ states of that era received support – in cash, in infrastructure, in training, troops and weapons – from the Soviets. Obviously this backing didn’t come without strings. Soviet support was accompanied by a requirement that the recipients model their regime in line with their sponsors.

What this means is that the supposed variety of failing socialist experiments actually amounts largely to a single experiment, attempted in a fairly limited range of circumstances. This in itself is enough to reduce the argument that there is sufficient historical evidence to demonstrate that socialism cannot work to an argument that Stalinist, Soviet socialism did not work.

One case, which cannot be laid at the door of Stalinism, is the situation in the Soviet Union before Stalin came to power. It’s not uncommon for socialists who disown Stalin to have a less critical view of both Lenin and Trotsky. There are, though, many contemporary reports of extensive repression in the first years after the revolution and critics are not slow to characterise such repression as an inevitable outcome of socialist ambitions. During this period, however, the revolutionary regime was not pursuing or even attempting to pursue socialist policies. Having extricated themselves from the First World War the regime was engulfed in a civil war with domestic counter-revolutionary forces, supported by states hostile to the revolution. The governments of the USA, UK, France, Japan, Canada, Australia, India and Italy sent troops straight from the battlefields of the First World War to fight against the revolution in Russia. This period was characterised not by attempts to establish socialism, but by policies devoted to a single aim – the survival of the revolutionary regime. Even Lenin conceded that ‘everyone agrees that the immediate introduction of socialism in Russia is impossible’.10 Even the apparently socialist programme of state procurement had been introduced by the Tsarist regime at the outbreak of the First World War, and was abandoned by the Bolsheviks as soon as the civil war had been won. Repression in the War Communism period cannot have been the result of socialist policies, since socialist policies were not pursued, or even attempted. It’s more convincing to argue that the Bolshevik oppression during this period was really a continuation of the pre-revolutionary political culture in Russia, following the example of the tactics of the Tsarist Okhrana. Or, given what was going on elsewhere in the world, that early twentieth-century regimes often resorted to oppression, whatever their self-identified political position.

Other critics might argue that the very act of a revolutionary seizure of power will inevitably meet resistance from those who benefitted from the previous regime, and as such force – and likely excessive force and repression – is a predictable outcome of such swift and drastic change. This may well be the case, but it’s a case about sudden revolution, not socialism. The capitalist revolutions of earlier centuries also met with resistance from those committed to the old order and Charles I and Louis XVI were not the only ones to have their heads parted from their bodies. All of these competing explanations of Bolshevik oppression hold more water than the charge that an ideology focused on helping to free the workers from oppression releases an inevitable instinct to persecute those very workers. Even if critics remain unconvinced by these arguments, it’s clear that there are arguments to be made, and as such the trite dismissal of Marx ‘because...history’ is unworthy of serious thinkers.

As mentioned above, beyond these general arguments, there’s a specifically Marxian explanation of the rise and fall of the Soviet Union, and it is to that which we now turn.

1.4 The Marxian Defence

I asserted above that had the Soviets succeeded in building a socialist utopia then such an outcome would have delivered a fatal blow to important Marxian theses. The reason for this is that Marx repeatedly insists that socialism can only be built as a product of mature capitalism, and Tsarist Russia did not provide any such foundation. This is not an abstract or isolated conditional requirement. Rather it is itself required by Marx’s conception of historical change. Exactly how and why this all fits into Marx’s overall theory of history is discussed in chapters 1.5 and 2.5, but for now we need only review his comments on the requirement that capitalism runs its course before a socialist revolution can succeed.

It comes as a surprise to many that Marx’s view of capitalism was not entirely negative. Capitalism, he argued, is the only economic structure capable of developing productive capacity to a level sufficient to lift humankind from our historical situation of scarcity. Only capitalism can produce the material abundance required to set humanity free, developing the ‘relentless productive forces of social labour...which alone can form the material base of a free human society’.11 In The German Ideology Marx and Engels predicted failure for attempts to establish socialism before this material requirement had been met: ‘this development of productive forces…is an absolutely necessary practical premise, because without it privation, want is merely made general, and with want the struggle for necessities would begin again, and all the old filthy business would necessarily be restored’.12 Marx is warning that if you try to distribute resources fairly, when the total amount of resources is insufficient, you merely distribute shortfall to everyone, so that no one has enough (‘want is merely made general’ i.e. not-having-enough is extended to the whole population), the struggle for necessities ensues and we end up back with ‘all the old filthy business’.

According to this approach, then, a free human society – communism – has a material precondition, a required level of development below which freedom (in the relevant sense) cannot be realised.13 What Marx is saying here is that capitalism is uniquely suited to rapid development of productive capacity – that no other system can develop technology to the point where we can produce the material abundance required by a free society. Once capitalism has reached the limits of its potential to develop technology, then and only then will socialism be possible. Attempts to socialise in advance of this point will fail, he argues. Given that Russia in 1917 was one of the least advanced economies in Europe14 it’s clear that, according to Marx’s theory of history, a socialist revolution there could not succeed. An attempt to build socialism on the basis of scarcity only leads to a more widespread distribution of that scarcity, and in 75 years – the blink of an eye in world-historical terms – the revolution collapses. Had the Soviet Union survived and gone on to produce a viable socialist society, then that would have embarrassed and discredited Marx’s entire approach to historical change.

Why then, if it’s so clear from Marx’s work that a revolution in Russia in 1917 could not possibly succeed, did Marxist revolutionaries attempt just such a revolution? Well, it’s fair to say they had been warned – the passages I’ve quoted above are only a small sample of the times Marx warns that a premature revolution cannot succeed. (In Chapter 1.5 we’ll look further into Marx’s theory of history and it will become clear why this is a necessary conclusion.) However, Marx did present a condition which, if met, could enable a premature socialist revolution to succeed, within the principles of his theory of history. Russian revolutionaries were becoming increasingly interested in Marx’s work, particularly after the publication of a Russian translation of Capital in 1872. In 1881 Marx received a request, from Vera Zasulich,15 to clarify his views ‘on the possible fate of our rural commune, and on the theory that it is historically necessary for every country in the world to pass through all the phases of capitalist production’.16 In his reply Marx rejects the idea that Russia may be able to skip the capitalist stage of development, stating that the peasant commune must ‘be assured the normal conditions for spontaneous development’.17

The following year, though, Marx offered some hope to the Russian revolutionaries in the Preface to the 1882 second Russian edition of The Communist Manifesto. Here he posed the question at the centre of the Russian debates over his work: Could the Russian peasant commune ‘pass directly into the higher form of communist common ownership? Or on the contrary, must it first pass through the same process of dissolution as constitutes the historical evolution of the West?’ His answer provides a strict condition for such a possibility: ‘The only answer to that possible today is this: If the Russian revolution becomes the signal for a proletarian revolution in the West, so that both complement each other, the present Russian common ownership of land may serve as the starting point for a communist development.’18

The condition is clear, and the assertion that a Russian revolution could only succeed if it was to precipitate revolutions in the most developed capitalist nations was not lost on Lenin or Trotsky. The Bolsheviks regarded a successful European proletarian revolution as absolutely necessary to the survival of a socialist regime in Russia. Lenin argued that following a proletarian revolution ‘the only complete guarantee against restoration in Russia is a socialist revolution in the West. There is and can be no other guarantee.’19 Trotsky was similarly committed to this position: ‘Without the direct state support of the European proletariat the working class of Russia cannot remain in power.’20 By acknowledging that the survival of a post-revolutionary regime in Russia would be dependent upon the direct state support of the European proletariat (itself requiring that successful socialist regimes had been established in the West), the Bolsheviks were able to advocate socialist revolution in Russia without rejecting Marx’s theoretical approach to revolutionary change and historical development. Once in power, they set up the Comintern (Communist International) with the specific aim of precipitating proletarian revolutions in the advanced capitalist economies. Their failure to achieve this objective was finally conceded in 1943 when the Comintern was dissolved in favour of Stalin’s (distinctly un-Marxist) policy of Socialism in One Country. Having failed to ignite revolutions in the advanced nations, the Soviet experiment could not, according to Marx, succeed in delivering a viable socialist society. Far from being disproved, Marx’s work is vindicated by the Soviet failure to achieve socialism, and its eventual collapse.

1.5 The Marxian Counterclaim

Thus far we’ve established that Marx saw socialism as something only achievable after capitalism had fully developed, meaning that the Soviet experience represents supporting historical evidence for his approach, rather than an example of the failure of his ideas. That tells us something about Marx’s theory of history, and something about what the Soviet Union wasn’t, but it doesn’t tell us much about what the Soviet Union actually was.

One of the problems with traditional interpretations of this matter is that everyone from any side has had a vested interest in adopting an interpretation which supports their political outlook. Having demonstrated that Marx bears no responsibility for the Soviet Union or its failure, we can take a step back and ask how Marx might have explained the rise and fall of the Soviet Union. In order to do this, we’ll need to review some of the basic building blocks of Marx’s theory of history. Here I’ll provide only a short glossary of the main concepts. Further considerations and more technical discussion can be found in Section 2.21

Historical Materialism

Marx’s theory of history – Historical Materialism – emphasises the importance of production and technology and asserts that in a general sense, the character of any social, political or cultural phenomenon is influenced by the prevailing economic structure, to a greater extent than vice versa. In the terminology of historical materialism, the material or economic base determines the character of the political, social and cultural superstructure.

This economic base can be further divided into two complementary aspects of production in any given historical setting:

The Productive Forces are essentially the material component of the productive process, composed of labour power and the means of production – raw materials, land, tools, machines, premises etc.

Production Relations are the social component of the productive process – they describe who owns which productive forces. A person may own their own labour power, or some or all of someone else’s labour power. Or they may own or control any amount of means of production – a forest, a factory, a coal mine, an office building, a printing press and so on.22 Production Relations simply describe who owns what.

In describing how production relations work in society, we can employ three further terms, class, economic structure and revolution:

A class is a group of people who share the same production relations. In general use the term class has many meanings – usually quite vague, and almost always encompassing social and cultural facets. In contrast, Historical Materialism uses the term to refer to groups such as slave, serf, proletarian and capitalist, each defined by its specific relations of production – its members’ ownership or control of productive forces.

The economic structure is the sum of production relations in a society at a given time – that is, the classes of which a society is comprised. Capitalism, for example, is an economic structure in which most people are proletarians (free wage labourers), and most of the means of production are owned by the bourgeoisie (capitalists).

Revolution is the term given to the process of change whereby a society moves from one economic structure to another. Although some of Marx’s political polemics occasionally call on workers to rise up and seize control of the means of production, there is nothing in historical materialism that requires any such event. A revolution doesn’t have to involve manning the barricades or storming the Winter Palace. It’s entirely possible for the revolutionary transition to occur peacefully. In fact, given the nature and time scale implicit in the concept of revolution in Historical Materialism, violence and unrest are more often the political repercussions of social upheavals created by the longer-term economic transformations which actually constitute the process of revolution.

The concept of revolution introduces the dimension of time and the process of social change into the equation. How such change proceeds, and how revolutionary transformations come about can be described by the Development Thesis and the Primacy Thesis.

The Development Thesis and the Primacy Thesis

These twin theses form part of G.A. Cohen’s rigorous treatment of the concepts of Historical Materialism in his ground-breaking and influential 1975 work Karl Marx’s Theory of History – A Defence.23

The Development Thesis relates to technological development and states that the productive forces tend to develop through history, and that they will do so because humans are sufficiently intelligent to be able to improve their material situation, and sufficiently rational to be disposed to do so, given their historical situation of scarcity.

The Primacy Thesis states that the nature of the production relations in a society is explained by the level of development of its productive forces to a far greater extent than vice versa.24 This means that the social aspect of the economic base (who owns what in a society) is determined by the material aspect – the level of technological development.

This claim is based on an assertion that as technology develops, different types of economic structure suit different levels of technological development. (A slave society might be suitable for building pyramids or keeping the Picts at bay, but it’s not particularly conducive to the invention of spreadsheets or the development of ABS braking systems.)

Taken together the Development Thesis and the Primacy Thesis assert that:


	•historical change is driven by technological development

	•various economic structures arise and persist because they promote development

	
•as technology develops, an economic structure that had previously promoted development may now hinder further development


	
•in such a case, the economic structure will (eventually) give way and be replaced with a new economic structure which promotes further development. If economic structures sometimes impede further development, and if rationality dictates that development cannot be subverted indefinitely – then economic structures must ‘rise and fall...as they enable or impede that growth’.25




The process of historical change in this context is similar to the evolutionary process of natural selection by chance variation. Throughout history there is constant experimentation with different ways of doing things. Not just in the development of new technologies but in the field of human relations. The variation of time, place and circumstance in the human experience has led to an incalculable number of combinations of production relations. Those experiments which favour further development at a time when existing relations are proving a drag on progress confer a productive advantage on their host societies. A productive advantage translates into a competitive edge for that society and, in the almost universal human situation of scarcity, a survival advantage. Over time, societies (or groups within a society) adopting production relations that ‘work’ will come to dominate their neighbours who resist such a change – a new economic structure emerges and the revolution is complete. Before we go on to look at Marx’s treatment of the process whereby feudalism is transformed into capitalism, we should briefly review exactly what capitalism means in an historical materialist sense.

What is Capitalism?

In Marx’s terms, capitalism is an economic structure in which the dominant production relation is that most workers are proletarians. The proletariat are defined by their ownership of their own labour power, and their non-ownership of any means of production. This means that:


	•they are free in that they may sell their labour power on the open market to the highest bidder – they are not compelled to work for any particular capitalist

	
•they are unfree in that their non-ownership of any other means of production dictates that in order to live they must sell their labour power to some capitalist or other




This situation is in contrast to pre-capitalist labourers who were typically bound to the land by feudal obligations, unable to sell their labour power on the open market and compelled to labour for others, not by the need to earn their living, but by force, the threat of force or customary obligations. They were unfree in the sense that they didn’t enjoy full ownership or control over their own labour power. Sometimes restrictions were formalised in their legal obligation to perform work for a feudal lord, in other cases the restrictions were less transparent, but no less real in terms of the lived experience of the worker. On the other hand, many workers enjoyed some rights over their means of subsistence – their obligations to their feudal lord may be partly reciprocated by provision of a plot of land on which they could grow crops and various rights of use or access to communal assets – the right to graze livestock on a common or to collect firewood from a spinney for example. Capitalism sweeps away both the rights and the obligations of the workers.

Under capitalism then, most people are proletarians, who own no means of production. A much smaller class are the capitalists – or bourgeoisie – who own most of the means of production. Full membership of the bourgeoisie is defined by ownership of sufficient means of production as to not need to work in order to be able to live. A bourgeois industrialist or landowner may actually work, but their class location requires only that they need not do so. These are of course ideal-typical definitions, and in capitalism, as in any system, numerous shades and intermediate classes exist. Section Two includes discussion of some intermediate classes under capitalism, among a number of other concepts of Historical Materialist theory.

So how do these two classes – the proletariat and the bourgeoisie – come into being? How do they emerge from the feudal system in which workers are not free in the way that proletarians are, but also whose unfreedom is a product of customary power relations, rather than of economic necessity? How are feudal barons usurped by capitalists as owners of the means of production? How are the means of production themselves transformed into capital – from the ‘individualised and scattered means of production into socially concentrated ones, [from] the pygmy property of the many into the huge property of the few’?26

The Transition from Feudalism to Capitalism – The Bourgeois Revolution

Just as Marx argues that a condition of sufficient technological development must be met for a successful socialist revolution, he also asserts a similar condition exists for a successful bourgeois revolution:


the overthrow of the absolute monarchy would be merely temporary if the economic conditions for the rule of the bourgeois class had not yet become ripe. Men build a new world for themselves, not from the ‘treasures of this earth’, as grobian superstition imagines, but from the historical achievements of their declining world. In the course of their development they first have to produce the material conditions of a new society itself, and no exertion of mind or will can free them from this fate.27



With 75 per cent of the working population of England engaged in agriculture at the start of the sixteenth-century, each worker was producing enough for themselves and one-third of another person. This level of productivity is simply not enough to enable urbanisation or industrialisation on any significant scale.28 With a finite amount of usable farmland it would be necessary to improve output per acre and also output per worker. Before any kind of industrial revolution could take place, there would need to be a revolution in agricultural productivity. The technological developments enabling this agricultural revolution could get only so far within the existing economic structure, and then feudal relations of production began to hamper further progress. During the Tudor period workers were increasingly turfed off the land through a series of measures adopted by progressive landowners, beginning to favour profit from farming over rent from tenants. As the Tudors gave way to the Stuarts the progressive farmers and emerging merchant class used their economic power to wrest political power from the Crown and into the hands of their representatives in Parliament. (The economic power of the rising capitalist class was such that they were able to consolidate political power even to the extent of chasing out James II and replacing him with the more compliant William of Orange – James’ nephew and son-in-law – as a constitutional monarch, answerable to Parliament.) From this point the forcible evictions of workers accelerated under the legal mechanism of Parliamentary Enclosure until almost 9 million acres had been redistributed from small-scale, subsistence workers to capitalist landowners by 1850, creating an army of landless poor who had no choice but to head for the developing towns in search of wage labour.29

Marx repeatedly emphasises the importance of the creation of a proletariat in the process of bourgeois revolution: ‘the capitalist mode of production and of accumulation, and therefore capitalist private property, have for their fundamental condition the annihilation of self-earned private property; in other words, the expropriation of the labourer’.30 The creation of capital, ‘the transformation of the individualised and scattered means of production into socially concentrated ones, of the pygmy property of the many into the huge property of the few’ accompanies the ‘expropriation of the great mass of the people from the soil, from the means of subsistence, and from the means of labour’ and forms the ‘prelude to the history of capital’.31

Marx’s analysis of the development of capitalism in England emphasises the role of technological development, leading to a shift in production relations which in turn enabled further developments and more shifts in production relations until the economic power had come to lie with the emerging capitalist class, leading eventually to conflict as they assumed political power.32 The economic foundations of the old order had crumbled in the face of technological developments and the rise of the bourgeoisie. But there was no great revolutionary moment where the traditional aristocracy were swept away by the upstart capitalists. Although there had been bloodshed in the civil wars it mainly resulted from the inability of sections of the old order to embrace the changing world. There was a social, cultural and emotional investment in the traditional way of doing things which they couldn’t forego – at least, not without a fight. As for the emerging capitalists – they were largely drawn from the lower and middle ranks of the feudal establishment. The crucial revolutionary transformation was in the ownership relations – in the development of new class locations, rather than in the personnel occupying certain positions in the economic structure. Far from the capitalist upstarts putting the old feudal barons to the sword, the brunt of the suffering was borne by the workers – evicted from the land, subjected to persecution, forced to seek wage labour in the emerging industrial economy and drafted into service to be killed and maimed in the civil wars on both sides, though neither side was fighting for their interests. In Marx’s words:


Thus were the agricultural people, first forcibly expropriated from the soil, driven from their homes, turned into vagabonds, and then whipped, branded, tortured by laws grotesquely terrible, into the discipline necessary for the wage system.33



He lists numerous Acts of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries specifying punishments including whipping, branding (variously on the breast, back, shoulder or forehead, depending on the ‘crime’), cutting off half an ear, abduction of the transgressor’s children into slavery, use of irons and manacles, imprisonment, slavery and execution.

The transition from feudalism to capitalism, then, has a material precondition – a level of technological development sufficient to enable urbanisation and industrialisation – and consists of a number of essential processes:


	•The dissolution of feudal obligations

	•The expropriation of the immediate producers

	•The concentration of the means of production



Marx also notes that aspects of the transition may be accompanied by violence and brute force, but that these would likely be directed at the workers, rather than the representatives of the old order. He further notes that the state may play a role in assisting the bourgeoisie’s rise to power, and that amid the turmoil and chaos, the workers may be able to organise sufficiently to snatch political power, but that:


its victory will only be temporary, only an element in the service of the bourgeois revolution itself, as in the year 1794, as long as in the course of history, in its ‘movement’, the material conditions have not yet been created which make necessary the abolition of the bourgeois mode of production and therefore also the definitive overthrow of the political rule of the bourgeoisie. The terror in France could thus by its mighty hammer-blows only serve to spirit away, as it were, the ruins of feudalism from French soil.34
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