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The Marx Revival

The Marx renaissance is underway on a global scale. Whether the puzzle 
is the economic boom in China or the economic bust in ‘the West’, there 
is no doubt that Marx appears regularly in the media nowadays as a guru, 
and not a threat, as he used to be. The literature dealing with Marxism, 
which all but dried up twenty-five years ago, is reviving in the global con-
text. Academic and popular journals and even newspapers and online jour-
nalism are increasingly open to contributions on Marxism, just as there are 
now many international conferences, university courses and seminars on 
related themes. In all parts of the world, leading daily and weekly papers 
are featuring the contemporary relevance of Marx’s thought. From Latin 
America to Europe, and wherever the critique to capitalism is remerging, 
there is an intellectual and political demand for a new critical encounter 
with Marxism.

Types of Publications

This series will bring together reflections on Marx, Engels and Marxisms 
from perspectives that are varied in terms of political outlook, geographi-
cal base, academic methodologies and subject matter, thus challenging 
many preconceptions as to what ‘Marxist’ thought can be like, as opposed 
to what it has been. The series will appeal internationally to intellectual 
communities that are increasingly interested in rediscovering the most 
powerful critical analysis of capitalism: Marxism. The series editors will 
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ensure that authors and editors in the series are producing overall an eclec-
tic and stimulating yet synoptic and informative vision that will draw a 
very wide and diverse audience. This series will embrace a much wider 
range of scholarly interests and academic approaches than any previous 
‘family’ of books in the area.

This innovative series will present monographs, edited volumes and 
critical editions, including translations, to Anglophone readers. The books 
in this series will work through three main categories:

Studies on Marx and Engels
The series will include titles focusing on the oeuvre of Marx and Engels 

which utilize the scholarly achievements of the on-going Marx-Engels-
Gesamtausgabe, a project that has strongly revivified the research on 
these two authors in the past decade.

Critical Studies on Marxisms
Volumes will awaken readers to the overarching issues and world-changing 

encounters that shelter within the broad categorization ‘Marxist’. 
Particular attention will be given to authors such as Gramsci and 
Benjamin, who are very popular and widely translated nowadays all over 
the world, but also to authors who are less known in the English-
speaking countries, such as Mariátegui.

Reception Studies and Marxist National Traditions
Political projects have necessarily required oversimplifications in the twen-

tieth century, and Marx and Engels have found themselves ‘made over’ 
numerous times and in quite contradictory ways. Taking a national per-
spective on ‘reception’ will be a global revelation, and the volumes of 
this series will enable the worldwide Anglophone community to under-
stand the variety of intellectual and political traditions through which 
Marx and Engels have been received in local contexts.
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	1.	 Terrell Carver and Daniel Blank. 2014. A Political History of the 
Editions of Marx and Engels’s “German Ideology” Manuscripts.
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CHAPTER 1

Introduction

Xavier Lafrance and Charles Post

The Great Recession that began in 2007–2008 has brought a renewed 
interest in the study of capitalism.1 The immense turmoil and human suf-
fering caused by the deepest economic slump since the Great Depression 
of the 1930s underlined the urgency of understanding the logic of the 
capitalist system and its manifold impacts on our lives—its tendency to 
crisis,2 its environmental impact3 or the way it nurtures inequalities. Interest 
in the last has been clearest in the extraordinary success of Thomas Piketty’s 
Capital in the Twenty-first Century4 and the Occupy movement’s pitting of 
the 1% against the 99%. A decade after the outbreak of the recession, these 
issues are still firmly on both the political and the academic agendas.

A renewed attention to capitalism as a system has led to the publica-
tion of several volumes on the history of capitalism in recent years.5 In 
the United States, the “new history of capitalism” has by now become 
an established subfield, with its own programs, departments research 
chairs and book series. A number of important books on the history of 
US capitalism have also been published.6 This historical interest is not 
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surprising, given that how we approach the history of capitalism shapes 
our ability to comprehend the logic of this system and our capacity to act 
on it. To grasp the dynamics of capitalism, we must be able to differenti-
ate it from preceding historical societies. This book’s aim is to contribute 
to our understanding of capitalism by offering historical analyses of its 
origins in different regions of the world. We stress that capitalism is a 
distinct type of society and one that is very recent in the history of human 
civilizations. Because of this insistence on the historical, as opposed to 
natural, character of capitalism, the studies gathered here differ from 
most recent and older contributions on this topic.

Almost all past efforts at historicizing capitalism and at explaining its 
origins have ended up assuming the very things that need to be explained. 
Most historical explanations of its origins have been circular, suggesting 
that capitalism emerged out of pre-existing, if embryonic, capitalist 
dynamics. Most have focused on the quantitative growth of commercial 
activities progressively liberated from long-standing traditional constraints 
or a universal human proclivity to develop labor-saving technology (pro-
ductive forces). This propensity to explain capitalism as an outgrowth of 
age-old and quasi-universal trading activities—the “commercialization 
model”—has its roots in the historical narratives developed by the 
Enlightenment and the classical political economists.7 Here, ancient 
profit-taking commercial practices, typically involving buying cheap in one 
region and selling dear in another, are equated with capitalism and its rest-
less drive to accumulate. We are left with historical explanations that essen-
tially revolve around the removal of obstacles to timeless processes—an 
endeavor often attributed to triumphant urban merchants, sometimes 
involving violent revolutions. Historical lines of demarcation are blurred, 
with the unique imperatives of capitalism becoming naturalized.

Such teleological assumptions still permeate recent historical accounts. 
For instance, editors of the recently published two-volume Cambridge 
History of Capitalism claim that one of their main goals is to determine: 
“Why did capitalism and modern economic growth take so long to get 
started in the first place?”8 Assuming that capitalist accumulation was 
bound to eventually happen, they claim that: “we look for the beginning 
of the ‘rise of capitalism’ as far back as archeologists have been able to 
detect tangible evidence of some human activity that was consistent, if not 
fully congruent, with the practices of modern capitalism”.9 The editors 
and contributors find evidence of capitalistic economic growth as far back 
of ancient Greece and Rome and even first millennium BCE Babylonia. 

  X. LAFRANCE AND C. POST
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In another recent book, Jürgen Kocka offers a “history of capitalism from 
antiquity to the present”.10 While seeking “trace elements of a kind of 
proto-capitalism in small amounts” throughout history, he claims that 
merchant networks that developed in China, Arabia and parts of Europe 
are precursors of “modern capitalism”.11 Henry Heller has also lately tack-
led the issue of the birth of capitalism, from an ostensibly Marxist perspec-
tive. While assigning a key role of the “territorial state” in forging markets 
and directing colonial ventures, Heller maintains that late medieval class 
struggles between feudal landlords, on the one hand, and urban and rural 
producers, on the other hand, allowed the more “socially and economi-
cally ambitious” upper stratum of the urban population to play a “key role 
in the development of capitalism from the late fifteenth century”. These 
“proto-capitalist elements”, the small producers, eventually “formed the 
shock troops of the early bourgeois revolutions” and engaged in “[t]he 
development of productive means to enhance the extraction of relative 
surplus value and the ultimate emergence of the law of value in the com-
petitive market”.12 In standard tautological fashion, economic behaviors 
stemming from the application of the law of value—cost-cutting strategies 
implying the productivity-enhancing development of means of produc-
tion—are here presented as factors leading to the emergence of this very 
law. Never mind the fact that the presence of the law of value “distinguished 
capitalism from feudal systems in Europe and elsewhere”, as Heller him-
self stresses, apparently unaware of any contradiction.13

A notable and stimulating exception among recent contributions is the 
work of Joyce Appleby, who claims that “there was nothing inexorable, 
inevitable, or destined about the emergence of capitalism”.14 Appleby 
refuses to read capitalism back into historical societies that preceded it or 
to present it as the logical continuation of trading activities. As she puts it, 
“capitalism is not a predestined chapter in human history, but rather a 
startling departure from the norms that had prevailed for four thousand 
years. Nor did commerce force capitalism into being. There have been 
many groups of exceptional traders—the Chinese, Arabs, and Jews come 
to mind—but they were not the pioneers either the Agricultural or 
Industrial Revolution. We could say that a fully developed commercial 
system was a necessary, but insufficient, predecessor to capitalism”.15 
Moreover, “capitalism was not a general phenomenon, but one specific to 
time and place”.16 While Western European countries were eventually 
compelled to imitate their neighbor and rival, Appleby insists that only 
England experienced a capitalist transition at first.17

  INTRODUCTION 
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On these points, the perspective developed by Appleby is similar to our 
perspective. Indeed, the case studies gathered here stress the historical 
character of capitalism; none take for granted its emergence. However, 
whereas Appleby’s theoretical inspiration is Weber’s work which views 
capitalism as a “cultural system”,18 we rely on a historical materialist frame-
work and an understanding of the capitalist system developed by Robert 
Brenner and Ellen Meiksins Wood. The approach advanced by Brenner 
and by Wood has often been dubbed “political Marxism” (PM). For 
reasons that become clear in what follows, we prefer to speak of “Capital-
centric Marxism”, whose roots are in Marx’s mature critique of political 
economy.19

Classical Accounts of the Origins of Capitalism 
and Marx’s Critique of Political Economy

Adam Smith offers one of the first systematic attempts at explaining the 
origins of capitalism and one that still informs—unwittingly or not—much 
of contemporary research on this issue. Smith developed the classical ver-
sion of the commercialization model of the origins of capitalism. For him, 
the same fundamental factors producing economic prosperity in modern 
society also explain the historical development of human civilizations in 
general.20 Seeking to better their condition, self-interested individual pro-
ducers specialize and enter exchange relationships with others. Out of a 
natural human propensity to “truck, barter and exchange”, a division of 
labor emerges and sustains economic development. An “invisible hand” 
thus not only organizes the activities of self-interested individuals in mod-
ern economies, but also propels a historical development going through 
four “modes of subsistence”, from hunting and gathering, to pastoral 
society, to settled agriculture and, finally, commercial society. This evolu-
tion of the division of labor goes hand in hand with an accumulation of 
capital stock allowed by the parsimony of individual economic actors. 
Hence, an “accumulation of stock is previously necessary for carrying on 
th[e] great improvement in the productive powers of labour” that derives 
from the invention and usage of “a variety of new machines” in commer-
cial societies.21

Another classical explanation of the origins of capitalism, and one that 
offers an influential alternative to the Marxist account, was developed by 
Max Weber. For Weber, the emergence of capitalism is a non-issue because 
profit-seeking commercial enterprises have existed throughout the history 
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of civilization. What Weber sought out to explain was the emergence of 
“modern capitalism”, under which the satisfaction of everyday-life needs 
by private businesses aimed at maximizing their profits became the rule. 
This form of economy emerged at first only in the Western world in the 
middle of the nineteenth century. According to Weber, modern capitalism 
possesses the following features: the privatization of means of production, 
rational accounting, wage laborers compelled to sell their labor in the mar-
ket and free to do so without restriction, free commodity markets, “ratio-
nal” technology reducible to calculation so as to facilitate the mechanization 
of production and “calculable” and dependable law.22

Weber addresses the origins of modern capitalism is his Protestant Ethic 
and the Spirit of Capitalism.23 In this book, Weber postulates that the 
Protestant ethic, and more specifically Calvinism and its doctrine of pre-
destination, created a deep anxiety among believers who were uncertain 
whether they were among the “elect” who would be saved by God. To 
alleviate this anxiety, Calvinists were diligent at work in order to secure 
entrepreneurial success, which was understood as a sign that one was 
saved. This Protestant ethic paved the way to a capitalist spirit that was 
eventually secularized and that outstripped the traditional economic ethic 
that had previously informed the motives of economic actors and acted as 
a fetter to capitalist development. For entrepreneurs imbued with the 
spirit of capitalism, profit maximization became an end in itself.

The transformation of the motives of economic actors under the influ-
ence of the Protestant ethic is part of Weber’s broader consideration of 
institutional and cultural developments that led to the rise of modern, 
rational capitalism in the West. In subsequent works on the sociology of 
world religions, in his Economy and Society and especially in his posthu-
mously published General Economic History, Weber developed causal 
chains to explain the rise of Western modern capitalism, as part of the 
larger process of rationalization specific to European civilization.24 He 
specifies two central causal forces: the emergence of the rational-legal state 
and, the development of a new economic ethic which displaced substan-
tive rationality, concerned with immediate needs related to the preserva-
tion of community ties, with a “formal” rationality involving mean-ends 
calculus aimed at maximizing returns.25 Western European cities, where 
bourgeois producers gained increasing economic autonomy, acted as incu-
bators of this new ethos.26 The development of the latter culminated with 
the rise of Protestantism and the spirit of capitalism and unleashed a 
Smithian pattern of trade deepening the division of labor and sustaining 
economic development.

  INTRODUCTION 
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Smithian assumptions permeate Weber’s work. Weber focuses on the 
unique ability of European civilizations to remove obstacles to the free 
movement and development of land, labor and capital.27 In other civiliza-
tions, kinship systems, patrimonial states or religious demands constrained 
the development of a fully blossomed, modern capitalism. While Weber 
“found that many [factors] conducive to the unfolding of modern capital-
ism in China, India, and ancient Israel, [these] were in the end outweighed 
by a series of opposing constellations”.28Again, the emergence of capital-
ism is assumed rather than explained. Weber fails to provide an account of 
the emergence of free and market-dependent wage laborers. He presents 
the proletarianization of labor as a precondition for the rational capital 
accounting that, according to him, sits at the heart of modern capitalism, 
under which “the optimum profitability of the individual worker is calcu-
lated like that of any material means of production”.29 Weber’s explana-
tion is functionalist: the separation of workers from the means of 
production is the necessary result of the use of technology in large-scale 
factories and the rational organization of modern economies, which call 
for a military-like discipline of labor under centralized and bureaucratized 
control.30

Karl Marx was the first to seriously address the issue of the transforma-
tion of class relations that led to the transition to a capitalist economy. 
There are, however, two distinct phases in Marx’s understanding of the 
transition. In some of his earlier work and especially in The German 
Ideology, The Poverty of Philosophy and The Communist Manifesto, Marx 
essentially reproduces Smith and other classical political economists’ anal-
ysis. Here, a transhistorical development of productive forces driven by an 
ongoing division of labor responding to the expansion of the market 
determines the evolution of class relations as well as a linear succession of 
modes of production. The rise of trade and technological development 
takes place in the urban interstices of a feudal society, where a bourgeoisie 
of merchants acts as a force of progress against feudal agrarian classes. The 
upshot is a bourgeois revolution that breaks down the remaining political 
obstacles to a fully developed capitalist economy and society. Yet, this rev-
olution is less the starting point of capitalism than the culmination of a 
protracted process of capitalist accumulation. For the younger Marx, then, 
capitalism is already on the rise within the feudal mode of production and 
contributes to its desegregation. However, capitalism’s presence is again 
presupposed rather than explained.31

  X. LAFRANCE AND C. POST
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Marx broke with Smithian notions and developed his truly original 
contribution on the origins of capitalism in his mature critique of political 
economy in the Grundrisse and in Capital.32 There Marx unequivocally 
rejected classical political economy’s notion of a “primitive accumulation” 
enabling a shift to a capitalist society. Smith’s accumulation of capital 
“stock” and expanding trading activities could never, on their own, explain 
this shift. As self-restrictive and thrifty as wealth hoarders might have been, 
they did not create capitalism. As Marx puts it, “the mere presence of mon-
etary wealth, and even the achievement of a kind of supremacy on its part, 
is in no way sufficient for th[e] dissolution [of earlier modes of production] 
into capital to happen”.33 On the contrary, Marx is insistent that the cen-
tralization of monetary wealth by usury in pre-capitalist societies “does 
not change the mode of production, but clings to it like a parasite and 
impoverishes it”. The “usurer’s capital impoverishes the mode of produc-
tion, cripples productive forces instead of developing them, and simulta-
neously perpetuates these lamentable conditions in which the social 
productivity of labor is not developed”. Whether or not usury can act as 
an element conducive to the formation of a capitalist mode of production 
depends not on usury’s own logic but on “other conditions”.34

Likewise, “taken by itself”, the development of merchant capital—his-
torically organically related to usury—“is insufficient to explain the transi-
tion from one mode of production to the other”.35 In fact, as a rule, “the 
less developed production is, the more monetary wealth is concentrated in 
the hands of merchants … The independent development of commercial 
capital stands in inverse proportion to the general economic development 
of society …”.36 Marx notes that waves of trade expansion have taken place 
at different points in history but resulted in the development of a capitalist 
mode of production only in the modern world. This leads him to conclude 
that, while commerce can have a solvent effect on traditional economic 
structures, whether or not “a new mode of production arises in place of 
the old, does not depend on trade [per se], but rather on the character of 
the old mode of production itself”.37

Marx points to the historically specific character of each mode of pro-
duction and leaves behind the notion of universal laws of historical devel-
opment, whether anchored in a human propensity to truck and barter or 
to systematically develop productive forces. In his mature works, he breaks 
with the commercialization model while developing a theoretical perspec-
tive where the nature of class relations of exploitation defines the working 
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logic of a given mode of production—rather than class relations being 
defined by the division of labor emerging out of the development of forces 
of production. Marx explains that, in pre-capitalist modes of production, 
because the “worker himself remains the ‘possessor’ of the means of pro-
duction of his own means of production and the conditions of labour 
needed for the production of his own subsistence, the property relation-
ship must appear at the same time as a direct relationship of domination 
and servitude”.38 Put another way, in non-capitalist modes of production, 
such as European feudalism, individual peasants and other direct produc-
ers formed communities that organized their self-reproduction by secur-
ing non-market access to their means of production and of subsistence.39 
Consequently, ruling classes appropriated labor surpluses by way of “extra-
economic compulsion”.40 Whereas direct producers avoided market 
dependence and the competitive imperatives that stem from it, appropria-
tors accumulated extra-economic means of coercion, as opposed to invest-
ing in the development of forces of production.41 It follows that the feudal 
(and the other non-capitalist) mode of production led individuals and the 
classes that they formed to reproduce themselves in ways that were not 
conducive to Smithian patterns of growth but rather to the perpetuation 
of existing social and economic structures.

The expansion of commercial exchange and the accumulation of mon-
etary wealth were necessary but never sufficient conditions for a transition 
to capitalism. Their impact varies according to the nature of mode of pro-
duction in which they operate. As Marx explains, “[i]n themselves, money 
and commodities are no more capital than the means of production and 
subsistence are. They need to be transformed into capital”.42 “Capital is not 
a thing, but a social relation”,43 and for mere wealth to be turned into 
capital, a radical transformation of relations of class exploitation—or what 
Brenner calls “social property relations”—had to occur. This is not a mat-
ter of an incrementally growing numbers of individual merchants or arti-
sans willingly saving before investing in production in response to market 
opportunity. Only through a radical alteration of class relations could a 
new mode of production conducive to sustained economic growth 
emerge. This implies social conditions in which economic actors become 
market dependent and are compelled by competitive imperatives to sys-
tematically develop the forces of production. Hence, for Marx, the secret 
behind the “so-called primitive accumulation” is “the historical process of 
divorcing the producer from the means of production”.44

  X. LAFRANCE AND C. POST
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Marx discusses this process in the last part of the first volume of Capital, 
where he focuses on the mass expropriation of peasants in the English 
countryside. In the new agrarian context that emerged out of this process 
of expropriation, English landlords increasingly relied on economic as 
opposed to extra-economic forms of appropriation, as growing numbers 
collected rents out of the commercial profits of tenants who employed 
dispossessed wage laborers. This resulted in sustained economic develop-
ment since, as Marx notes, “the revolution in property relations on the 
land was accompanied by improved methods of cultivation, greater co-
operation, a higher concentration of the means of production and so on, 
and because the agricultural wage-labourers were made to work at a higher 
level of intensity”.45 While he did not provide an account of the causes of 
these transformations of the English agrarian sector in the early modern 
period, Marx’s decisive contribution cleared the way for later Marxist 
historians.

The Dobb-Sweezy Debate on the Transition 
from Feudalism to Capitalism

For nearly eight decades after the publication of the first volume of 
Capital, the theorists of the Second and Third International ignored, for 
most part, the “late Marx’s” account of the origins of capitalism. The 
discussion of the origins of capitalism after Marx reverted back to his 
earlier formulations was based on Smith’s version of the “commercializa-
tion model”. Most post-Marx discussions (Plekhanov, Kautsky, Lenin, 
Trotsky, etc.) of revolutions in the less developed regions of the world—
initially Tsarist Russia and later the Global South as a whole—revolved 
around whether or not the “bourgeois-democratic revolution” had been 
completed in these areas.46 While drawing radically different strategic 
conclusions about the possibilities and limits of working class struggles in 
these societies, all of the participants in the discussion assumed key ele-
ments of the “commercialization model”. All embraced the vision that 
capitalism had developed in the urban ‘interstices’ of the feudal (or other 
pre-capitalist societies), diffusing to the countryside with the growth of 
markets, setting the stage for a “bourgeois-democratic” revolution which 
would destroy the remnants of pre-capitalist social relations through a 
radical land reform, parliamentary democracy and (where necessary) the 
achievement of national independence. When the question of the origins 
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of capitalism was directly addressed, as for example by the Soviet historian 
M.N.  Pokrovsky,47 the Smithian narrative of The German Ideology and 
The Communist Manifesto was reproduced in its entirety.

The publication of Studies in the Development of Capitalism, authored 
by the leader of the British Communist Party’s Historian Group, the 
economist Maurice Dobb,48 marked a partial break with the Marxian vari-
ants of the “commercialization model”.49 Dobb rejected the notion that 
the reproduction of non-capitalist social property relations, in particularly 
those of European feudalism, was incompatible with the growth of trade 
and urban centers. Instead, feudalism, distinguished by lordly expropria-
tion of rents (in labor, kind or cash) from an unfree peasantry (serfs) 
through political and juridical mechanisms, had its own distinctive, non-
capitalist logic. The systematic obstacles to either the lords or peasants 
developing the productivity of labor through specialization, technical 
innovation and accumulation of land and tools resulted in an internally 
generated crisis of feudalism in the form of subdivision of landholdings 
and declining yields per acre and per worker. By the mid-fourteenth cen-
tury, the feudal crisis produced a massive demographic collapse across 
Europe, which opened the road to the transition to capitalism. For Dobb, 
the abolition of serfdom and urban guilds marked the end of extra-
economic extraction of surpluses. As the “petty mode of production”—
rural and urban household production—was freed from feudal 
“super-structures”, peasants and artisans were able to respond to market 
signals, specialize output, innovate and accumulate. As early industrial and 
agrarian capitalism spread, it confronted the remnants of feudal relations 
in the countryside and feudal power organized through the Absolutist 
States. The bourgeois revolutions in England (1640–1660) and France 
(1789–1799), led by urban and rural capitalists, overthrew Absolutism, 
established capitalist rule and eliminated the last vestiges of feudalism, 
completing the transition to capitalism.

The US Marxist economist Paul Sweezy’s50 review of Dobb’s book in 
Science & Society initiated the first debate on the transition to capitalism 
among Marxists.51 Sweezy insisted that feudalism, as a form of non-
commercial “natural economy”, was highly resistance to change. Instead, 
the impetus for the transition to capitalism had to come from external 
developments—most importantly the growth of towns and trade after c. 
1000 AD. Relying on the work of Henri Pirenne,52 Sweezy argued that the 
growth of trade and towns dissolved feudalism—monetarizing rents and 
undermining serfdom and promoting the growth of markets that destabi-
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lized guilds and other restrictions on production and trade. Sweezy53 
argued that the trade-induced collapse of feudalism initiated a period of 
“pre-capitalist commodity production” which was not governed by capi-
talist dynamics of specialization, innovation and accumulation. Instead, 
this distinct phase prepared the way for the emergence of capitalism in the 
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. Dobb and the prominent medieval-
ist R.H. Hilton54 continued to insist that the source of the feudal crisis was 
internal to this mode of production and the liberation of the “petty mode 
of production” from relations of extra-economic coercion led to the emer-
gence of capitalism. For Dobb, Hilton and most other participants in the 
debate, the bourgeois revolutions—the English Revolution of Civil War of 
the seventeenth century and the French Revolution of the eighteenth cen-
tury—were essential to the removal of “pre-capitalist remnants” in the 
countryside and the consolidation of capitalism.

In many ways, the “Transition Debate” in Science & Society pitted an 
advocate of Marx’s mature account of the origins of capitalism—Dobb—
against a defender of his earlier, Smithian influence thinking—Sweezy. 
However, a close examination of Dobb and Sweezy’s arguments reveals 
greater ambiguity. On the one hand, Sweezy does give explanatory pri-
macy to the growth of trade in the dissolution of feudalism. However, he 
rejects the notion that the expansion of trade alone produced capitalist 
commodity production. On the other, Dobb and Hilton understood that 
the crisis of feudalism was rooted in the specificity of feudal social property 
relations, not in the growth of towns and trade. However, they defend the 
Smithian claim that once producers are freed from extra-economic coer-
cion, they will become capitalist producers. In other words, capitalism 
remains present in the interstices of feudalism, awaiting its liberation from 
non-market constraints. As we see, this does not account for the persis-
tence of “free” peasant production in most of Western Europe through 
the mid-nineteenth century because it cannot explain how producers 
become dependent on the market for their economic survival and are thus 
compelled to specialize, innovate and accumulate.55

Hilton and Dobb’s arguments about the bourgeois revolutions also 
suffer from similar problems. On the one hand, historical research since 
the 1960s56 confirms the thoroughly capitalist character of English agri-
culture before the English Revolution. Put simply there are no “feudal” 
remnants to be removed by a revolutionary bourgeoisie in England. On 
the other hand, there is voluminous evidence that the French Revolution 
was neither led by capitalists nor abolished non-capitalist social property 
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relations.57 The French “bourgeoisie” was not formed of capitalists but of 
merchants dependent upon royal monopolies and urban professionals 
seeking income-producing offices in the Absolutist state. The revolution’s 
land reforms actually consolidated peasant proprietorship in France for 
well over a century, limiting the size of the domestic market for 
manufactured goods. Similarly, the abolition of the guilds did not “liber-
ate” artisans to become capitalists but instead opened the way for new, 
municipal forms of the customary regulation of manufacture.

The Brenner Debate

The publication of Robert Brenner’s “Agrarian Class Structure and 
Economic Development in Pre-Industrial Europe” in Past & Present in 
1976 fundamentally transformed the discussion of the origins of capital-
ism.58 While engaging the main non-Marxian explanations of the transi-
tion to capitalism in Europe—the “commercialization model” associated 
with North and Thomas59 and the “demographic model” associated with 
M.M.  Postan60 and Emmanuel Le Roy Ladurie61—Brenner’s essay also 
reshaped Marxian discussions for the next 40 years. While differing on the 
relative importance of the spread of markets or long-term population 
movements, both models assume that the early modern agrarian economy 
responded in a basically automatic manner to changes in the supply and 
demand of land and labor. Not only did these models assume that specifi-
cally capitalist dynamics—the necessity of producers to specialize, innovate 
and accumulate in response to market signals—existed transhistorically, 
but they were unable to account for the divergent paths of development 
across Europe in the fifteenth century. Brenner pointed out that the spread 
of towns and trade beginning in the eleventh century and the demographic 
collapse of the fourteenth century were cross-European phenomena. 
However, these relatively uniform processes produced very different out-
comes—the reduction of a formerly free peasantry to serfdom in Eastern 
Europe, the emergence of a free, subsistence-oriented peasantry in most 
of continental Western Europe and the emergence of the distinctive 
relationship between capitalist landlords, capitalist tenant farmers and 
wage laborers in England alone.

Brenner’s alternative explanation began, as did Dobb, with the specific-
ity of feudal social property relations and its specific crisis tendencies. The 
ability of the lords to use extra-economic coercion to extract rents in labor, 
kind or cash from the peasantry and the peasantry’s ability to reproduce 
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their possession of land outside of market competition ruled out the sys-
tematic development of productivity through improved methods and labor-
saving techniques. As population rose in the face of relatively stagnant 
agrarian productivity, the tendency toward the parcellization of landhold-
ings through partible inheritance led to declining yields per acre and labor 
input and, eventually, to demographic collapse. The outcome of the feudal 
crisis, however, was not pre-determined. Instead the intensified struggle 
between lords and peasants in different zones of Europe shaped the diver-
gent results of the crisis.62 Across Europe lords and peasants struggled to 
reproduce their existing class position—the lords’ access to peasant surpluses 
and the peasants’ effective possession of landed property. The differing con-
ditions faced by lords and peasants in varied parts of Europe produced a 
variety of outcomes of the feudal crisis, with the emergence of capitalist social 
property relations occurring in England alone, as the unintended conse-
quence of the struggle of lords and peasants to reproduce themselves.

In Eastern Europe, where the legally free peasants possessed large plots 
of land but did not develop strong communal village organization, the 
lords were able to defeat peasant revolts and establish the “second serf-
dom”. In Western Europe, the stronger peasant villages were able to free 
themselves from serfdom and monetarize rents. However, the “liberation 
of the petty mode of production”—the abolition of serfdom—did not 
lead automatically to capitalism. Instead, the peasants preserved their 
effective possession of their plots through stable, customary rents and 
taxes. The Western peasantry engaged in “safety-first” agriculture—mar-
keting only physical surpluses after the consumption needs of household 
members and villagers were satisfied. The consolidation of Absolutist 
monarchies, whose main source of revenue was taxes on the peasants, 
short circuited lordly attempts to consolidate leaseholds and raise rents in 
response to increased agricultural prices. Only in England were the peas-
ants able to gain their legal freedom, while the lords—in possession of 
larger demesne and backed by a more centralized state—were able to 
impose commercial, capitalist leases on their tenant farmers. Thus, the 
breakthrough to specifically capitalist social property relations—in which 
capitalist tenant farmers were compelled to specialize, innovate and accu-
mulate in order to pay rising rents—was the unintended consequence of the 
feudal crisis.

The ensuing debate on Brenner’s essay involved a variety of prominent 
medieval and early modern European historians, some Marxists but most 
not. While most criticisms focused on particular historical details, Brenner 
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faced two major criticisms—one from Le Roy Ladurie,63 in defense of the 
demographic model, and another from Guy Bois64 and Rodney Hilton,65 
in defense of a canonical version of historical materialism. Despite their 
differences, both charged Brenner with conflating “political” and “eco-
nomic” factors in his analysis. On the one hand, Le Roy Ladurie accused 
Brenner of conflating “surplus extracting” classes and “ruling classes” in 
pre-industrial Europe as if they were one in the same. While acknowledg-
ing that the demographic collapse produced a different result in Eastern 
Europe, Le Roy Ladurie continued to insist that objective-economic 
demographic trends produced uniform results across Western Europe, 
including England. As Brenner66 pointed out, this left him incapable of 
explaining how England alone broke out of the Malthusian population 
cycle—supporting a growing population with an increasingly productive 
agriculture based on capitalist social property relations. Only the historic 
divergence in social property relations, between capitalist and peasant 
(independent household) production, could explain the difference.

On the other hand, Bois and Hilton accused Brenner of giving exces-
sive weight to political factors—the class struggle—in analyzing the feudal 
crisis and its outcome across early modern Europe. It was Bois who first 
leveled the charge that Brenner’s was “political Marxist”. Specifically he 
argued that Brenner underestimated what Marx, in the 1859 Preface to A 
Contribution to the Critique of Political Economy, called the “contradiction 
between the forces and relations of production” under feudalism that 
manifested itself in a “falling rate of seigneurial revenue”. Brenner pointed 
out67 that Bois’s was correct that rents and taxes were declining in 
Northern France in the thirteenth century. However, in the same period 
seigneurial incomes rose in England. Brenner argued that the relative orga-
nization and strength of lords and peasants in England and France—
English lords possessed larger demesnes in relation to lands regulated by 
village communities than their French counterparts—explained the diver-
gent trends in seigneurial revenues in the thirteenth century.

As Ellen Wood pointed out, “the criticisms levelled by Bois and Le Roy 
Ladurie were quite substantially beside the point, and both … took for 
granted a separation between the ‘political’ and the ‘economic’ that is 
specific to capitalism”.68 Under feudalism and other non-capitalist forms 
of social labor, surplus was extracted from the peasantry through extra-
economic means—via political, juridical and military power. In these soci-
eties, there is no separation between the non-producers’ personal political 
power and their extraction of surplus production, and this is why Brenner 
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coined the phrase “politically-constituted property” in reference to non-
capitalist modes of production. Thus, the relationship of class forces—the 
balance of power between classes and the level of solidarity within classes—
plays a greater role in shaping the form of feudal, compared with capitalist 
crisis. By contrast, capitalism alone makes both producers and non-
producers dependent upon successful market competition for their eco-
nomic survival. Capitalism’s unique laws of motion/rules of 
reproduction—the law of value which compels producers to economize 
labor time through productive specialization, labor-saving technical inno-
vation and the accumulation of surplus value—operate through the mech-
anism of price competition. Put simply, capitalism is reproduced through 
the “dull compulsion of the market place” rather than through varied 
forms of extra-economic coercion. Only under capitalism do we see a sep-
aration of the “political” and the “economic”—the capitalists’ state con-
stitutes a public sphere of “impersonal power”69 while exploitation is 
privatized in individual units of production (a point on which we come 
back later). The unique dynamism of capitalism—the constant develop-
ment of the productive forces—and its crisis tendencies—falling profits as 
a result of the increasing mechanization of production—operate much 
more independently of the desires and goals of either individual capitalists 
or the capitalist state.70

“World Systems Theory” and the Critique of 
“Neo-Smithian” Marxism

At the same time Brenner was intervening in the wider debate among 
historians over the different trajectories of economic development in early 
modern Europe, he engaged a new work that had rekindled interest in the 
transition to capitalism among Marxists—Immanuel Wallerstein’s The 
Modern World System.71 Wallerstein’s research on the political and eco-
nomic evolution of post-independence Africa had led him to question 
much of the received wisdom of conventional social science on economic 
development and social change. Specifically, he came to see the limits of 
“modernization theory”72 which posited a universal sequence of economic 
stages that each society, defined by the nation-state, would traverse over 
time. Instead, Wallerstein concluded that the tremendous social and eco-
nomic inequalities between societies were not the product of their being 
at different “stages” of development but the products of the workings of 
a single, capitalist world economy. Wallerstein embraced the work of the 
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Marxian dependency theorist, Andre Gunder Frank,73 who argued that 
“economic development and underdevelopment are the opposite face of 
the same coin. Both are the necessary result and contemporary manifesta-
tions of internal contradictions in the world capitalist system”.

In The Modern World System, Wallerstein synthesized Sweezy’s account 
of the transition to capitalism with Gunder Frank’s analysis of the unity of 
development and underdevelopment in the capitalist world economy. At 
the center of Wallerstein’s historical analysis is the distinction between 
world empires and world economies. While world empires like China often 
began at a much higher level of agrarian labor productivity, their single 
polity often appropriated the lion’s share of surplus product and blocked 
the spread of markets. World economies like Europe, with their multiple 
states, left surpluses in the hands of local rulers who could reinvest them 
in productive activities and allowed the growth of a trade-based division of 
labor after 1000 AD. As had Sweezy, Wallerstein argued that the expan-
sion of markets was the main solvent of feudalism and the development of 
capitalism. Following Gunder Frank, he argued that all of the varied forms 
of “labor control”—wage labor in the Northwestern European “core”, 
sharecropping and serfdom in the European ‘semi-periphery’ and slavery 
and peonage in the New World “periphery”—were regional market 
responses to the relative supplies of land and labor. All of these forms were 
capitalist from birth, part of a world economy in which surpluses were 
transferred from the periphery and semi-periphery to the core. This pro-
cess of surplus transfer, through mechanisms of “unequal exchange”,74 
guaranteed the economic development of the core through the underde-
velopment of the periphery and semi-periphery.

Brenner’s essay, “The Origins of Capitalist Development: A Critique of 
Neo-Smithian Marxism”,75 located the roots of Sweezy, Gunder Frank and 
Wallerstein’s arguments in the work of Adam Smith.76 As mentioned earlier, 
for Smith, humans had a natural tendency to “truck, barter and trade”. 
Historically, these tendencies produced the growth of the division of labor 
and greater trade. In the absence of “obstacles” (political and customary 
restrictions on trade) to the deepening of the division of labor, producers 
would take advantage of the opportunities presented by the market to special-
ize output, technically innovate and accumulate. Brenner, following Marx, 
demonstrated that producers could be compelled to respond to market sig-
nals in this way if certain social property relations existed. These property 
relations allow direct producers to move from one branch of production to 
another, let capitalists expel labor from production and compels them to 
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introduce more efficient tools and machinery to lower costs through special-
ization, innovation and accumulation so that they won’t face the loss of their 
means of production through market competition. Put simply, neo-Smithi-
ans like Sweezy, Gunder Frank and Wallerstein assume what needs to be 
explained—the existence of capitalist social property relations and their dis-
tinctive “rules of reproduction”/laws of motion.

In painstaking historical detail, Brenner demonstrates that different 
social property relations in different regions of the emerging world market 
of the “long sixteenth century” (1450–1640) were not regional responses 
to the relative supply of land and labor but the products of divergent class 
conflicts in various parts of Europe and the Americas. Neither the “under-
development” of the semi-periphery and periphery nor the “develop-
ment” of the core was the product of surplus transfers through unequal 
exchange. Instead, it was the logic of their specific social property relations 
that shaped their pattern of development—with non-capitalist forms like 
sharecropping, peasant production, serfdom and slavery structurally rul-
ing out the continuous development of the productivity of labor through 
technical innovation and the specifically capitalist agriculture in England 
uniquely requiring the continuous development of the productive forces.

Later Debates

Since Brenner’s breakthrough contributions in the mid-1970s, his thesis 
on the centrality of the transformation of social property relations to the 
origins of capitalism has been challenged both by professional historians 
and by more “orthodox” Marxists. The professional historians have, for 
the most part, concentrated their criticisms on Brenner’s account of the 
origins of capitalism in England in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries. 
Two distinct currents have emerged among these historians. John Hatcher 
and Mark Bailey77 and S.P.  Rigby78 have accused Brenner of a form of 
“class” reductionism that essentially ignores the role of demographic 
factors and the spread of markets in the dissolution of English feudalism 
and the emergence of capitalist agriculture. They defend a causal pluralism 
that gives equal weight to population collapse, the growth of commerce 
and changes in class relations. As Spencer Dimmock,79 a contributor to this 
volume, points out, these arguments both misinterpret Brenner and face 
the same problems as the earlier demographic and commercialization mod-
els. On the one hand, Brenner did not dismiss or ignore demographic and 
commercial factors. Brenner acknowledged both the growth of markets 
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since the eleventh century and the demographic collapse of the fourteenth 
century. However, he argued that different social property relations ulti-
mately determined their impact in varied regions of Europe. Their failure 
to give causal primacy to social property relations leads them to be unable, 
as did Le Roy Ladurie as well as North and Thomas, to explain how uni-
form population and trade developments led to divergent outcomes in 
England, Western and Eastern Europe.

The second trend among historians critical of Brenner has been a new 
“Smithian” historiography that gives explanatory primary to the growth 
of markets in the origins of capitalist agriculture in England. Claiming that 
Brenner’s analysis lacks a “prime mover” in explaining the emergence of 
agrarian capitalism, S.R. Epstein80 argued that the removal of feudal politi-
cal constraints on trade and the resultant centralization of political author-
ity led to an unprecedented level of market integration in England. 
Epstein, along with J.R. French and R.W. Hoyle,81 argued that the newly 
liberated peasantry seized the new opportunities presented by the growth 
of markets to specialize, innovate and accumulate. Like Epstein, French 
and Hoyle—and Dobb and Hilton before them—Jane Whittle also argued 
that the abolition of serfdom freed the peasantry to take advantage of new 
market opportunities and eventually “merge into capitalism”. In Whittle’s 
account, the peasantry “expropriated themselves” without any interfer-
ence by landlords.82 In other words, peasants voluntarily opted to special-
ize output, innovate technologically and accumulate land and tools, rather 
than being compelled to do so by increasingly insecure leases imposed by 
the landlords.

The new Smithian historians’ claims reproduce many of the same prob-
lems of earlier versions of the “commercialization” model and, in the case 
of Whittle, are based on very weak historical evidence. As Wood points 
out,83 all variants of the claim that capitalism emerges from the spread of 
markets fundamentally view the market as a realm of opportunity rather 
than coercion. This notion fundamentally ignores the dangers that come 
when producers specialize output in order to take advantage of market 
“opportunities”. Put simply, rural producers who forgo the production of 
their own subsistence put themselves at the risk of starvation in the case 
of bad harvests, falling prices and the like. Except for a minority of wealthy 
peasants, rural households opt whenever possible, for safety-first agricul-
ture—the marketing of physical surpluses after the subsistence needs of 
household members and neighbors are met—not out of cultural conser-
vatism or the absence of markets but out of material self-interest. Whittle’s 
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historical claims about the predominant role of enterprising yeoman 
farmers consolidating landholdings are also open to challenge. It is not 
only based on an extremely small sample of manorial records from Eastern 
England, but her data actually contradict her claim. A careful examination 
shows that the lesser landlords of the region—the “gentry”—were the 
main forces evicting small peasants and consolidating landholdings that 
they then rented through commercial leases.84 The minority of wealthy 
English peasants—the “yeomanry”—that took up commercial leases were 
coopted by a ruling class actively engaged in the capitalist restructuring of 
the countryside.

The main Marxian criticisms of Brenner have come from those, follow-
ing Bois, who defend the “canonical” version of historical materialism out-
lined in the 1859 preface to A Contribution to the Critique of Political 
Economy.85 Led by Chris Harman,86 and joined after the mid-1990s by 
Alex Callinicos, the “productive forces” Marxists reiterate Bois’s claims 
that Brenner’s account of the origins of capitalism places too great an 
emphasis on “subjective” and “political” factors like class struggle, while 
giving insufficient weight to “objective” and “economic” factors, in par-
ticular the “contradictions” between productive forces (labor processes) 
and productive relations (class relations). From this perspective, history is 
driven by the development of the productive forces—a transhistorical ten-
dency for humans to improve the productivity of labor through the intro-
duction of new tools and methods. Eventually, these new productive forces 
run up against limits posed by the existing productive relations, leading to 
crises and the emergence, through a process of class conflict, of new class 
relations that are compatible with the new forms of the labor process.

Harman’s original account87 begins with the consolidation of feudalism 
around 1000 AD, which brought with it a sharp increase in agricultural 
productivity—both in terms of yield per acre and in terms of per labor 
input—as a result of the introduction of new plows and crop rotation 
systems. This growth of rural productivity allowed for the revival of towns, 
as the centers of both handicraft production and lordly consumption, and 
the spread of trade across Europe. In much the same way as Pirenne, 
Sweezy and Wallerstein, Harman argues that the growth of trade acted as 
a solvent of feudal social relations. However, Harman avoids Pirenne and 
Wallerstein’s simplistic claim that the growth of trade was the equivalent 
of the emergence of capitalism. Instead, Harman opts for a version of 
Sweezy’s argument that the dissolution of feudalism via commerce pro-
duced a “transitional society”—“pre-capitalist commodity production”. 
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It was the outcome of class struggles in both the towns and the country-
side, culminating in “bourgeois revolutions” led by urban merchants and 
manufacturers and capitalist farmers that overthrew Absolutism, abolished 
the remnants of feudalism and cleared the way for capitalist production. 
While Harman’s later accounts88 attempt to nuance his arguments, the 
essentials remain—the autonomous growth of the productive forces leads 
to the spread of markets, dissolving feudal social relations and creating the 
conditions for the emergence of capitalism.

As Brenner points out in a debate with Harman,89 this thesis suffers 
from a number of major conceptual and empirical problems. The model 
assumes that feudal social property relations were amenable to a fairly con-
tinuous introduction and diffusion of new tools and methods slowed, at 
best, by “resistance in terms of cultural traditions”. However, Harman 
never demonstrates how either lords or peasants were compelled or capa-
ble of continually adopting new techniques. Instead, the lords’ inability to 
organize the peasants’ labor process and the peasants’ non-market access 
to land combined with the lords’ extraction of most of the surplus product 
meant that neither lords nor peasants were either obliged or able to con-
tinually introduce new methods.90 Nor can Harman and other “produc-
tive forces” Marxists identify the mechanism that guarantees that the new 
social relations of production that the new productive forces eventually 
create will be compatible with the continued development of labor 
productivity.91 As Brenner argued, Harman’s argument makes “it difficult 
to understand why human history on a global scale has not been to a 
much greater extent a narrative of progress and, in particular, why the 
onset of capitalist development did not take place much earlier and occur 
more broadly”.92 Harman and others can only overcome these problems 
by reintroducing a variant of the “commercialization model”—with all of 
its historical and theoretical problems.

More recently, a new Marxian critique of the “political Marxist” account 
of the origins of capitalism has emerged. In order to overcome what they 
view as Brenner and Wood’s overly “internalist” account of the origins of 
capitalism (and the overly “externalist” account of Wallerstein), Alex 
Anievas and Kerem Nisancioglu in How The West Came to Rule: The 
Geopolitical Origins of Capitalism93 utilize the notion of “uneven and 
combined development”. Originally formulated in his magisterial History 
of the Russian Revolution,94 Trotsky argued that the establishment of capi-
talism in Western Europe, Japan and the United States in the mid-
nineteenth century profoundly altered the conditions of reproduction of 
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the feudal-Absolutist autocracy in Russia. Faced with political-military 
competition from these more advanced societies (“uneven development”), 
Tsarist Russia attempted to adapt the most advanced social relations and 
labor processes from the industrial capitalist West while preserving 
“archaic”, non-capitalist forms in agriculture (“combined development”). 
According to Trotsky, the breakthrough to capitalism in the West sub-
jected Tsarist Russia to the “whip of external necessity”. However, because 
Russia enjoyed the “privilege of backwardness”, it was able to “jump over” 
the varied phases of capitalist development (handicrafts and manufactur-
ing) and establish modern capitalist industry in the midst of a sea of peas-
ant producers.

For Anievas and Nisancioglu, uneven and combined development is 
not specific to capitalism but a general law of history that allows them to 
introduce a greater degree of contingency into Marxian accounts of his-
tory, while making these accounts global. Anievas and Nisancioglu argue 
that uneven and combined, as manifested through inter-societal relations, 
is central to accounting for the emergence of capitalism in England and 
parts of Western Europe in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. How 
The West Came to Rule provides a sweeping history of the varied impacts 
of inter-societal interactions that created the conditions for capitalism. In 
this account, it was the expansion of the Mongol trading empire in the 
thirteenth century leading to the European demographic collapse, the 
Ottoman tributary empire’s wars in Southern and Eastern Europe allow-
ing the relatively isolated English aristocracy to demilitarize, the European 
colonization of the Americas and the establishment of plantation slavery, 
the Dutch colonization of Southeast Asia and the British colonization of 
India that are the crucial moments in the emergence and consolidation of 
the capitalist mode of production.

While claiming to transcend the limits of existing accounts, including 
that of Brenner and Wood, How the West Came to Rule is deeply flawed, 
both conceptually and historically.95 First, the “law of uneven and com-
bined development” is specific to capitalism. While uneven development 
characterizes all of human history, the process of more “backward” groups 
appropriating productive methods from more “advanced” groups did not 
lead to “combination”—the introduction of the capital-wage labor relation 
and the systematic development of labor productivity through labor-saving 
devices—before the advent of industrial capitalist production.96 Attempts 
to use uneven and combined development to explain the origins of capital-
ism reproduce the errors of the “commercialization model”—assuming the 
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existence of capitalist rules of reproduction to explain the emergence of 
capitalist social property relations. The result is a causal indeterminacy 
where all factors—from the rules of reproduction and crisis tendencies of 
feudalism, to the outcome of peasant-lord struggle in different regions of 
fourteenth-century Europe, to the spread of markets, and various forms of 
inter-societal interaction—are of equal importance in explaining the ori-
gins of capitalism. However, without a clear ordering of determinations—
the heart of materialist social theory—we are left with mere historical 
description, not analysis or explanation. How the West Came to Rule is also 
filled with a variety of problematic historical claims that, again, reproduce 
many of the questionable assertions of both the demographic and the com-
mercialization models.

Political Marxism and the Renewal  
of Historical Capitalism

What are, then, the implications of Brenner’s defense and deepening of 
Marx’s analysis of the origins of capitalism to our understanding of the 
basic tenets of historical materialism?

Ellen Meiksins Wood has made a major contribution to renewing his-
torical materialism from a “political Marxist” perspective.97 Since there are 
no transhistorical laws of development, each mode of production has a 
singular logic that stems not from an abstract economic logic but from a 
given configuration of social power. At the most fundamental level, his-
torical materialism explores social, political and cultural life by analyzing 
the specific ways in which human beings establish social relations among 
themselves and with nature in order to produce their material conditions 
of existence. In other words, we begin with the ways in which humans 
establish social relations of reproduction with nature and then try to 
understand how the distinct character of these specific social relations 
structures historical processes and shape other sets of social, political and 
cultural relations. As Wood explains, a basic precept of Marx’s historical 
materialism is that “the forms of [social] interaction [with nature] pro-
duced by human beings, themselves become material forces, no less than 
are natural forces”.98

For class societies, the analysis moves to the ways in which classes repro-
duce themselves and how this affects social and political reality. As Marx 
explains, the “relationships between the rulers and ruled”, the “specific 
form of the state” and of the “entire social structure” are determined by 
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the specific form in which “unpaid surplus-labor is pumped out of direct 
producers” by an exploiting class. This is a crucial point: class relations are 
not an epiphenomenon responding to the development of forces of pro-
duction. On the contrary, it is the way in which class relations of exploita-
tion are configured that orients the development (or non-development) of 
productive forces within a given mode of production. Put another way, 
the concept of a mode of production does not refer to the technical or 
even the social organization of the immediate process of production. 
Modes of production are always simultaneously modes of exploitation. The 
distinct “laws of motion” attached to a mode of production derive from 
distinct social property relations, which Brenner defines as “the relations 
among direct producers, relations among exploiters, and relations between 
exploiters and direct producers that, taken together, make possible/spec-
ify the regular access of individuals and families to the means of produc-
tion (land, labour, tools) and/or the social product per se”.99 In other 
words, when speaking of a mode of production or a set of social property 
relations, we refer to a multilayered and complex configuration of social 
power that orients how classes reproduce themselves while also allowing a 
class to appropriate a surplus at the expense of another (or several others). 
This, it should be stressed, is by no mean a reduction of Marx’s concept of 
a mode of production to relations of exploitation, leaving out a whole 
series of social spheres, as some critiques of PM have argued.100 The spe-
cific type of surplus appropriation that forms the kernel of a given mode of 
production is made possible by, and exists through, a dense configuration 
of economic, political, legal, cultural, and ideological relations and institu-
tions. As Wood has explained, many institutions and relations that have 
been confined to a “superstructure” by “orthodox” Marxists are in fact 
directly involved in the form of class exploitation that defines the material 
“base” of social life.101

Brenner’s concept of social property relations always involves horizontal 
relationships of competition and collaboration within classes as well as 
vertical conflicts between classes. Both these horizontal and vertical class 
relations are structured by the “rules of reproduction” established by dis-
tinct social property relations. Human beings do make their own history, 
but they do so in a material context that imposes limits to their social 
action that can only be transcended by exiting an existing mode of pro-
duction. In non-capitalist modes of production, class exploitation took an 
extra-economic form, and this implied distinct rules of reproduction. 
Under feudalism, it was the superior legal status of exploiting European 
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landlords that provided them personal political power and access to the 
state’s means of coercion that they wielded to appropriate a surplus from 
direct producers. In the context of “parcellized sovereignty” that charac-
terized European feudalism, landlords were compelled to compete with 
one another (horizontal class relation) to extract labor surpluses produced 
by peasants (vertical class relations) through the accumulation of means of 
coercion and of land. While the balance of power between classes played a 
crucial role in shaping the evolution of non-capitalist class societies and 
polities, members of the feudal ruling classes faced “rules of reproduc-
tion” that constrained them to systematically build military states, thus 
engaging in a process of “geopolitical accumulation”.102 As Brenner has it, 
“the drive to political accumulation, to state-building, is the precapitalist 
analogue to the drive to accumulate capital”.103

Under capitalism, by contrast, exploitation takes place via the “dull 
compulsion of the market place” rather than through different types of 
extra-economic coercion. This implies a separation of the moments of 
appropriation and of coercion—appropriation takes place in the privatized 
sphere of production by individual capitalists subject to market competi-
tion, while coercion takes place in a public sphere where the state safe-
guards private property and maintains social peace. This tendency toward 
a separation of economic and political spheres is unique to capitalism.104 In 
Karl Polanyi’s terms,105 economic relations are no longer socially embed-
ded under capitalism—they cease to be subsumed under social, political or 
cultural regulations and are now organized through the operation of com-
petitive markets and the logic of profit maximization and capital accumu-
lation. Both direct producers  and the exploiting class must successfully 
compete on the market in order to reproduce themselves. This market 
dependence leads to “rules of reproduction” that constrains capitalists to 
systematically cut costs and to maximize profits by investing in productivity-
enhancing technologies.

The state, of course, must intervene to regulate the economy in differ-
ent ways. However, these interventions depoliticize crucial dimensions of 
social life by assigning them to the economic sphere. Meanwhile, because 
surplus appropriation takes place “economically”, the state can now 
become public. In the absence of popular struggles, the capitalist state of 
liberal democratic regimes appears to be an impersonal and autonomous 
entity that represents formally equal citizens. Nevertheless, this formally 
autonomous state continues to depend on sustained capital accumulation 
in order to access tax resources and to maintain its legitimacy. Consequently, 
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the apparently autonomous state of “all citizens” is in practice compelled 
by accumulation imperatives to act as the “executive committee” of the 
capitalist class.

Description of the Chapters in the Book

Political Marxists have been criticized for relying on a concept of capital-
ism that is so abstract, that it can never explain concrete reality.106 Yet, it 
seems to us that the identification of the basic characteristics and logic of 
the system are crucial in order to study the processes that led to its emer-
gence in different parts of the world. If we don’t know what capitalism is, 
how will we know what we should be looking for when studying its ori-
gins? Without a clear conception of what it is, we run the risk of seeing 
capitalism (or embryonic forms of “proto-capitalism”) everywhere and at 
all times. We insist that capitalism as a historically specific social system—as 
opposed to a universal phenomenon anchored in human nature that mani-
fests itself in a more or less repressed form—really does exist.

Our conception of capitalism has not simply been derived from Marx’s 
theoretical insights, but also from meticulous empirical observations. It 
has now been used for new historical inquiries. Political or Capital-centric 
Marxism provides tools for the study of historical processes—tools that 
can be used to observe how and when capitalism is actually happening in 
concrete historical processes taking place in distinct countries or regions. 
Our understanding of capitalism provides important clues to do this. For 
instance, since we know that capitalism is not the culmination point of an 
abstract and transhistorical logic, we know that we will be studying deep 
and broad social transformations—not simply the emergence of a narrowly 
conceived “economy”. We know that we won’t simply be searching for a 
quantitative extension of trade but for a qualitative conversion of class 
relations and of the legal and political institutions that make possible sur-
plus appropriation. Since we assume that the emergence of capitalism is 
not a natural phenomenon but a radical transformation of the configura-
tion of social power, we can expect that the state will be playing a key role 
in its formation. Unprecedented economic dynamism and sustained 
growth are also to be expected.

We believe Anwar Shaikh’s assertion that “capitalism’s sheath mutates 
constantly, but it’s core remains the same”107 also applies to the origins of 
the system. After its original apparition in the English countryside, capital-
ism never emerged in the same way in other regions. Everywhere it did, 
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similar basic transformations of social property relations occurred, but the 
processes that led to these transformations were necessarily historically and 
geographically specific. The chapters assembled in this book offer exam-
ples of the unique ways in which the capitalist system emerged in different 
parts of the world. We address the issue of the international propagation 
of capitalism over the last two centuries in the conclusion of the book, in 
light of the rich chapters that we now briefly summarize to complete this 
introduction.

In the first chapter, Spencer Dimmock comes back on the original sur-
facing of capitalist social property relations in the English countryside. He 
explains how waves of evictions of peasants and the generation of large-
leased, competitive, farms out of a previously communal, customary agri-
culture first took place in England in and from the fifteenth century. 
Dimmock responds to studies that have played down the role of violence 
and political and class conflict in the passage to agrarian capitalism and 
placed much greater emphasis on market-centered forms of causation. 
The chapter focuses on the evidence for the violent eviction of peasants 
from their homes and livelihoods and on the agents of that violence. 
Emphasis is placed on the changing political context of the fifteenth and 
sixteenth centuries—that is, on the changing balance in the structure of 
power in England that enabled these changes to take place.

Building Dimmock’s chapter, Michael Zmolek explores how the emer-
gence of agrarian capitalism created a general condition of market depen-
dence as well as new market imperatives which would subsequently 
transform English manufacturing, giving rise to a capitalist industry in the 
form of the first Industrial Revolution. Zmolek argues that whereas the 
emergence of agrarian capitalism required, primarily, the subsumption of 
land to capital, the emergence of industrial capitalism required the sub-
sumption of labor to capital. He shows how, once the imperative for 
“improvement” caught hold of manufacturing, employers began to intro-
duce innovations in labor organization and in machinery. The chapter 
stresses on how the coercive support of the state, both legislative and mili-
tary, was crucial for capitalist employers to prevail.

The agrarian and industrial transitions in France are also treated in two 
distinct chapters. Stephen Miller deals with the agrarian case. Miller chal-
lenges historians that assume that capitalism had been latent in France 
until the towns aroused farmers to specialize in lucrative commodities 
and make improvements to capitalize on the market opportunities. He 
argues, in contrast, that conflicts of the feudal period left a configuration 
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of peasant parcels of land and seigneurial classes backed by the monarchy. 
In this context, peasants labored intensively and deprived themselves to 
obtain more land while noble and bourgeois landowners exploited peas-
ant labor through seigneurial and sharecropping rents but did not invest 
in agriculture. The peasant revolution in 1789 and continued labor-
intensive husbandry further entrenched farming for use value despite the 
growth of industry and cities in the 1800s and 1900s. Miller shows how 
it was technocrats under de Gaulle in the late 1950s that finally trans-
formed this system into capitalism by regulating access to land and pres-
suring farmers to take out loans, in order to improve husbandry on 
account of market competition.

Xavier Lafrance’s chapter shows that capitalism did not emerge endog-
enously in France and emerged as a state-led process in response to geo-
political pressures originating from capitalist Britain. Sectors of French 
elites envisaged emulating the British model already from the mid-century 
but concrete attempts to do so largely failed. While, as demonstrated by 
Miller, the 1789 Revolution consolidated small peasant agriculture, it also 
allowed artisans and industrial workers to make substantial gains and to 
preserve the customary regulations of their trades. A non-capitalist econ-
omy remained in place over the half-century that followed the revolution-
ary period. The capitalist restructuring of France’s industrial sector was 
finally initiated under the Second Empire and the Third Republic. In 
order to maintain the country’s geopolitical standing, these regimes stim-
ulated industrial development by building a competitive national market, 
exposing the country to foreign capitalist competition and decisively act-
ing to eliminate customary regulations of labor relations and industrial 
production.

In one of his early publications, Robert Brenner left a passing claim that 
Catalonia had experienced an agrarian transition to capitalism in parallel to 
England, a claim that has been dismissed by Catalan historians and forgot-
ten by his followers. Javier Moreno Zacarés revisits the question of the 
Catalan transition while teasing out its broader implications for the 
Transition Debate. In contrast to Brenner’s claims, this chapter argues 
that pre-capitalist social property relations persisted in Catalan agriculture 
throughout the period of transition. Instead, the locus of the capitalist 
breakthrough is situated by Moreno Zacarés in the proto-industrial textile 
sector that thrived in the eighteenth century. The chapter also attempts to 
show how the Catalan transition highlights the distinct importance of 
changing subjectivities around production and labor and to show how the 
capitalist production ought to be socially constructed.
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Moving on to the other side of the Atlantic Ocean, Charles Post follows 
the American road to capitalism. His chapter challenges the notion that 
North America was capitalist from the beginnings of English colonial set-
tlements in the seventeenth century. While English colonialism in the sev-
enteenth and eighteenth century was fuelled by the dynamics of capitalism, 
the inability to establish a social monopoly of land led to the establishment 
of two distinctive non-capitalist forms in colonial North America—inde-
pendent household (“peasant”) production in the North and plantation 
slavery in the South, bound together with England through the activities 
of sea-board merchants. Post shows how the unintended consequences of 
the American Revolution transformed Northern agriculture into petty-
capitalist farming through the establishment of a competitive market for 
land, while preserving and reviving Southern plantation slavery. The chap-
ter ends with an analysis in the ways in which the contradictions between 
the expanded reproduction of plantation slavery and Northern capitalist 
agriculture and manufacturing set the stage for the political conflicts that 
culminated in the US Civil War.

A common critique facing those working within PM is that it is unable 
to account for the contributions and persistence of racialized, gendered, 
colonial and otherwise unfree labor relations within capitalist modernity. 
In her chapter, Jessica Evans argues through a PM approach that race and 
changing colonial relations were, in fact, central to the spread and repro-
duction of capitalist social relations, through an examination of the transi-
tion to capitalism in Central Canada toward the end of the nineteenth 
century. Evans shows how the transition was importantly stimulated by 
the global conditions generated by the expansion of British industrial cap-
italism which led to the emergence of a global agricultural commodity 
market. This shift relied on self-governing economies who needed to 
build their own state institutions, rather than rely on the governing struc-
tures of the metropole. Looking to the central tension surrounding the 
intersection of a need to build state coffers, legitimate centralized admin-
istration and monopolize land through indigenous dispossession, Evans 
shows how the state turned to the coercive and ideological organization 
of political subjectivities by mobilizing a “national identity” predicated on 
white supremacy.

Mark Cohen addresses the case of Japan during the Meiji era 
(1868–1912). He explains that this case has often been held up as a para-
digmatic case of capitalist development “from above”, in which industrial 
capitalism did not emerge from a revolution in the production relations of 
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the rural majority. Instead, state elites used fiscal policy to nurture the 
development of capitalism on top of a fundamentally pre-capitalist agrar-
ian economy. Cohen criticizes these accounts and provides an alternative 
explanation of the transition to capitalism. He first presents ample evi-
dence of broadly based productive dynamism related to the rise of agrarian 
capitalism in the Japanese countryside. Cohen then argues, against many 
of the economic historians who have contributed to uncovering the dyna-
mism of the Meiji-era rural economy, that this process of economic devel-
opment was not simply a continuation of the commercialization of the 
preceding centuries. Instead, Cohen stresses that the changes to the legal 
enforcement of landlords’ property rights enacted by the Meiji state in the 
1870s, tied to its efforts to reform the land tax, fatally undermined the 
non-market access to the means of subsistence previously enjoyed by peas-
ant cultivators.

Our next chapter focuses on a first case from the “Global South”. Chris 
Carlson studies the emergence of Brazilian capitalism. His chapter chal-
lenges scholars who have long viewed the development of capitalism in 
Brazil as a product of the colonial division of labor and Brazil’s insertion 
into the world economy, as well as scholars who see it as coming about 
with the transition from slavery to wage labor and the proletarianization 
of the peasantry that occurred several centuries later. Carlson argues that 
there are in fact significant regional differences with how and when the 
transition to capitalism occurred in Brazil and that these differences are 
key to explaining the vast divergence between the North and the South. 
In parts of the South, especially the Southeast, the transition played out 
somewhat like it did in the Northern United States, with an expanding 
frontier of family farms in which access to land came to be mediated by 
market mechanisms. In the Northeast, on the other hand, land appropria-
tion was, and continues to be, dominated by wealthy and powerful elites 
that were not subject to the same market pressures as their counterparts in 
the Southeast.

Eren Duzgun takes issue with the common view that the Ottoman 
Empire and Turkey transitioned to capitalism during the late nineteenth 
and early twentieth centuries. He argues that there was no transition to 
capitalism in Turkey until the 1950s and that the late Ottoman Empire 
(1839–1918) and early Turkish Republic (1923–1945) actually followed 
a non-capitalist (and non-socialist) path to modernity. Furthermore, 
Duzgun explains that while the process of capitalist development began in 
the 1950s, the newly emerging agrarian/industrial classes and institutions 
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remained either unwilling or unable to expand and deepen capitalist social 
relations. The chapter demonstrates that the Islamic “National View 
movement” (NVM), albeit unsuccessful to control the state from the 
1970s to the 1990s, provided the blueprint for a novel capitalist moder-
nity, which was taken up by Erdogan’s Justice and Development Party in 
the new millennium.

In the last case study of this volume, Chris Isett focuses on Taiwan. 
Isett contends that, taken as a whole, the scholarship on East Asian devel-
opmental success underestimates the challenges that firms are facing 
when entering established markets. Moreover, it fails to understand that 
even before policy can affect development, the state must free itself of the 
control of the traditional ruling elites, whose economic interests run 
counter to the requirements of modern economic growth and the instan-
tiation of which is the cause of underdevelopment in the first instance. 
Offering an alternative account of Taiwan’s postwar performance, Isett 
explains that its success was only possible because of highly peculiar cir-
cumstances arising from the separation of one ruling elite from its base on 
the mainland and its willingness, on exile in Taiwan, to eradicate the 
existing landlord and merchant classes nurtured under Japanese colonial-
ism. With no vested interest in preserving the domestic order, the leader-
ship of the state in exile could then impose the social conditions necessary 
for capitalism.

Our last chapter addresses the gendered dimensions of the transitions 
to capitalism. Doing so, Nicole Leach offers both a political Marxist cri-
tique of Federici and a feminist critique of Brenner. Leach explains that 
the pre-existence and continuation of an organized system of gender 
oppression throughout the transitions from pre-capitalist modes of pro-
duction to capitalism have been the topic of heated debates across socialist 
and radical feminist definitions of patriarchy and its relation to capitalism. 
In Caliban and the Witch, Federici makes a significant intervention into 
these debates by revisiting the transition from a specifically feminist lens 
and investigating the structural components that allow and facilitate the 
continuation of exploitative gender relations. Yet, Leach stresses that 
Federici’s investigation relies on world systems theories’ overly expansive 
geographic and temporal reading of the transition and, thus, does not 
spell out a historically specific account of the transition. Leach works with 
the best aspects of Federici’s feminist intervention into the transition 
while recognizing and critically addressing the theoretical shortfalls that 
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leave unfinished the project of accounting for both the emergence of capi-
talist social property relations and the continuation of women’s oppres-
sion. She argues that critical engagement with PM provides an opportunity 
to build from the methodological work of social reproduction feminists, 
such as Federici, and to properly reorient feminist approaches to the ques-
tion of capitalism’s origins.
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CHAPTER 2

Expropriation and the Political Origins 
of Agrarian Capitalism in England

Spencer Dimmock

Who will not be contented with pulling down houses of husbandry, so that 
he may stuff his bags full of money? Who cares about offending and breaking 
the laws when he has plenty of money to stop the execution of them.1

In feudal societies, the vast majority of the population are peasants engaged 
in agriculture (husbandry) who possess lands which furnish them with 
their means of production and subsistence. In capitalist societies, the vast 
majority of the population are landless wage workers compelled to seek 
employment from capital-owning entrepreneurs, on whom they are 
thereby dependent for their income. In order, therefore, to understand 
the transition from feudalism to capitalism, the fundamental task is to 
explain how the workers become landless and dependent in this way. The 
case of England has been central in debates on capitalist origins because it 
is widely acknowledged that England was the first country to both gener-
ate capitalist transformations in agrarian organization and production 
from the late fifteenth century and sustain them through to the first 
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modern industrial revolution in the eighteenth century. And, given that 
England was an economic backwater in terms of comparative levels of 
commercialization in the late medieval period, the transition to agrarian 
and then industrial capitalism there appears all the more intriguing.

Looming large in the history of capitalism in England is the role of 
forced expropriation from the second half of the fifteenth century in 
rendering the English peasantry landless and reluctant subsequent gen-
erations entirely dependent upon waged employment. Forced expropria-
tion was achieved either through direct, violent eviction by lords and 
their farmers, lawyers and merchants or through intimidation and dis-
ruption of the viability of peasant production to the same end. In recent 
years, this aspect of England’s transition has been pushed to the margins 
of mainstream historical research, and innocuous, painless forms of 
market-centered causation are usually cited instead. In fact, according to 
one historian, ‘there is no evidence for widespread evictions’ in England.2 
While forced expropriation may or may not have accounted for the 
majority of cases in which peasants found themselves landless, I never-
theless argue for its fundamental role in coloring all aspects of the trans-
formation in England. To that end, I introduce some initial findings of 
new research on nearly 600 well-known cases of illegal eviction and 
depopulating enclosure that were uncovered by a royal commission in 
1517. In conjunction with this evidence, I foreground the often enraged 
commentaries of contemporaries (such as that of John Hales in the open-
ing quote of this chapter and below) on the world-historical changes 
they were witnessing.

Social and political divisions within peasantries, aristocracies and state-
monarchy executive bodies are as important for historical causation as 
those fundamentally opposed class interests that exist between the main 
classes.3 The significance of this horizontal element within the operation 
of social property relations is not sufficiently recognized, and this has 
resulted in striking misinterpretations of the political Marxist perspective.4 
So I emphasize here conflicting and unifying relationships within the 
English ruling class and discuss the impact of these relationships on the 
origins of feudalism and capitalism in England. At the same time, I high-
light more generally the distinguishing features of English feudal social 
property relations (in both origin and development) and their role in the 
emergence of English capitalism.
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The Origin and Development of English Feudal 
Social Property Relations

It is central to Robert Brenner’s thesis that the origin of the dramatic 
divergence of economic, social and political developments in European 
polities in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries can be traced back to the 
origin and establishment of specific feudal social property relations in 
these polities in the tenth and eleventh centuries.5 In contrast to continen-
tal polities, the English monarchy and aristocracy emerged in the eleventh 
century comparatively unified, cohesive and interdependent within a 
highly politically integrated state, and this distinctiveness has key implica-
tions for England’s transition to capitalism. Because England was the first 
to develop sustained capitalist social property relations and related 
Smithian or modern capitalist economic growth directly out of feudal 
social property relations during the medieval phase of European history, 
clarification of the nature of these origins (circa 880–1080) and develop-
ments through to the feudal crisis in the late thirteenth century and 
beyond is essential.6

After centuries of struggle between and within monarchies, aristocra-
cies and peasantries, feudal social property relations became established by 
the end of the eleventh century across Europe. What distinguishes these 
new feudal societies that developed from the ninth century across this 
region from the peasant societies of the post-Roman, early medieval period 
(circa 400–900) is the fragmentation of productive units from large 
tribute-rendering or rent-paying territories or estates into manors which 
were held by a consequently much enlarged and militarized class of 
knights. Autonomous peasants of the early medieval period who owned 
their own lands were entirely expropriated and became indistinguishable 
from rent-paying “free” and unfree peasants and slaves who were the vast 
majority of people in Europe. All were increasingly subjected to much 
greater controls within manors, and obligations of the unfree to labor for 
the lord and other dues, fines and taxes in produce or money were intro-
duced or substantially increased. Slaves became peasants with particularly 
onerous obligations to their lords.7 The consequences of this transforma-
tion in social property relations were a greater intensity and extension of 
agricultural production and organization, a proliferation of markets and 
towns, urban and industrial expansion, overseas trade expansion, a rapidly 
rising population and a multiplication of new rural settlements.

  EXPROPRIATION AND THE POLITICAL ORIGINS OF AGRARIAN CAPITALISM… 



42 

While feudal social property relations in all polities had their variations, 
there were a number of salient differences between their origin and estab-
lishment in England and the continent as a whole. The continent experi-
enced not only the fragmentation of estates but the privatization of the 
previously extensive public or royal power that had been imposed during 
the construction of the Carolingian Empire during the eighth century. 
Aristocrats accumulated territories and developed their own private 
administrations and judiciaries which therefore excluded royal power. 
They built castles to augment or at least to protect these territories and 
peasants from incursions by other aristocrats and bands of warriors. Very 
often the knights or castellans charged by their aristocratic patrons with 
holding these castles appropriated them and developed them as their own 
manorial bases. So the process of fragmentation continued.8

In England “great estates” were fragmented into smaller manors as they 
were on the continent. But crucially, the fate of royal power took the oppo-
site course to the continent. Between the 880s and 950, the armies of the 
West Saxon (Wessex) kings re-conquered Scandinavian kingdoms in 
“English” territory that had been formed by invading Viking settlers. 
During the re-conquest, Carolingian forms of royal administration and 
institutions such as shires and hundreds were introduced at the same time as 
they were declining on the continent. By 950, England had more or less 
become a centralized state with national (royal) institutions throughout.9 
As a result, the English monarchy and aristocracy were now comparatively 
very strong and wealthy in relation to the rest of the population: “England 
had … moved from being the post-Roman province with the least peasant 
subjection, in 700, to the land where peasant subjection was the completest 
and most totalizing in the whole of Europe, by as early as 900 in much of 
the country, and by the eleventh century at the latest elsewhere”.10 However, 
the extent of royal authority in England ensured that the aristocracy was 
comparatively less privileged in relation to the monarch than its continental 
counterparts. The local powers of the greatest magnates were limited. Their 
estates lay scattered through the shires as they were accumulated piecemeal 
through royal grants. Treason laws developed by the Carolingians were 
interpreted more harshly by English rulers. Aristocratic oaths of allegiance 
were only allowed to the king, private warfare was outlawed, the only mints 
were royal mints, the only castles in pre-conquest England were royal 
castles, and there were no private courts administering high justice.11

A crucial outcome of the unification of the English state through the 
re-conquest of English territory was the development of central assemblies 
from the tenth century and their interconnection with the provincial and 
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local royal institutions of shire and hundred. Councils summoned by the 
king met frequently and were truly national councils drawing on a broad 
sweep of landowners in addition to the greater aristocracy. These “witans” 
drew men from distant parts of the realm, discussed the realm’s business 
and saw the generation of laws to cover the whole realm. There were no 
provincial or private rivals to these royal assemblies.12 In addition, a 
national taxation system was instituted by Æthelred in the 990s, something 
not achieved on the continent before 1200.13

So above all, it is endogenous developments in the centuries before the 
Norman Conquest that determined English distinctiveness in the centu-
ries to come. And yet the Conquest did impose significant changes which 
were also unique to England. Initially, it reinforced the unrivalled power 
of the English monarchy over its aristocracy. All of the English landed 
estates were essentially appropriated by the king. He then through his own 
unrivalled powers of patronage enfeoffed them to his new conquering 
aristocracy. Thus, due to this tenurial revolution, Norman aristocrats 
became potentially even less autonomous from the crown than their 
English predecessors had been. And yet with regard to the vertical social 
property relationship between lords and peasants, the lords’ own demesnes 
(home farms either supplying the household or producing marketable 
produce) in these estates were expanded further at the expense of the free 
peasantry, thus augmenting the relatively large demesnes that English 
lords possessed throughout the medieval period. Dramatic reductions in 
the numbers of free peasants occurred as a result of the Conquest and 
further labor customs were introduced. Apart from many regions in the 
North which saw the values of estates reduced by 1086, because of the 
severe loss of population due to widespread violent retribution against 
resistance there, the evidence records very large hikes in manorial rents in 
addition to extortionate royal taxation.14

There were important continuities and developments in the Anglo-
Saxon and Norman institutions and social and economic organization in 
the centuries to come. Central assemblies across Europe which had an 
advisory function for the monarch developed into forms of representative 
assemblies between the eleventh century and 1300. But none of them 
compare in their organization and ability to restrain royal power with the 
English parliament which was formed by the latter date.15 The subjection 
of everyone in England to nonexempted taxation from the early thirteenth 
century was reciprocated with an even greater desire than hitherto for 
“politicized debate” on how the money was to be spent. Maddicott argues 
that, paradoxically, it was the strength of the English monarchy which 
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generated this institutionalized restraint on its powers. It was the relatively 
unprivileged nature of the English aristocracy by comparison with its 
continental counterparts that unified a broad opposition to arbitrary 
kingship.16 By the 1270s, knights were being elected as members of parlia-
ment through the shire system by local freemen of status, a representative 
body therefore without comparison elsewhere in Europe.17 The institu-
tion was also a useful tool through which the crown could rule, and it was 
another example of the interdependence and cohesion between the broad 
English ruling elite and the monarchy.

The relatively harsh controls on the English peasantry also continued 
and were intensified at the same time as peasants on the continent were 
winning charters of liberty from their lords. Henry II’s legal reforms in the 
decades around 1200 enforced a sharp distinction between free and unfree 
peasants by allowing only freemen access to the royal courts and common 
law. Some historians from different perspectives and in different ways have 
sought to equate these reforms with peasant liberation.18 In fact, they 
represent one of the key periods for the depression of the status of the 
English peasantry. They seem to have codified the outcomes of class con-
flicts between lords and peasants in previous decades.19

Across Europe, developments from the establishment of feudal social 
property relations led to feudal crisis. Predatory extraction of peasant sur-
pluses by monarchies and lords for the purpose of warfare and display, and 
peasant overpopulation and underemployment, led to a 60 percent reduc-
tion in labor productivity in England by 1300.20 The cumulative reduction 
in peasant discretionary expenditure led to stagnant local urban econo-
mies and a reduction in lordship income from their estates. Widespread 
famine c. 1315–22, the Black Death in 1348–49 and subsequent plagues 
in the 1360s were exacerbated and bit deeply due to generations of mal-
nourishment. By the late fourteenth century, the English population was 
reduced by 50 percent and showed no signs of rising from that nadir for 
at least a century.

The Origin of English Capitalist Social 
Property Relations

The social and political power wielded by English lords over the peasantry 
by virtue of their comparative cohesion, interdependency with the monar-
chy and the political integration of the state did not protect their incomes 
from effects of the dramatic loss of population in the wake of these disasters. 
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Initially, the lords aimed to maintain rents and serfdom controls at 
pre-Black Death levels at further expense to the peasantry. The crown 
supported them and its own landowning interests by capping wages by 
statute. Many peasants moved to manors where the least harsh conditions 
prevailed as the sharp decline in their numbers gave them increased 
bargaining power and forced lords to compete for tenants. Peasants also 
tried to mitigate the depredations of arbitrary private lordship by seeking 
legal channels in order to prove that their lands were originally held from 
the crown. Finally, following an unprecedented series of royal poll taxes 
between 1377 and 1381, they resorted to one of the most famous national 
rebellions in medieval Europe in which they aimed to remove lordship 
altogether. This ambition was not fulfilled, but the threat of rebellion and 
ongoing resistance ensured that by the 1440s the dues and controls which 
characterized serfdom had largely disappeared across England.

For English lords, the loss of these controls and the ability to arbitrarily 
increase income through them was a fundamental blow. However, English 
lords retained possession of very large demesnes compared to those known 
on the continent at between 25 and 30 percent of the best manorial land. 
They also clearly retained the social and political power to avoid the 
stagnation of their rental income by preventing the previously unfree or 
customary lands of the peasants becoming the equivalent of hereditary 
freeholds. This was something the lords suffered in parts of France, forc-
ing them to seek their reproduction through venal office in the developing 
monarch-dominated state. Because of the massive reduction in demand 
for surplus produce from the demesnes, the reduced availability and there-
fore hike in the price of labor to work them and also the liability of these 
demesnes to royal taxation, the lords were compelled to offer them as 
leaseholds to the highest bidders (mostly between 1380 and 1420) and to 
turn hereditary villein or unfree tenures into “copyholds”. However, 
although the latter no longer carried the taint of servility, the new copy-
holds still favored the lords in the important respect that they were 
temporary tenancies for either a set period of time or for a succession of 
lives, usually three, at which point the holding would be subject to the 
highest bidder, similar to the leaseholds. Rents and entry fines for these 
tenures rose from the late fifteenth century and were increasingly beyond 
the reach of ordinary peasants during the sixteenth century.

The ability of lords to make these changes in their ongoing struggle for 
the peasants’ surplus proved to be significant for the transformation to 
capitalist social property relations in England. The vast majority of people 
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who took up the demesne leases were from the upper strata of the 
peasantry. This was an unprecedented development. Leading lords had 
previously leased their demesnes in the twelfth century when conditions 
were similarly not conducive to direct management, but during that earlier 
phase, the lessees were crucially lesser lords, not peasants. The new lessees 
of the fifteenth century had typically only previously held thirty acres and 
were now often holding between three and five hundred.21 These leases 
proved to be desirable, despite the wide availability of land in the first half 
of the fifteenth century and the good return the lords received from them. 
During the fifteenth century, these enterprises expanded as other adjacent 
peasant holdings were attached, and they became increasingly specialized 
and entirely market-dependent in the sense that the farmers running them 
paid competitive market rents for them and increasingly relinquished 
other means of subsistence. Relatively large farms were also created out-
side of the demesnes through accumulations of copyholds and other tradi-
tional peasant holdings.

Crucial for the transformation was the mutual relationship that devel-
oped between the upper strata of the peasantry who took up the demesnes 
and the lords. These new “yeomen” had now moved into the lords’ sphere 
of operations and this gave them common interests. Thus emerged the 
first two elements of an agrarian capitalist social structure in England. The 
latter took the form of a triad: commercial landlord, capitalist farmer and 
landless laborer. From the activities of the first two elements the third 
would increasingly represent the majority of the people in England as 
these enterprises expanded and more and more peasants were removed 
from their holdings.22

Having leased their demesnes, many lords were increasingly active in 
the second half of the fifteenth century radically reorganizing their estates. 
Typically, they created compact estates for the purpose of developing 
sheep runs for wool and hunting parks for recreation and display. The 
wool supplied the symbiotic growth of the nascent English cloth industry 
which had been stimulated by the growth of the Antwerp Entrepot during 
the upturn in the European economy. Lords commissioned detailed sur-
veys of their lordships in the decades around 1500, and their administra-
tors and lawyers were tasked with drawing every possible form of income 
from their estates. Reorganization also meant the eviction of peasants, and 
it is in these decades that most of the explicit evidence of forced depopula-
tion by the nobility and gentry appears.23 Evictions of peasants had begun 
fifty years earlier however as the outcome of ongoing lord-peasant class 
struggles.
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Historians have long argued over the means in which peasants were 
removed from the land in England, so paving the way for capitalism. 
Currently, the emphasis is often placed on accumulations by the peasants 
themselves or on the polarization of landholding through winners and los-
ers on a free land market. A related argument has been derived from a 
political Marxist perspective. George C. Comninel also assumes that engross-
ment and enclosure were carried out by “largely legal means”, although he 
acknowledges that the law could be oppressive. His thesis points to the 
large amount of freehold land in England subject to the common law of 
the state rather than private jurisdiction, a legacy of the unique penetration 
and continuity of royal jurisdiction within English feudal social property 
relations. English lords and other freeholders could, in the absence of cus-
tomary restrictions, improve and extend their already extensive freehold 
lands for commercial purposes, thus making it increasingly difficult for 
small customary peasants with increasingly fewer resources to compete.24 
Some historians recognize that evictions and enclosure formed a signifi-
cant strand of rural conflict in this period but argue that the large-scale 
clearances did not form the majority of cases because it would only be 
possible for the most powerful lords to achieve them. Lords had other 
options than removing peasants through violence or its threat which could 
work to the same disruptive effect, such as overstocking common lands 
and fencing the demesne to prevent common grazing or encouraging (or 
turning a blind eye to) their farmers’ disruption of the traditional agrarian 
routine. It has been suggested that when lords were involved they were 
usually just clearing up the remnants of “sickly villages”.25

My own view is that forced eviction for the purpose of privatizing 
enclosure should be treated as fundamental to the transition in England, 
whether evictions were violent and direct or slightly less direct. In con-
junction with lords’ continued possession of large demesnes and controls 
over customary tenures, this phenomenon is what clearly marks out the 
experiences of the English people from the rest of the continent in the 
fifteenth and sixteenth centuries. It cannot be proven which form of dis-
possession or expropriation was statistically the most significant. 
Nevertheless, large-scale forced enclosure by powerful lords and their 
farmers would have focused the minds of other lords and peasants across 
Midland, Southern and Eastern England at least in this period. People 
would have been shocked at the news of forced evictions of whole villages 
nearby, and it shocked the state into actions aimed to halt and reverse the 
dramatic changes. In the thirteenth century, wealthier peasants had also 
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made significant accumulations over their lifetimes, but these were always 
later divided among offspring. In this new context, some peasants chose 
to consolidate and pass on their accumulations, perhaps recognizing their 
vulnerability as traditional open fields, common lands and customs were 
threatened. Clearance of the remnants of the population and the destruc-
tion of churches sounded the death knell of villages. There would be no 
possibility of repopulation at a later date as it happened to villages on the 
continent. So the lords clearing the ‘remnants’ had extremely serious 
implications for the future of rural life in England. English lords calcu-
lated that it was more in their interests as well as within their powers to 
follow an increasingly radical path which (although initially unintentional) 
would end the lord-peasant class relationship altogether and be altogether 
more lucrative.

My response to Comninel’s thesis is that it is not the amount of freehold 
land in England and its relationship with the common law stemming from 
English feudal social property relations that is significant for the origin of 
capitalism in England but the relative amount of property the lords con-
trolled in its various forms. This had less to do with the penetration of 
royal jurisdiction and more to do with the ability of lords to accumulate 
and control it at the expense of peasants. Aside from the maintenance of 
controls over customary tenures, the much greater amount of property 
the lords possessed in hand compared to their continental counterparts 
was significant for the origin of capitalism because when it was leased at 
market rates, it had a revolutionary effect on the nature of as much as 
20–30 percent of property-holding in England within a few decades and 
with immediate implications for the fate of property outside of the 
demesnes. It is also debatable as to what extent the monarchy (as opposed 
to the lords) was responsible for the continuity of freeholds in England. As 
we have seen earlier, the number of peasant freeholders was dramatically 
reduced by the Norman Conquest (which Comninel incorrectly assumes 
to essentially mark the beginning of feudal social property relations in 
England). And Comninel’s contention that the monarchy’s legal reforms 
in the decades around 1200 were responsible for liberating a large section 
of the peasantry from manorial lordship by asserting the right of all free-
men to seek justice through the common law in royal courts is also mis-
leading. Whether peasants were able to maintain themselves as freemen 
and freeholders in the first place depended on the outcomes of local class 
struggles with lords, and in the second place it depended on whether free-
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men had written proof of their status (something which was unlikely in 
an age of unwritten custom). Freemen bore the brunt of these reforms, 
and many had their status depressed into villeinage as a consequence. 
Paradoxically, lords themselves were responsible for creating large num-
bers of peasant freeholds during the thirteenth century, which Comninel 
acknowledges. In a period of increasingly intense demographic pressure, 
many peasants were given the carrot of freehold in return for extending 
the lords’ estates by means of assarting into more marginal territory.

Some political Marxists have taken on board criticism of the idea stem-
ming from Brenner’s thesis that the comparative “strength” of lords in 
different polities is a key factor in accounting for capitalist or noncapitalist 
paths. For example, Colin Mooers questions how was it that English lords 
did not have the power to prevent the decline of serfdom in England, and 
yet they did have the power to remove peasants off the land?26 Hence 
Comninel has pointed to the determinative effect of distinctive forms of 
legal institution in England as a result of the unique origin and develop-
ment of feudal social property relations in that country. Others have 
sought to “re-historicize” what they interpret as Brenner’s overly struc-
turalist account.27 My response is that first, the substantial evidence for 
direct illegal forced eviction of peasants’ holdings by free or copyhold 
tenure is not accounted for. In other words, the law was ignored, and suc-
cessfully so, because its execution was clearly dependent on social and 
political power. And second, what is being missed is the significance of the 
co-opting of the English yeomanry into the ruling class through the leas-
ing of the large demesnes (and often the manorial court as well) which 
enhanced their status and rendered them suitable for local manorial and 
royal office holding. Mooers’s juxtaposition of the decline of serfdom 
with the eviction of peasants is misleading because during and after the 
decline of serfdom social property relations underwent a process of funda-
mental change thanks to the development of a new mutual relationship 
between the lords and their yeomen lessees. During the fifteenth century, 
English lords enhanced their class power at the expense of the peasantry 
and, as a result, the latter’s “Golden Age” ended abruptly with wide-
spread evictions and increasing entry fines. So when Brenner talks about 
comparative ‘strength’ in relation to political communities in different 
polities it should not, and need not, be regarded as something structurally 
determined, abstract, or de-historicized, which is the charge against him. 
That comparative “strength” (social and political power) is measured in 
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political communities’ involvement in political and legal institutions, class 
alliances, related social networks and in property, and it had to be con-
stantly maintained through struggle, both individual and collective.

In reorganizing their estates in the second half of the fifteenth and 
early sixteenth centuries, lords eventually came across opposition from the 
monarchy and state officials. The state only seriously intervened, how-
ever, with a statute against depopulating enclosure in 1515, supported by 
a royal inquisition in 1517. This intervention was led by Thomas Wolsey 
who as Lord Chancellor was the leading state official in England. An ear-
lier statute was instituted in 1488 in Henry VII’s reign after petitions and 
speeches from inside and outside of parliament expressed fear of the 
breakup of the body politic or commonwealth of the country as a result 
of widespread evictions of peasants. John Rous, a chantry priest of 
Warwick, wrote The History of the Realm of England (circa 1485–91) in 
which he recounted that he had petitioned several parliaments from as 
early as 1459 in order to remedy what for him was not only a moral out-
rage but disastrous for the country. He wrote of “enemies of the com-
monwealth” and “murderers of the poor” who were “collecting together 
a great part of this realm, towns and hamlets, from which they have igno-
miniously and violently driven out the inhabitants”. He listed fifty-eight 
villages in Warwickshire that were “either destroyed or shrunken” as a 
result. Now, “instead of buyers and sellers in cities and market towns 
there are swarms of beggars, driven out by the destroyers of villages from 
their houses and lands”:

And, in these days, the number of the common folk is much reduced with 
the destruction of villages, hamlets and houses, and countless unhappy 
men and women. For men who are turned out with their families … do not 
attend any longer to the procreation of children, but all their care is on 
how they are to live. Many do so by begging, and many, driven by neces-
sity, resort to theft and robbery, and their wives and daughters exist by 
harlotry, and most of their days are spent in idleness. Those who resort to 
theft are finally hanged, and those who resort to idleness and begging live 
miserably …28

John Russell, the Lord Chancellor in 1483, concurred in a speech he gave 
to parliament that year. He spoke of the “common and public body of the 
realm” falling into decay “and we see daily it does by enclosures and 
imparking, by driving away tenants and pulling down of their holdings”.29 
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The resulting statute of 1488 was neither heeded nor enforced as it 
required the enclosing lords and their farmers to report themselves.30 
Moreover, in order to enforce and administer his broader ambitions and 
consolidate his personal monarchy in the aftermath of the dynastic strug-
gles of the previous thirty years, Henry VII recruited and raised the ambi-
tions of many “lesser men” in the gentry from modest social backgrounds. 
These would be more beholden to him than the traditional governing 
aristocracy. So professional administrators and lawyers were drafted into 
royal government partly at the latter’s expense. However, in contrast to 
their pretenses to “good governance” and equality before the law, the 
landowning and office-holding ambitions of these “new men” enthusiasti-
cally fed the general mood of accumulation and enclosure at all levels and 
increased its impetus and ruthlessness. In this way, the law in the form of 
practicing lawyers, if not the written law, was on the side of enclosure.31

The particular targets of the inquisition that began in May 1517 were 
“diverse of our liege lords, not having before their eyes either god or the 
advantage or interest of our realm or the defence of the same”. At the end 
of each submitted county inquiry (where that part of the return is com-
plete), it was written that the enclosures were “a pernicious example to 
others and that there are delinquents lingering in neighbouring parts 
waiting to do the same”.32 The inquisition therefore sought both to con-
vict those who had enclosed illegally and to serve as a warning to others. 
It aimed to cover the whole of England except the Northern border coun-
ties, although its remit could not include cases before 1488. Groups of 
commissioners made up of leading lawyers, churchmen and gentry were 
allocated for particular regions on a county-by-county basis. Local juries, 
made up of those deemed worthy, and clerks were assembled in each 
county to hear and administer the evidence from local people with knowl-
edge of the events going back more than thirty years. They had until 
September or October to do so. All of the evidence for individual cases 
derived from local knowledge then had to be sharply summarized and 
drawn up in Latin into short abstracts by clerks for the legitimate 
presentation to the common law judges and lawyers of the royal courts at 
Westminster.

The conception, ambition and potential for such a project are testa-
ment to the centralized and interconnected nature of royal power and 
royal institutions which had characterized England for centuries. It was as 
unique in sixteenth-century Europe as Domesday Book was in the eleventh 
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century. While Domesday Book records the final establishment of the 
feudal order in England, the 1517 inquisition reflects a momentous and 
epochal rupture in that order and represents the first serious remedial 
action taken. Politics and the royal court were turbulent in 1516, and 
many leading peers were punished for retaining military followers. On 2 
May 1516, a year after the statute against depopulating enclosure and 
exactly a year before the inquisition, Wolsey delivered a speech before the 
king and several leading nobility warning of his intention to impose “indif-
ferent justice” on all offenders, whether lord or peasant, before the com-
mon law.33 Previous statutes had declared this ambition but Wolsey meant 
it, and to this end he went through the trouble of generating the royal 
prerogative courts beyond the common law courts and the grip of the 
gentry and aristocracy’s lawyers. The court of requests, for example, was 
designed as a potential avenue for the poor to gain a voice beyond the 
usual channels. Wolsey’s timing for the speech may also have been influ-
enced by the blatant bias shown by the gentry and the legal profession in 
dealing with cases of enclosure brought against them by villagers, stem-
ming from his enforcement of the statute of 1515.34 Of the same mind was 
Sir Thomas More, another leading light in government circles who worked 
loyally for Wolsey. At the same time as Wolsey gave his speech on indiffer-
ent justice, More was writing Utopia (published in December 1516) in 
which he (albeit indirectly) described what was happening:

[O]ne covetous and insatiable cormorant and very plague of its native coun-
try may compass about and enclose many thousands of acres of ground 
together within one pale or hedge, the husbandmen are thrust out of their 
own, or else either by deception or fraud or by violent oppression they are 
put besides it, or by wrongs and injuries they are so wearied that they are 
compelled to sell all. By one means, therefore, or by other, either by hook 
or crook, they must needs depart away, poor, silly, wretched souls, men, 
women, husbands, wives, fatherless children, widows, woeful mothers with 
their young babes, and their whole household small in substance and much 
in number, as husbandry requires many hands.35

Over a hundred years ago, one historian discovered 1361 cases of illegal 
depopulating enclosure in England which were uncovered by the inquisi-
tion in 1517. These were unearthed in surviving central court records 
alone although were not made available.36 582 cases from the circuit of 
counties in the midlands survive in the summary abstract form in which 
they were submitted in 1517 and have been published.37 The latter source 
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is far from complete and may only represent a minority of cases in that 
region. Numerous membranes from the rolls are missing, many other 
cases have been found from court evidence that do not appear in the 
source, cases that went to court before the inquisition were not included 
and cases before September 1488 were immune from prosecution. A case 
involving the Earl of Shrewsbury is instructive. Partly because of the lat-
ter’s relative absence from the published record of the 1517 inquisition, 
Bernard concludes that the earl’s lax estate management style in this period 
was indicative of a “paternalist nirvana”.38 However, meticulous research 
into unpublished evidence from the Westminster courts reveals that in 
1494 the same earl evicted and enclosed the whole village of Bittesby in 
Leicestershire. This evidence records that “sixty people … left their homes 
in tears and were rendered workless; in short, they were reduced, as is 
believed, to extreme poverty and their lives were brought to an end”.39

John Hales was a leading commissioner of another important inquisi-
tion in 1548. With first-hand experience of investigating illegal depopula-
tion and enclosure, and as someone who had listened to evidence from 
local peasants, he concluded that most of the cases occurred before the 
remit cutoff date of 1488. Hales also spoke frankly about the difficulty of 
executing the law in the face of the social power and resources of the 
accused:

Some [offenders] found the means to have their servants sworn in the juries 
to the intent to hazard their souls to save their greediness. And as I have 
learned since, it is not possible in any of the shires where we were, to form a 
jury without them, such is the multitude of retainers and hangers-on … 
Some poor men were threatened to be put from their holdings if they pre-
sented [evidence to the jury], some also as I further learned have no certainty 
of their holdings which were let by copyhold tenure for lives or years, 
because they at no time nor in nothing should offend their landlords, but do 
and say whatsoever they will command them. As it pleases my landlord so 
shall it be … Some were also indicted because they presented the truth …40

Hales’s testimony in 1549 could equally apply to difficulties executing the 
law in earlier decades. Gunn has assembled detailed evidence of social net-
works which clearly reveals that during Henry VII’s reign (1485–1509), 
“some [jury] panels were as packed as any in Henry VII’s dreams”. In 
other surviving evidence from Wolsey’s royal prerogative court of requests, 
peasants from Ascot in Oxfordshire complained that they had been evicted 
as a reprisal for giving evidence before the commissioners in that county 
during another inquisition in 1526.41
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Aside from these difficulties, what we can say is that 70 of the 582 cases 
in this sample in 1517 involved the alleged eviction of at least 20 people. 
The majority of these cases involved many more and as many as 120 in one 
village. These dramatic events often ended with the entire destruction of 
the village and even the church. However, many of the “minor” cases 
often affected the same village and so were cumulatively serious, in addi-
tion to what had already transpired before 1488. Often we find that after 
an initial shock in a particular village, where a number of households were 
violently removed together in one day, this was followed by a more piece-
meal forced removal of one or two households which became cumulatively 
significant over time. Sometimes we find concerted actions by gentry 
owners in a particular village evicting households on the same day, and yet 
they appear in the record as separate, minor cases. Individual gentry can 
also be identified in separate cases either evicting households in a single 
village over a number of years or carrying out evictions in a series of vil-
lages within a short period of time.

The evidence from 1517 is limited to what was recorded and what has 
survived, and what has survived may be simply the result of its use as a 
practical reference by John Hales during the later inquisition of 1548 in 
which he was in charge of the Midland circuit. And yet, even on its own, 
this evidence reveals one of the worst atrocities on English soil (outside of 
warfare and rebellion). Most evictions were carried out during the winter 
when there was neither work available nor shelter necessary for survival. 
Frequently, the clerks tasked with summarizing the evidence provided 
insights into the fate of the peasants after detailing the property involved 
and the numbers of people affected. Typically, their elaborations include 
the phrases “it is to be lamented”, the evicted went away “in tears seeking 
bread and work”, or they “wandered as vagrants” or were “made wretched”, 
or “led a miserable way of life and ended their lives thus”, or it is assumed 
that they “probably perished”. These heavily abbreviated lines often end 
with the further abbreviation “etc.” in lieu of extended peasant testimo-
nies. Many clerks do not elaborate at all and the language used (as well, 
no doubt, as the level of evidence they were willing to provide) varies 
from clerk to clerk and from county to county. These short lines are there-
fore pregnant with what must have been pages of testimony drawn from 
local peasants and artisans who recounted something that had happened 
either very recently or within living memory and were in fear of it happen-
ing to them.
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The most vigorous illegal enclosers were a cross section of the English 
ruling class in the late fifteenth century and early Tudor period. In terms 
of social and economic status, they ranged from aristocratic peers and 
bishops, down through to the lesser barons, abbots and priors, greater 
and lesser gentry and finally to local yeomen who with their demesne 
leases of hundreds of acres increasingly dominated the landholding of 
their local parishes. In terms of political and official status, they ranged 
from the king’s closest confidants, members of the broader royal privy 
council and royal household, down through the various royal commis-
sioners and tax collectors, provincial administrators (aristocratic sheriffs 
and justices of the peace), leading lawyers, county assize court judges, 
metropolitan and provincial mayors and recorders, and urban and rural 
officials. Indeed, even some of Wolsey’s most trusted commissioners in 
1517 were enclosers.42

The interconnections and interdependence among this enclosing rul-
ing class at all levels is also striking, and this is testament to the political 
integration of the English state and its tax, administrative and judicial 
institutions. Networks linked aristocrats at the king’s side with village offi-
cialdom. In addition to serving the crown in royal household capacities, 
central government and warfare, leading gentry and peers also served the 
crown by administering its rapidly expanding personal royal estates as 
receivers and surveyors. Lesser gentry served the greater gentry and aris-
tocratic peers as administrators on their estates, as their deputies in the 
administration of the crown estates and as military retainers. Yeomen 
served greater and lesser gentry on their estates as local manorial bailiffs 
while also leasing their demesnes. Yeomen were now co-opted into the 
bottom rungs of a broad ruling class who relied on them “as honest men” 
to keep the peace. Local cohesion was formed through retinues of gentry 
and yeomen who were interconnected through land holding as feoffees 
and will executors and through shared membership of the new oligarchies 
in both town and village. Problems and resistance to enclosure on the 
ground would have reverberated through these networks to those at the 
top. In this way, massive social power stood at the back of enclosers at all 
levels. These interconnections were also powerfully influenced and rein-
forced by networks of ambitious lawyers and the inns of court in London 
who represented the interests of the aristocracy and gentry in legal dis-
putes and as leading administrators for which they were also retained and 
often salaried on a permanent basis.43
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The remarkable interrelatedness of the broad English ruling class as 
both a legacy of specific feudal social property relations and the co-opting 
of the yeomanry provided a formidable obstacle to peasants aiming either 
to defend themselves at law or through physical resistance. But as we have 
seen, leading officials in the state intervened on their behalf. The extent to 
which the inquisition was successful rested on the ability of the nobility to 
resist the allegations against it by using the institutions (with which it was 
very familiar) and its interdependent relationship with the king to its own 
advantage.

Cases were easily thrown out or postponed indefinitely based on tech-
nicalities. In many cases, lawyers managed to gain a reduction in the stated 
number of people who had been evicted or the number of houses 
destroyed.44 Increasingly, because of the massive workload generated by 
the commission, cases were sent back to county assize courts where lords 
had even greater influence. Because of legally induced delays and serious 
time lapses between the offence (if admitted) and the beginning of 
proceedings against offenders, lawyers were able to argue that to revert 
back to the status quo ante would cause more harm to the local economy 
and the inhabitants than if left entirely alone. It is typical for proceedings 
to continue until the 1540s and indeed well beyond in some cases. 
Offenders were sometimes requested to rebuild what they had destroyed. 
Commissioners or their deputies recorded that they had satisfied them-
selves in person that the work had been done. But evidence that the vil-
lages in question were deserted soon after makes such statements appear 
highly dubious.45 Evidence from a later inquisition is also informative. On 
John Hales’s advice, the offenders in 1548 were granted a general pardon 
in exchange for returning their enclosures to their previous state. However:

Some of the rich men, as soon as they had the pardon, returned to their old 
vomit. They began immediately to enclose, to take away the poor men’s 
commons, and were more greedy than ever they were before. They thought, 
and some said, that the commission was but a storm for a time and soon 
would pass over, as a great many hope it will also do now.46

The illegal evictions had generated facts on the ground and this evidence 
is indicative of the problems experienced by a commission endeavoring to 
reverse the changes. Evidence from an economic study which has consoli-
dated past and new data (in addition to that presented in this chapter) 
suggests that capitalist social property relations and new related economic 
patterns were locking in by the middle of the sixteenth century. Although 
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the population began to rise again from the late fifteenth century, and 
rapidly from 1540, there was no decline in labor productivity in England 
from that point.47 Meanwhile, the continent became locked in another 
Malthusian cycle in which labor productivity suffered as the population 
rose and the downward economic spiral returned with its social and politi-
cal implications.

In addition to the influence enclosers brought to bear on legal proceed-
ings in the courts is the influence they had on the monarch himself. Many 
were the king’s household men, his closest confidants. Others, “[i]n con-
sideration of good and loyal service”, were pardoned serious illegal enclos-
ing activities, not only for past offences but for any which they may 
undertake in the future.48 Aristocrats in England all paid taxes, were part-
time administrators and household men for the crown, and headed the 
king’s armies. The English king could allow Wolsey and More the space to 
uphold statute, but ultimately he was forced to show favor in order to raise 
taxes, run the country and execute his militaristic foreign policy.

Peasants may have lost in the courts despite Wolsey’s efforts, but resis-
tance came in the thirty years or so after the 1517 commission in the form 
of further royal commissions as we have seen, the acting head of state 
himself, rebellion across Midland, Southern and Eastern England, and 
evangelicals (Protestants) like John Hales and other authors of similar 
mind. In the aftermath of the dissolution of the monasteries in the 1530s 
(which led to a more intense reorganization and accumulation of estates), 
the language of commonwealth and “body politic” and vociferous anti-
enclosure rhetoric and legislation continued.49 Like the rebels in the major 
rebellions of 1536–7 and 1548–9, evangelicals advocated a return to the 
status quo ante, (although without the monasteries). The Duke of Somerset 
who led the government of Henry VIII’s child heir in 1547 set himself on 
the side of the dispossessed in this respect. It has been persuasively argued 
that this position against enclosure was one of the ways aspects of 
Protestantism found sympathy from peasants during the early period of 
the Reformation.50 The inquisition into depopulating enclosure which 
Somerset commissioned in 1548, and in which John Hales was assigned to 
the Midland counties, aimed to redress peasant grievances against enclos-
ers and hikes in copyhold rents and fines, but it could not prevent one of 
the most important peasant rebellions in English history. The gentry were 
entirely mistrusted and peasants in some areas set up camps and carried 
out local administration of the laws themselves. But what was initially a 
peaceful, deliberately law-abiding rebellion was aggravated through aristo-
cratic incompetence and eventually put down violently. Thousands died 
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fighting to recreate the time before the enclosures and raised rents, and 
Somerset was toppled by the enclosers in the state’s leading council. They 
blamed him and men like Hales for stirring up the rebellion. Writing dur-
ing or immediately after the rebellion, Robert Crowley, a clergyman, took 
the view from below:

If I should demand of the poor man of the countryside which thing he 
thinks was the cause of sedition, I know his answer. He would tell me that 
the great farmers, the graziers, the rich butchers, the men of law, the knights, 
the lords, and I cannot tell who; men that have no name because they are 
doers in all things that any gain hangs upon … Men that would have all in 
their own hands; men that would leave nothing for others; men that would 
be alone on the earth; men that are never satisfied. Cormorants, greedy 
gulls, yes, men that would eat up men, women and children are the causes 
of sedition. They take our houses over our heads, they buy our grounds out 
of our hands, they raise our rents, they levy great (yes, unreasonable) fines, 
they enclose our commons! No custom, no law or statute can keep them 
from oppressing us in such a way, that we know not which way to turn to 
live. Very need constrains us to stand up against them! In the countryside we 
cannot stay, or we must be their slaves and labour until our hearts burst, and 
then they must have all. And to go to the cities we have no hope, for there 
we hear these insatiable beasts have all in their hands.51

One of the reasons so little is known of the widespread anti-enclosure 
nature of the 1548–9 rebellions is that the gentry destroyed all known 
records of it and complaints that led to it in what McCulloch has described 
as “a deliberate communal act of forgetting”. An alternative version cen-
tering on just one “traitor” in Norfolk was soon contrived for subsequent 
generations of school children as “Kett’s Rebellion”. Only recent meticu-
lous research which has pieced together evidence from ‘backward glances 
in later cases’ in conjunction with evidence from a myriad of other frag-
mented sources is now beginning to bring the true scale of the crisis to 
light.52 The same undoubtedly applies to earlier resistance to enclosure 
both within and outside of the law.

Conclusion

This discussion has sought to emphasize, firstly, the relationship between 
the origin and establishment of feudalism and the origin of agrarian capi-
talism in England, and secondly, the role of expropriation in the latter. 
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A centralized state and strong interdependent monarchy and aristocracy 
had already formed before the Norman Conquest, and increasingly, a very 
broad and interconnected ruling class developed with the common law 
and parliament which placed a strong burden of consent on monarchical 
rule by the end of the thirteenth century. This interdependency also 
ensured the continuity of the lords’ social and political power over the 
peasantry even when subjected to the decline of serfdom after the Black 
Death, not only at the manorial level with implications for the mainte-
nance of its extensive demesnes and controls on peasant tenures but at the 
official judicial and governmental level, given the high level of political 
integration of the aristocracy and gentry in state and other institutions. 
The co-opting and integration of yeomen into the bottom rungs of the 
ruling elite during the fifteenth century through the leasing of the 
demesnes and related office holding aided the latter’s obstruction of state 
interference into its business interests and enhanced its social and political 
power which enabled it to overcome peasant and state resistance to the 
(initially unintended) capitalist transformation of agriculture. As the ini-
tially blurred lines of the agrarian capitalist triad sharpened through the 
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, commercial landlords, large tenant 
farmers and rural wage laborers became entirely market-dependent for 
their income for which they now had to compete. These market impera-
tives led to Smithian growth by the middle of the sixteenth century 
because the farmers were forced to invest, accumulate and innovate in 
order to improve labor productivity. The vertical class and horizontal 
political struggles that brought these market imperatives into being would 
continue to both challenge and maintain them in the following centuries.
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CHAPTER 3

“Compelled to Sell All”: Proletarianization, 
Agrarian Capitalism and the Industrial 

Revolution

Michael Andrew Žmolek

“… your sheep that were wont to be so meek and tame, and so small eaters, 
now, as I heard say, be become so great devourers and so wild, that they eat 
up, and swallow the very men themselves … the husbandmen be thrust out 
of their own … so wearied, that they be compelled to sell all …”

—Sir Thomas More, Utopia (1516)1

It has been shown in the previous chapter by Spencer Dimmock that by 
the sixteenth century, English agriculture had undergone a transformation 
to a capitalist pattern of development, distinguished, first, by the way in 
which the various economic agents had become subject to a state of mar-
ket dependence. The mass expulsion of peasants from tenures which allowed 
them to engage in production for self-subsistence simultaneously brought 
about a transformation of the domestic market, as food and other necessi-
ties for survival increasingly had to be obtained through markets. New 
markets were thereby called into being and producers responded to the 
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rise in consumer demand. England and Wales, and later Scotland, wit-
nessed the rise of the first integrated domestic market characterized by 
regional specialization and mass proletarianization. Second, economic 
agents were increasingly subject to market imperatives, driven by competi-
tion, which compelled them to specialize, to innovate and to maximize 
their output. In a capitalist economy, the way in which both the direct 
producers and the appropriators of their surplus become subject to market 
imperatives amounts to a system-wide transformation of survival strategies. 
Wood uses the term market imperatives in an effort to counter “the ten-
dency to take capitalism for granted by simply explaining the obstacles 
which prevented [commercial cities in Italy and Flanders, for example] 
from reaching maturity”.2 Too often, the emergence of industrial capital-
ism has been explained in terms of what “fetters” or obstacles to its devel-
opment—guilds, monopolies, sinecures and so on—were removed. But 
what truly marks the industrial revolution is what was new, not simply in 
terms of how industrialization yielded an unprecedented variety of mechan-
ical and organizational innovations but more importantly in how new sur-
vival strategies profoundly restructured class and social property relations.

The transition to capitalist industry was fiercely resisted, however, by 
artisans pursuing survival strategies rooted in a pre-capitalist economic 
logic. This posed a limit to the degree to which market imperatives could 
operate freely in manufacturing and would therefore require that the class 
of expropriators gain effective control of the state in order, on the one 
hand, to apply wholesale changes to the legal system, and on the other 
hand, to apply the coercive powers of the state to suppress the resistance 
through force. Meanwhile, Merchant employers were compelled to seek 
out cheap labor beyond the purview of the guilds. In the context of the 
enclosure movement and the increasing market dependence of agrarian 
producers, agrarian capitalism was creating conditions propitious for this 
marriage of convenience between merchant employers putting out materi-
als to rural cottage dwellers to work on. In the seventeenth century, 
Peasants engaging in various manufacturing activities as by-employments 
was not a new phenomenon in Western Europe. What was new was the 
scale of the expansion of such “cottage industries”.

It is not difficult to see why many have interpreted the expansion of rural 
manufactures across Western Europe as a “stage” of “proto-industrialization” 
preceding and leading in the direction of industrial capitalism. Several fac-
tors which anticipated and would later be key to the development of 
industrial capitalism expanded during this period: the development of a 

  M. A. ŽMOLEK



  65

semi-proletarian workforce trained in manufacturing skills, an increasing 
degree of market dependence as well as an increasing consumerism. The 
process was far from uniform, however. As often as not, regions which 
experienced “proto-industrialization” failed to proceed on to full-scale 
industrialization, thus rendering the “proto-” prefix moot.

Jan de Vries paints a picture of a gradual and more-or-less simultaneous 
transformation in the organization and the location of domestic manufac-
turing across the whole of Western Europe.3 Describing this as an “indus-
trious revolution”, de Vries suggests that from the mid-seventeenth 
century and bound up with the agricultural depression lasting well into 
the eighteenth century, a dual transformation took place, consisting of:

… the reduction of leisure time as the marginal utility of money income rose, 
and the reallocation of labor from goods and services for direct consumption 
to marketed goods that is, a new strategy for the maximization of household 
utility. We see it among peasant households concentrating their labor in mar-
keted food production, in cottar households directing underemployed labor 
to protoindustrial production, in the more extensive market-oriented labor 
of women and children, and finally, in the pace or intensity of work.4

This general intensification of labor in and increasing market-orientation 
of domestic manufacturing was part of a consumer revolution as well:

The peasant who bought a pair of shoes or cotton calicoes in the market 
ceased making their equivalents himself. He not only entered the market to 
buy, he also entered the market to sell because a portion of his household’s 
labor was diverted from self-provision of crafts to market production of 
food. When thousands of households shift their production and consump-
tion habits in this way, the economy benefits from trade creation and special-
ization. The economy becomes more productive even though no 
technological advances have been introduced.5

Bound up with the process of increasing market dependence was the 
doubling of the population of major cities, the increasing emphasis upon 
raising livestock and fodder and of course the expansion of rural manu-
facturing. Since de Vries does not provide such detail as a country-by-
country breakdown of the degree of market dependence, to say nothing 
of regional data, one is left with the impression that de Vries is conflating 
both the Dutch and the English experiences as the two economies which 
advanced furthest in the direction of market dependence, and then 
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generalizing this experience across Western Europe. And yet, de Vries 
finds that England enjoyed an “uncanny ability to establish a position in 
an industry enjoying dynamically growing demand”.6 What then explains 
the English difference?

In his discussion of “The So-Called Primitive Accumulation”, Marx 
identifies the “expropriation of the agricultural producer, of the peasant, 
from the soil [as] the basis of the whole process”. While this process takes 
different forms in different countries, Marx wrote, in “England alone … 
has it the classic form”.7 Often waxing poetic in words bristling with moral 
outrage and peppered with sarcasm, Marx’s sweeping account of the 
“forcible expropriation of the people from the soil” in the form of the 
enclosures movement and the “genesis of the industrial capitalist” is com-
pressed in terms of its time frame, leaving much to unpack. It remains one 
of Marx’s most widely debated writings. It is here that Marx delves into 
English history to begin to get at the way in which the separation of the 
direct producers from the means of production in land was key to the 
emergence of capitalism, setting much of the context for both the 
Transition Debate8 and the Brenner Debate.9 There can be no doubt that 
the separation of the direct producers, the English peasantry, from the 
land, rendering them market dependent and thus available to serve as pro-
letarian wage laborers, whether in agriculture or manufacturing, is central 
to the transition to capitalism. But as we shall argue, proletarianization is 
not the sine qua non of capitalist social relations, as proletarianized labor 
forces have existed in many pre-capitalist economies.

From at least the thirteenth century, ore extraction operations in 
Europe attracted large numbers of property-less or “proletarian” workers. 
Did this mean that these operations were “capitalist”? Several factors sug-
gest otherwise. The great mine-owning families were monopolists. Rather 
than operating in the context of free market competition, they enjoyed 
crown charters granting exclusive access to markets and even guaranteed 
sales. “Mining communities,” writes Langton, “had a very strong influ-
ence over their terms and conditions of work through ‘miner’s freedom’, 
which derived from the impossibility of supervising and the difficulty of 
even monitoring their use of the means of production … They were not 
archetypal proletarians. In their own eyes, each was a craftsman”.10 
Whether it was collier serfdom, practiced in Scotland from 1606 to 1799 
or the practice of “binding” which prevailed in the Northeast of England, 
labor relations were governed by normative or customary rules and 
expectations. Groups of colliers were organized under a contractor whose 
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role was similar to the master of the urban craft workshop. In the absence 
of market imperatives, there was little pressure to revolutionize the pro-
duction process in order to increase the efficiency of labor. In the Midlands, 
the “little butty” system gave way to the “big butty” system, where the 
contracting foreman no longer worked alongside his workmen. Like the 
factor who “put out” yarn and looms in the putting out system, the “big 
butty” was in a position to extract more labor from the workers, but the 
relationship remained a formal subsumption of labor to capital. Thus, 
(semi-) proletarian workforces existed long before the full commodifica-
tion of labor found its logical expression in the modern factory.

Brenner’s “most important historical insight”,11 according to Wood, 
lies in explicating how the long transition to market dependence, for both 
direct producers and their exploiters, took place long before the real sub-
sumption of labor to capital. What is involved is a society in which not only 
the direct producers have become market dependent but one in which 
both they and the appropriators of their surplus become subject to market 
imperatives is a system-wide transformation of survival strategies. 
Understood in this way, the concept of market imperatives serves as a use-
ful short-hand for describing how, under capitalism, the decision-making 
processes of both producers and appropriators become locked-in, as it 
were, to new patterns of survival strategies and the near impossibility of 
turning back. The emphasis is on the fact that these survival strategies are 
new; they simply did not exist under the old manorial system of agriculture 
or the monopoly system of the guilds. The task that remains is to show 
how the development of this agrarian capitalism made the first Industrial 
Revolution possible, or in other words, how these market imperatives 
which had taken hold of English agriculture also converted the social 
property relations of English manufacturing to a capitalist logic.

The present chapter is an attempt to present, in very broad terms, the 
transition from agrarian to industrial capitalism, as explored in greater 
depth in Rethinking the Industrial Revolution.12 Although the develop-
ment of the domestic market and the deepening of market dependence 
took hold of the whole of English society, the capitalist transformation of 
agriculture through enclosures generally preceded the capitalist transfor-
mation of manufacturing. This is because the former is mainly about the 
subsumption of land to capital or the commodification of land, not labor. 
The tenant farmers who led this transformation did not absolutely require 
wage labor in order to specialize, innovate and accumulate in response to 
market imperatives, even though a rural semi-proletariat performing 
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unskilled labor tasks emerges from this process. Industrialization, by con-
trast, was primarily about the subsumption of labor to capital or its full 
commodification. Since most jobs in agriculture and mining required rela-
tively little skill, treating labor in these sectors as abstract labor could be 
carried off with relatively less resistance. Craft production, on the other 
hand, had long rested on the transmission of the requisite and refined 
skills in secret from one generation of artisans to the next. It is our argu-
ment, then, that so long as artisans themselves were in control of the labor 
process, this made it possible for them to offer a sustained campaign of 
resistance to the commodification of labor power in general, and so long 
as employers had not achieved the real subsumption of labor to capital, 
market imperatives could not fully come into play. In the context of a 
competitive market economy, innovation was increasingly rewarded. In 
one line of manufacturing after another, the customary mode of produc-
ing which artisans had long practiced lacked the competitive sufficiency to 
compete with innovations in labor organization and machinery in the 
capitalist industry.

Agrarian Capitalism, Manufacturing and Queen 
Betty’s Reforms

The emergence of and long evolution of agrarian capitalism did have a 
number of profound effects on manufacturing in England. Unlike subsis-
tence producers on open fields, agrarian capitalist tenant farmers working 
the new enclosed farms were compelled to specialize in single crops in 
order to maximize output and, increasingly, to find other, innovative ways 
to maximize yields. Failure to maximize output could spell the loss of the 
leasehold agreement. The result was a steady improvement in agricultural 
productivity, which meant falling grain prices, which in turn meant cheaper 
food for urban laboring craftsmen. The trading element within the guilds 
could now pay lower nominal wages and claim a greater share of the return 
on the sale of guild products. Increasing stratification within manufactur-
ing created new social pressures, prompting the state to intervene in at 
least three ways: (1) by reinforcing customary modes of regulating labor 
such as the apprenticeship system, (2) by shielding the expanding numbers 
of landless poor from destitution and (3) by seeking means of providing 
employment to the poor. As the pressures of market competition contin-
ued to build, however, appeals to custom steadily gave way to cries to 
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open up trade in general to free competition, resulting in episodes of open 
social conflict in which the state ultimately came down on the side against 
the demands of the artisans.

Over the course of the fifteenth century, the English guilds would 
undergo a process of internal stratification. Guild masters involved 
directly in trade sought legislation to suppress wages, raised entrance 
fees and raised the cost of attaining the status of master. Wealthier mas-
ters took to wearing “livery”, robes and regalia reflecting their higher 
social status. Meanwhile, journeymen sought greater independence and 
began forming their own dues-paying associations of “yeomen” which 
represented their increasingly specialized interest and which disbursed 
relief funds in times of distress.13 While stratification within guilds was 
common across Western Europe in the aftermath of the plague, it was 
more pronounced in England. Unwin has argued that the English guilds 
were the first in Europe to decline in terms of their regulatory powers, 
specifically the enforcement of apprenticeship rules, with the decline 
starting as early as the sixteenth century. More recent work suggests this 
decline actually took place in the early eighteenth century, with the pes-
simists citing the fall of wages as a factor, while the optimists see the 
expansion of the domestic market and of new opportunities of employ-
ment outside the purview of company regulations as the cause.14 There 
were dozens of guild companies in England, each serving a multiplicity 
of different functions. “A company’s forms and procedures were end-
lessly reshaped and rewritten by the immediate concerns of its members 
in a rapidly changing metropolitan context”.15 While the general trend 
from the sixteenth to the eighteenth centuries was one of decline, each 
guild had its own unique history and so the pace or stages of decline 
could vary greatly. A common denominator which could explain 
England’s precociousness with regard to the early decline of the guilds’ 
powers is the way in which falling grain prices facilitated this process of 
stratification. The ending of the Wars of the Roses and the subsequent 
greater stability which accompanied the founding of the Tudor dynasty 
enabled the domestic market to expand. Town-based craft guilds now 
faced new competition from similar products made in other towns. This 
promoted regional specialization while at the same time weakening the 
producing element within the guilds relative to the traders or merchants, 
who stood to benefit from the new opportunities which the expansion of 
new markets afforded.
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The wealth and rank of the liverymen set them apart from the “com-
monalty”. In order to maintain this disparity, they assumed control of 
the guild elections and established internal courts which excluded lesser 
masters. Incorporation allowed the livery companies to buy and sell 
property, including land, making speculative ventures possible. A wave 
of amalgamations ensued, with greater guilds absorbing lesser guilds. 
The twelve Great Companies of London set out an Order of Precedence 
in 1516, at the head of which was the Company of Mercers (merchant 
traders, usually in textiles). For the first time, those seeking to join could 
bypass the mandatory period of apprenticeship for training in the craft 
by buying their way in. Unsurprisingly, the associations of yeomen pro-
tested these changes, first by petitioning Parliament and then, in 1517, 
it was the apprentices who led the “Evil May Day” riots against the 
influx of foreigners, whom they blamed for stealing their jobs.16 The 
growing social distance between the livery and the rank-and-file within 
the craft guilds expressed itself in two additional ways. The first was the 
appearance of ever larger operations, some employing hundreds of 
workers in horizontally integrated textile works. The second was the 
“putting out” of textile operations to one-time peasants, now mostly 
landless cottagers living in the countryside, where the by-laws of the 
guilds held no sway. By the first half of the sixteenth century, landlords 
sought more land but were content to turn peasants out onto the roads, 
while in the towns, apprentices and journeymen faced falling wages and 
harsher conditions.

The potential for serious labor unrest was but one of many crises 
which Elizabeth I inherited upon her accession to the throne in 1558. 
With characteristic deftness, “Queen Betty” handled the crisis by seek-
ing to balance contending interests. Where Edward VI had declared it 
illegal for craft confederacies to enforce secret oaths or attempt to fix 
wages, Elizabeth’s Statute of Artificers and Apprentices of 1563 sought 
to calm journeymen’s fears that a growing tide of rural laborers seeking 
urban employment would dilute their wages by upholding the rule of 
seven years’ apprenticeship in the sixty-one registered trades to which 
the Statute applied. Checking the exodus of agrarian laborers would 
also check their wages, keeping tenant farmers and landlords happy. The 
least-paid journeymen benefited the most from the new law, but better-
paid journeymen lost ground while masters gained. Masters also bene-
fited from the law’s recognition of the guild’s rights of search and 
seizure in the event of interlopers attempting to set up shop within their 

  M. A. ŽMOLEK



  71

area of jurisdiction. In return for sanctioning such monopoly practices, 
masters agreed not to interfere in the operations of company mer-
chants.17 “Queen Betty’s Law”, as it came to be affectionately known 
among craftsmen, could be seen as an attempt to modernize English 
manufactures by applying, for the first time, a uniform national code. 
Yet, paradoxically, it also enshrined in statute law the fundamental tenets 
of the medieval era by-laws of the many companies: apprenticeship, 
rights of search and seizure and monopolistic control of production 
within a given urban center in the interest of maintaining a high quality, 
and thus also a high price, for the product. Likewise, the right to con-
trol the “mysteries” of the trade remained squarely in the hands of the 
master, whose job it was to initiate his men (and some women) in the 
requisite skills which, in order to prevent interloping, were kept secret. 
This was arguably the most important aspect, because it meant that it 
was the workers themselves, the direct producers, who maintained con-
trol over the labor process and they now had an act under statute law to 
back them up.

Domestic laborers in the suburbs and countryside also enjoyed direct 
control over the labor process, even if they merely rented the spinning 
wheels, looms or knitting frames which they worked in their cottages. 
But they were in no position to achieve what the urban craftsmen had: 
legal recognition of their ancient rights and privileges, an achievement 
which reflected the power of their collective solidarity. The primary 
means by which merchant capital would achieve a formal subsumption of 
labor in the suburbs and the countryside would be in the form of the 
putting-out system, through which merchant employers could achieve 
absolute increases in labor output, even if they had not yet seized direct 
control of the labor process to enable them to achieve relative increases 
in labor output. Since it enabled merchant employers to pay lower wages, 
to recruit and dismiss laborers at will and to indirectly the control the 
pace and volume of production, the expansion of putting-out operations 
made it possible for merchant employers to both evade and at the same 
time undermine the by-laws and collective solidarity of the artisan guilds. 
Yet both guild production and cottage “industry” remained noncapital-
ist. So long as the labor process was controlled by the workers them-
selves, it remained impossible to effect increases in labor productivity on 
a regular and sustained basis. Achieving this “improvement” would 
require some way of “enclosing” labor, and the form which this would 
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take would be the factory, whose arrival would be resisted by artisans and 
domestic workers alike. As a concession to the guild as a non-capitalist 
form of labor organization, the Statute of Artificers and Apprentices 
likely slowed the degradation of the status of the journeymen, yet that 
decline continued. By the late seventeenth century, writes Wilson, “there 
were ‘illegal men’ in all occupations”.18 It may seem paradoxical to sug-
gest that Queen Betty’s Law slowed the decline of the English guilds 
when the English guilds were the first in Europe to decline. But we would 
suggest that the answer to this riddle lies in the unique development of 
English agrarian capitalism, which was generating the forces to under-
mine the guilds, such as falling grain prices and wages, the dispossession 
of peasants who were compelled to take up cottage manufacturing activi-
ties and both rapid population growth and rapid urbanization, stimulat-
ing rapidly expanding demand for manufactures beyond which the guilds 
were in a position to meet.

Elizabeth had dealt with the urban employed, but what about the 
“problem of the poor”? As part of a religiously inspired campaign of pro-
moting the “common weal”, charities and local experiments with putting 
the able-bodied poor to work in “workhouses”, notably in Puritan towns, 
date from the later sixteenth century. Edward VI had converted the palace 
of Bridewell into an institution for putting the idle poor to work in 1552. 
The Parliament took the next steps in 1572 and 1576, setting up Overseers 
of the Poor to collect contributions locally for the upkeep of the aged and 
infirm poor and calling for houses of industry or “bridewells” where the 
able-bodied poor would be put to work to be set up in each county.19 As 
with the crafts, the Elizabethan Poor Laws of 1597 and 1601 brought a 
national framework to the regulation of poverty, although their adminis-
tration remained a local affair. As part of the system of poor law adminis-
tration, the “corporations for the poor” were highly ambitious, purporting 
to offer education and medical assistance in addition to “plentiful living” 
for those poor set to work on the premises.20 The employers, as sponsors, 
were also to benefit in the form of profits. By the middle of the seven-
teenth century, however, it became clear that workhouses could not com-
pete with private enterprises producing the same wares. They lost money 
instead. The Society for the Promotion of Christian Knowledge took 
charge of the movement for most of the eighteenth century, but they con-
tinued to lose money and the movement lost steam.21 Why then did work-
houses continue to be built and on an ever-increasing scale? The answer to 
this question will provide us with a clue to the emergence of the factory.
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The Defeat of Copyholders and Radicals 
and the Emergence of Capitalist Factories

The period between the Civil Wars and the mid-eighteenth century saw 
the virtual completion of the conversion of the mass of the British popu-
lation to a state of market dependency. So far, we have discussed three 
types of proletarian or semi-proletarian workers. Colliers may represent 
the earliest proletarianized workforce in the modern age. In the mines, 
they generally maintained control over the labor process, over which they 
continued to exercise a significant measure of customary control. Urban 
craft workers or artisans had always been dependent upon the market for 
the realization of the return on the products. Their guilds, whose origins 
stretched back through the middle ages, had by now been largely over-
taken by merchants or amalgamated into larger companies. From the sev-
enteenth century, they set up “friendly societies” in an effort to maintain 
both mutual security and solidarity. With the control over markets, which 
they had enjoyed in the form of chartered companies with monopoly 
rights, effectively lost, they continued to exert control behind the market 
by seeking to enforce apprenticeship rules, by asserting their customary 
rights of search and seizure—in the face of an increasing lack of support 
for such customary rights on the part of officials and the courts, as well as 
increasingly successful efforts by employers to flaunt such rules—and 
finally, by maintaining the control over the labor process. It would be 
precisely control over the labor process, however, which would-be indus-
trialists sought to extinguish, just as the enclosure movement had extin-
guished customary control over agrarian labor on the open fields. Colliers, 
artisans and cottagers, all were market-dependent. But where the emerg-
ing market in land leases had unleashed competitive market pressures 
which over time made agrarian production on open fields non-viable 
because farming on enclosed fields allowed tenant farmers and landown-
ers to transform production so as to increase productivity on a constant 
basis, the general form by which a similar result could be induced from 
manufacturing, namely the factory, would not emerge until the eigh-
teenth century.

In 1600, England’s principle export, by far, was wool, and Holland, 
where unfinished English cloths were dyed and finished, the principal 
export destination. Between 1614 and 1617, an ill-fated scheme led by Sir 
William Cokayne to open dyeing and finishing works in England to try 
and break this dependence on Holland soon collapsed due to insufficient 
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preparation in setting up dyeing and finishing works in England and train-
ing the workers in the requisite skills. The “Cokayne crisis” precipitated a 
wave of hundreds of bankruptcies and was blamed for the severe export 
slump which followed, ameliorated only by the recent introduction of 
Norwich’s lighter and cheaper “new draperies”. The deeper causes of the 
crisis were external, having to do with currency manipulations in the 
Baltic. The economic disruption of the Thirty Years War would prolong 
the economic crisis. Facing unemployment or reduced wages, droves of 
journeymen took to the highways in search of better employment. 
Journeymen and small masters complained about the loss of control over 
their own companies, but their principal grievance was the flaunting of 
apprenticeship rules. High grain prices during this period amounted to a 
reversal of the situation in the late fifteenth century, when high prices for 
wool had encouraged the enclosure of marginal lands for sheep runs. Now 
there was an intensified incentive to enclose arable land, which meant even 
more peasants were extruded from the manorial system with a large share 
of them become cottagers whose best option was to turn to domestic pro-
duction, primarily spinning and weaving wool, to earn an income. It also 
meant that there were greater numbers of property-less workers seeking 
entry into the registered trades, adding to the pressures on existing jour-
neymen and small masters.

The upheavals of the 1640s would only magnify these pressures. The 
distress of the urban artisans played a significant role in the Civil Wars. 
Cromwell’s New Model Army drew its members largely from the ranks of 
London’s skilled artisans. The radical movement which staged a municipal 
revolution and took over London’s Common Council in 1641–1642 was 
made up of an alliance of artisans, shopkeepers and the new merchants 
who, as interlopers, posed a threat to the monopoly privileges of the old, 
chartered merchant companies.22 The Levellers’ demand for universal 
male suffrage was undoubtedly informed by the experience of artisans 
who, having lost a large measure of democratic control within their own 
companies, now demanded a say in the affairs of state. For Cromwell and 
his generals, the temporary alliance with the radicals was a mere matter of 
expediency driven by the need to raise an army. Once victory over Royalist 
forces was attained, the radicals were crushed.

The urban radicals enjoyed a tacit alliance with rural copyholders. The 
first order of business of Parliament after the Restoration of Charles II in 
1660 was to confirm acts of Parliament passed in 1646 and 1656 abolish-
ing the Court of Wards, the institution charged with overseeing the 
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collection of feudal dues. Effectively, all land in England was converted to 
the status of freehold tenure. A campaign to win property rights for ten-
ants who were copyholders was defeated. This removed all legal impedi-
ments preventing lords from enclosing ‘their’ lands or from expelling 
copyholders. Where Tudor and Stuart monarchies had previously made 
less than strenuous efforts to fine enclosers, henceforth: “encouragement 
of agricultural improvements was a major object of government policy; 
attempts to prevent enclosure were abandoned”.23 As much as the aboli-
tion of the Court of Wards may serve as a major milestone in English his-
tory, such sweeping legislation alone could not transform local government 
and property relations across the realm overnight. With only about a quar-
ter of the land in England enclosed, resistance to further enclosures in the 
name of custom would persist for another century and more.

The Glorious Revolution of 1688–1689 restored unity to England’s 
ruling landed elite after decades of schism over religion and the threat of 
Stuart absolutism. With these questions settled and the Dutch Stadtholder 
on the throne of England, the government could now get down to the 
business of reform. The Act of Settlement set out a new line of succession 
and would endure the attempts by the Young and Old Pretenders, respec-
tively, to reclaim the throne for the Stuart line. A financial revolution 
aimed at raising funds for William’s wars on the continent in the cause of 
checking French expansion would result in the creation of a permanent 
national debt overseen by the new Bank of England, founded in 1694. 
And the policies of “free trade” which had been most vigorously pursued 
by Cromwell would be continued, in particular the Navigation Acts, which 
restricted other countries from having access to England’s colonial mar-
kets. From the 1650s to the 1670s, England had fought three wars with 
Holland in order to secure England’s place as the predominant maritime 
power. It was now England’s turn to experience a kind of “golden age”.

Understood in terms of class, the English Civil Wars and the Glorious 
Revolution yielded a state clearly dominated by the landed classes, or what 
one might call an agrarian capitalist state. The crushing defeat of both the 
artisan-based radicals and the copyholders had eliminated the most obvi-
ous sources of resistance to this dominance and to the emerging (agrarian) 
capitalist system. While the crown was no mere figurehead and the arrange-
ment between crown and Parliament was one of nearly co-equal powers, 
Parliament controlled the purse strings. The king could continue to direct 
foreign policy, but the Parliament would now set about the business of 
facilitating the development of agrarian capitalism, and concomitantly, the 
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expansion of market imperatives. “Free trade” was the order of the day, 
and this slogan was championed above all by the new merchants, the 
would-be interlopers who sought entry into protected trades by attacking 
the monopolies and privileged status of the older merchant companies. 
The medieval principle of paying a high price to ensure high quality was 
effectively overthrown in this period as it gave way to the principle of see-
ing who could meet expanding demand at the best price. In this environ-
ment, efforts by guilds and companies of journeymen to regulate their 
trades and exclude would-be interlopers became increasingly untenable. 
The withdrawal of direct state regulation of trade and production enabled 
a growing institutional separation between political and economic institu-
tions. Where direct producers, whether urban or rural, actively resisted the 
loss of long-cherished rights and privileges, the coercive powers of the 
state would be brought to bear to ensure the triumph of “free trade”.

The period between the 1690s and the 1720s was a curiously “happy” 
time inasmuch as lordly estates expanding rapidly as a free market in land 
allowed for the increasingly concentrated ownership of land. At the same 
time, however, new overseas markets meant that even as rural producers 
were being dispossessed of access to land and converted into cottagers, 
ever larger numbers of them obliged to turn to the market to sustain 
themselves and their families on domestic handicraft production. This 
“turn to the market” by peasants, beginning in the thirteenth and four-
teenth centuries, was driven “by necessity rather than by choice … under 
conditions where peasants had no other options”,24 and “was not a picture 
of wealth, but of scarcely controlled poverty”.25 Whether the wholesale 
conversion to capitalism could have been completed in the absence of the 
ability of rural producers to sustain themselves through such by-
employments as they lost access to the means of subsistence, combined 
with the Poor Laws serving as a kind of early welfare buffering the impacts 
of market exposure and unemployment, remains an open question.

The eighteenth century began with an unprecedented proliferation of 
noble titles alongside an unprecedented concentration of landed property 
by engrossment into huge estates, this accompanied of course by an 
unprecedented building boom in palatial country houses. Throughout the 
century, Parliament and thus the state would be in the hands of a class of 
landlords. Membership in this class was increasingly fluid as the market in 
landed estates made available the opportunity for merchants and other 
urban climbers to buy their way into the gentry by purchasing a country 
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estate, furthering the transformation of England’s elite from aristocracy to 
oligarchy. The period of high prices for grain having ended around 1660, 
the early eighteenth century was characterized by low grain prices and 
thus low wages but rising real incomes. Whether this was a period of agrar-
ian depression depended upon to which segment of which class one 
belonged. For the old Tory squire falling into insurmountable debt in his 
struggle to keep from falling behind the new wealth, and for copyholders 
facing the loss of landholdings, it was a time of bitter realities. For engross-
ing lords, investing merchants and successful “yeomen” tenant farmers, 
rising rates of agrarian productivity translated into rising rents and rising 
profits. What was truly unprecedented was the way in which, perhaps for 
the first time in agrarian history, rents rose even as the price of grain fell.26 
Where historically the response to a price fall had been to decrease invest-
ments in or even withdraw land from production, the response of land-
lords and tenant farmers in early eighteenth-century Britain was to rapidly 
increase investments. The period is marked by a surge of new literature 
promoting new methods of agricultural “improvement”, as well as the 
appearance of mechanical devices such as Tull’s seed drill in 1702, designed 
to further enhance the productivity of the soil. England became a net 
exporter of grain, with exports peaking in 1844, when the price of grain 
hit its lowest mark of the century.

It was the success of English farmers in constantly increasing the output 
of yield per acre which explains how it was possible for rents to rise and 
investments in improving the land to increase even as prices continued to 
fall from the combined effects of slow demand and the overproduction of 
grain. English agriculture had now begun to achieve self-sustaining 
growth, a process which Adam Smith would later identify as the key to 
making it possible for the “wealth of nations” to be expanded indefinitely, 
breaking with long-standing mercantilist assumptions. The self-sustaining 
nature of the new economic relationships centered upon improved farm-
ing can be characterized by several “feedback loops”. Engrossment and 
investment led to higher yields, producing higher profits and rents and 
making further such investments possible. Higher output meant more 
fodder and this meant more animals could be retained, which in turn 
meant a greater supply of manure, better fertilization and higher output; 
and so on.27 Low grain prices had a stimulating effect on the economy as 
a whole. Britons began to enjoy an ever-widening variety of foreign com-
modities, from coffee and tea to Indian prints and Chinese porcelains. 
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Low prices stimulated an export boom, and while exports no doubt made 
this surge of imports possible, what was of “vital significance”, according 
to A.H.  John, was the “demand released by increased agricultural 
productivity”.28

If the folly of the South Sea Bubble may serve as testament to the eco-
nomic exuberance of the period, it could equally be said to have found its 
expression in the long period of Whig hegemony characterized by “Old 
Corruption” in the form of the systematic dispensation of political patron-
age, led most notably by Sir Robert Walpole. The astonishingly rapid 
decline of the Tory party after the Jacobite rising of 1715 effectively meant 
that Great Britain would be governed by what amounted to a single party 
state throughout most of the rest of the eighteenth century. Whig govern-
ments would pursue the elaboration of new legislation which would 
become known as the “Bloody Code”, an unprecedented expansion of 
capital offences for even the most trivial of infractions. If the foundation 
of the Code was the Riot Act of 1715, which criminalized long-standing 
habits of protest which had enjoyed a significant measure of legitimacy 
under customary law, the cornerstone was the Waltham Black Act of 1723, 
which made such offences as poaching or steeling deer, firing a weapon 
indoors, or committing arson, punishable by death. While not initially 
enforced widely, the Black Act established the precedent for a succession 
of acts passed over the course of the next century which expanded the list 
of capital offences to over 300. In this way, Britain’s landed elites sought 
to curtail virtually any conceivable transgression of their property rights.

In 1723, the Parliament also passed the Workhouse Test Act. Through 
this Act, Parliament largely divested itself of the task of administering the 
poor law system by buttressing the authority of local officials, who were 
now empowered to deny poor relief to any able-bodied person who 
refused the “test” of whether he or she was able to perform labor in a 
workhouse. To the local Justice of the Peace, this would have a salutary 
effect, in that denying relief to a certain portion of claimants would go a 
long way toward redressing the complaints of rate payers. Abandoning the 
pretense that workhouses could turn a profit, the expense of their mainte-
nance could be justified by the lowering of the rates collected. Having 
worked out this formula, whereby the workhouse was now seen as an 
intentional deterrent against idleness, nearly every town in England had 
soon constructed its own. The new formula effectively demanded that 
conditions in the workhouse be made as unappealing as possible.
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Both the workhouse and the putting-out system operated outside the 
purview of the craft guilds. The workhouse differed from the putting-out 
system, however, in two important respects. First, the tasks were set by the 
overseers, whereas rural cottagers, like urban craftsmen, continued to 
enjoy control over the labor process, setting their own hours and typically 
observing “Saint Monday”. Second, workhouses brought large numbers 
of laborers together under one roof. It is not difficult to see then how the 
workhouse conditioned the arrival of the factory. Indeed, the earliest fac-
tories closely resembled the workhouse in the way they provided school-
ing and dormitories for the pauper children they employed as apprentices. 
Local authorities surely welcomed any employer willing to set up a for-
profit operation offering employment and a modicum of skills training. 
Only the urban craftsmen had grounds to object, but by the eighteenth 
century their appeals to ancient custom and even to Queen Betty’s Law 
were losing favor in the courts.

It is suggestive to note that in 1724, just one year after the passage of 
the Workhouse Test Act, the world’s first modern factory, the Old Silk 
Mill at Derby, became fully operational as a producer of high quality 
organzine silk thread with the aid of machinery driven by an external 
power source—in this case, a water wheel.29 Its multi-story brick design 
set the model for the factories to come. Its workforce would be made up 
largely of pauper apprentices and young women. England’s earliest mod-
ern factories were bedeviled by a host of challenges: ice and weather dam-
aging buildings or halting waterwheels, irregularity of supply in raw 
materials and the disorderly behavior of workers, to name but a few. 
Between the 1730s and 1770s, dozens of smaller factories for spinning 
tram, lower quality silk thread, would appear. During the same period, the 
first experiment in establish a handful of factories for spinning cotton 
thread were set using the machine invented by John Wyatt and Lewis 
Paul. While it has been suggested that it was the machine itself which 
proved unworkable, problems of labor discipline, poor management and 
the lack of a carding machine to keep pace with the bobbin-based spinning 
machine were likely to blame as well. There is also the question of timing. 
Wyatt and Paul’s factories were first set up in the 1740s, the decade in 
which grain prices reached their lowest point. The 1750s brought sharp 
rises in grain prices, which prompted protests over food prices and sharp-
ened conflict between employers and their workers. A very poor harvest in 
1757 prompted armed uprisings in Lancashire, prompting authorities in 
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Manchester to put the city under armed guard and to arm the citizenry of 
Liverpool. In light of the dearer cost of bread, artisan organizations 
quickly re-emerged from obscurity to demand higher piece rates, higher 
wages and enforcement of apprenticeship rules.30 In the context of rising 
wages and increased labor militancy, employers now had a powerful incen-
tive to turn to machinery as a means to cut labor costs. Recent data pres-
ents a stark contrast between Britain, where wages climbed steadily from 
1525 onwards, and the rest of Europe, where real wages fell moderately 
but steadily, in the two centuries between 1625 and 1825, with the excep-
tion again being the Northern Netherlands, where wages rose alongside 
those in Britain until the late seventeenth century, after which they flat-
lined.31 In Britain, the rate at which wages rose slowed in the early 
eighteenth century but accelerated again rapidly after 1750, especially in 
Northern England.

Despite Toynbee’s red-letter date of 1760 to mark the onset of the 
Industrial Revolution, the dominant changes in the British economy of 
the latter half of the eighteenth century were parliamentary enclosures or, 
even more dramatic, the wholesale conversion of the Scottish Lowlands to 
“improved” farming. From 1750 onwards, Britain saw a steady recovery 
of grain prices and a significant rise in the rate of population growth. The 
state now began to intervene directly in local disputes over enclosure by 
passing a series of enclosure bills. Many enclosure bills were simply making 
official enclosing which had already been carried out. By the 1790s, the 
vast majority of arable land in England, Wales and across the Scottish 
Lowlands had been enclosed. The British peasant was a thing of the past; 
those who remained in the rural villages were typically cottagers who had 
at least been afforded a garden and who worked as wage laborers on 
enclosed farms or who span yarn or wove cloth under the domestic sys-
tem. Cottagers generally continued to enjoy access to the wastes and com-
mons around the fields for collecting firewood (firebote), grazing their 
animals (pannage), fishing in the local pond (piscary) and so on. These 
customary rights ensuring access to such necessities (estovers) enhanced 
the ability of cottagers to enjoy a modestly comfortable livelihood over the 
course of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, particularly during the 
long period of low grain prices. The significant expansion of outdoor 
relief, by providing a safety net, added a degree of security to the life of 
this rural semi-proletariat. Thus, even as the Industrial Revolution began, 
agrarian capitalism had generated a class of semi- or fully proletarian rural 
cottage workers who, for a time, could earn wages sufficient enough to 
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enjoy a decent standard of living. Weavers’ wages peaked in the 1790s, but 
this was the same decade in which the Parliament’s attention turned to the 
wastes and commons surrounding the villages. The enclosure bills to fol-
low would curtail access to the commons and make “trespass” a punish-
able offence. This same decade would see several very poor harvests, war 
with France and a political crisis prompted by the re-emergence of radical-
ism in the aftermath of the French Revolution, a crisis which would carry 
on well into the succeeding century.

The onset of the Industrial Revolution involved a reorganization of the 
labor process along capitalist lines. Multiple examples of such a capitalist 
reorganization of labor in the absence of any introduction of machinery 
can be cited, such as in the button-making workshops of John Taylor or 
the Great Manufactory of Matthew Boulton, but the potteries of Josiah 
Wedgwood serve as the classic example. In his so-called “proto-factories”, 
Wedgwood, starting in 1765, took not only the division of labor but also 
the regulation of production to levels of detail anticipating Taylorism. 
Deploying mechanical technology no more advanced than the spinning 
wheel and the trundle cart, Wedgwood sought to make of his men “such 
machines … as cannot err”,32 by training his laborers in minute tasks orga-
nized in assembly-line fashion. Obsessed with market trends, Wedgwood 
assumed personal command of the entire labor process. This enabled him 
to organize production and to innovate in direct response to market sig-
nals. This man who had once served as an apprentice in a pottery work-
shop organized along customary lines took some of the greatest strides 
toward breaking entirely with custom.

For factory owners who did employ machinery, it offered two remark-
able advantages. First of all, men like Richard Arkwright or Jedediah Strutt 
did not suffer the need, as Wedgwood did, to carefully train their workers 
in newly defined skill sets. By literally replacing the hands of the worker 
with a tool that works the product, the worker became an appendage to 
the machine. “De-skilling” was implied from the outset. Secondly, whether 
Thomas Highs or Richard Arkwright was the true inventor of the water 
frame, it was Arkwright who first demonstrated another key advantage 
afforded by machinery: the ease with which the machine-driven factory, 
once proven successful, could be reduplicated. Arkwright was the first to 
pioneer the establishment of a factory system, building nearly one new mill 
per annum between 1767 and 1784.33

What unifies Wedgwood and Arkwright was the economic environment 
in which they were operating. By the latter half of the eighteenth century, 
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the peasant class in England had virtually ceased to exist. The overwhelm-
ing majority of the population was now, in one way or another, dependent 
upon the market for their subsistence and self-reproduction. Where mer-
chants had long been ‘putting out’ materials to domestic workers residing 
outside the reach of companies of urban artisans seeking to enforce cus-
tomary rights of apprenticeship and search, the increasingly competitive 
marketplace would reward the employer who seized control of the labor 
process and reorganized it such a way as to respond more efficiently to 
market imperatives.

The arrival of the factory did not, however, spell the end of the role of 
custom in manufacturing. The period between 1750 and 1850 was char-
acterized by an extraordinary series of conflicts, at the heart of which was 
a struggle for control of the labor process.34 The French Revolution of 
1789 and its aftermath greatly politicized this struggle by putting all 
“combinations” of workers in Britain under suspicion of harboring revo-
lutionary or Jacobin designs. Yet a number of major events preceded and 
anticipated this sharpening divide. The trade depression which Britain suf-
fered during the American Revolutionary War sparked an early episode of 
machine breaking, in particular the ransacking and destruction of over a 
dozen textile mills in Lancashire 1779 by a crowd of thousands of 
aggrieved workers, most notably Arkwright’s Birkacre Mill near Chorley, 
which was burned to the ground. One year later, after weeks of unprece-
dented upheaval in London during the so-called Gordon Riots, or what 
Nicholson has dubbed the Great Liberty Riot, the state’s response by way 
of sending in the Red Coats to apply excessive military force, killing hun-
dreds, produced the stark realization on the part of the surviving protes-
tors, among whom London’s skilled artisans were no doubt prominent, 
that the state was no longer willing to observe long-standing customary 
expectations regarding the legitimacy of protest.35

Peace with the Americans in 1783 brought an end to the trade depres-
sion but also stimulated a new wave of enclosing and factory building. 
After Britain declared war on France in 1792, radical political organiza-
tions like the London Corresponding Society were driven into secrecy. 
Seven years later, the Combination Acts of 1799 and 1800 drove urban 
craft associations underground for the next quarter century. The machine-
breaking disturbances in the Midlands led by the Luddites between 1811 
and 1815 were met with the “invasion of Middle Britain”36 by a force of 
some 14,400 soldiers in April and May of 1812. Napoleon’s final defeat at 
Waterloo, bringing the Napoleonic Wars to an end in 1815, brought no 
end to the strife, as the Peterloo Massacre of 1819 would testify.
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The politicization of economic struggles likely served to hasten the dis-
mantling of remaining labor laws recognizing the legitimacy of customary 
modes of organizing production. Most notable was the final repeal of the 
Statute of Artificers and Apprentices in 1814. Remarkably, however, as 
E.P. Thompson demonstrated, the role of custom now came to the fore as 
appeals in defense of custom by the “working class” of England reached 
extraordinary heights, even in some cases inventing new customs to 
defend.37 However, just as the final abolition of the Court of Wards in 
1600 had deprived copyholders of a legal recourse which could provide 
some protection against the subsumption of land to capital, the final repeal 
of Queen Betty’s law in 1814 deprived artisans of a legal framework which 
had shielded them from the advance of the real subsumption of labor to 
capital.

Conclusion

So long as they still maintained direct control over the labor process, arti-
sans would not submit to the real subordination of their labor to capital 
without a struggle. Moreover, it was the struggle of artisans to defend 
their respectability as sturdy, independent craftsmen which informed polit-
ical conflicts from the English Civil Wars to Luddism and Chartism. It 
stands to reason that artisans specifically should seek to reproduce them-
selves as artisans by defending the laws and customs which defined their 
economic agency and that this struggle would last so long as significant 
numbers of artisans remained a part of the economy. This does not mean, 
however, that customary workshops were immune to innovation. Many 
artisan workshops adopted the spinning jenny upon its advent, and in 
Yorkshire’s West Riding, there were even efforts to establish “company 
mills”, factories employing artisans working spinning jennies. For rela-
tively brief periods of time in different lines of manufacturing, artisanal 
production may have managed to compete favorably with production 
undertaken in capitalist factories or proto-factories. But in an increasingly 
unregulated economy where the market rewards innovation, employers 
would eventually find that older modes of producing would lack the com-
petitive sufficiency to keep them in the game. Pre-capitalist methods of 
production regulated by custom, rather than serving as “fetters” to the 
emergence of an already-existing capitalism, were superseded by the pro-
duction methods of capitalism as they were invented or discovered.
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Lest all of this smack of teleology, let us add that the artisan-led resis-
tance to the real subsumption of labor to capital in England was strong 
enough and effective enough to necessitate the application of the coercive 
powers of the state, both military and legislative. We have already men-
tioned the military interventions of 1780, 1812 and 1819, as well as coer-
cive legislation in the form of the “Bloody Code” and the Combination 
Acts of 1799–1800. In the aftermath of the violent suppression of the 
Swing Riots of 1830–1831, the reform of the Old Poor Law in 1834 
tightened restrictions on poor relief by ending most relief out-of-doors 
and for the able-bodied, making service in the workhouse mandatory. As 
it was by now well-known among the poor that workhouse conditions 
were intentionally made intolerable, no person in his or her right mind 
would voluntarily choose to go. The terror of the workhouse now served 
to corral market-dependent workers into seeking out and accepting any 
form of employment, even where conditions were only marginally better 
than in the workhouse. Under such conditions, the appearance of workers 
“choosing” to accept menial work at minimal wages without being forced 
back to work at the point of a bayonet could be interpreted as a simple 
exchange of labor for wages in a free marketplace, the coercive powers of 
the state now receding into the background.
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Since the 1990s, Philip Hoffman, Jean-Marc Moriceau, and Gilles Postel-
Vinay have revised the economic history of France. Whereas previous gen-
erations of historians had documented centuries of slow growth and crises, 
the revisionists argue that the tenant farmers of the Paris Basin made a 
number of improvements, which augmented productivity and land rents 
at the end of the seventeenth, and over the course of the eighteenth, cen-
turies. Market demand, they argue, provided the stimulus for rural devel-
opment. According to Moriceau, “The Parisian attraction favored a type 
of agriculture precociously engaged in capitalism. From all parts, it incited 
[farmers] to transform … the feudal organization … it diffused an air of 
modernity in the nearby countryside.”1

The assumption underlying this thesis is that once the towns beckoned, 
lords and peasants—spellbound, as if their inner nature were suddenly 
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released—abandoned concerns about seigneurial authority and rights, and 
about community resources and subsistence, and focused on the opportu-
nity to specialize in products with market value. I argue, in contrast, that 
the peasants, as a legacy of the conflicts of the feudal period, possessed 
land, which, though typically inadequate to assure their subsistence, con-
stituted the core of their strategies for supporting their households and 
communities. The peasants deployed however much family labor was 
needed to assure their existence. To them, labor was embedded in house-
holds and communities and did not represent a cost. It was sensible to 
make use of this labor rather than dissipate resources for the equipment to 
do the same work. To be precise, the peasants did not face the constraints 
of capitalist agriculturalists, obliged by price competition, to reduce the 
costs of labor relative to the returns of their harvests. The market did not 
force the peasants to constantly raise the monetary value of their time. 
Moreover, because peasant families increased drudgery, even as its remu-
neration declined, so as to retain their plots, the landed classes (ecclesias-
tics, nobles, and other well-off townspeople) exploited rural inhabitants 
anxious to gain the income needed to assure the livelihood of their house-
holds. The landed classes consequently did not invest in labor-saving 
improvements. These rational tendencies stifled development in the mod-
ern sense of growing production relative to the work-time of the 
inhabitants.

Non-capitalist tendencies persisted, I argue, all the way until the admin-
istration of Charles de Gaulle intervened in rural society to establish eco-
nomically viable farms, discourage the use of low-cost rural labor, and 
oblige growers to take out loans with the purpose of financing the latest 
inputs. These policies compelled farmers to work for money to service 
debts rather than for subsistence. Farmers then had to compete with one 
another and finance up-to-date implements in order to match the prices of 
competitors and stay afloat. Xavier Lafrance shows, in his chapter in this 
book, that the French state succeeded in triggering a capitalist 
transformation of manufacturing from the 1860s and over subsequent 
decades. Yet, the industrial growth, which ensued, was slowed down by 
non-capitalist tendencies in the countryside. I argue, in the same vein, that 
it took the generalization of the capitalist compulsion to enhance the cash 
value of labor hours in rural areas for the economy to develop rapidly after 
the late 1950s.

This definition of development, as expanding output relative to a popu-
lation’s labor, comes from Robert Brenner’s understanding of Marx’s 
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Capital. The idea is that businesses are subordinate to capitalist laws com-
pelling each one to extend capital so as to preserve it and, by this exten-
sion, bring about accumulation. Specifically, they must reinvest a portion 
of profits to match improvements and prices achieved by competitors or 
perish economically. Price competition forces capitalists to produce “rela-
tive surplus.” In other words, they must not only extract additional work 
from employees but also upgrade their organization and technology so as 
to reduce expenditures on personnel, which generally represent the largest 
recurrent costs of an enterprise. These capitalist laws build up the produc-
tive power of capitalist societies relative to their manual effort.2

Spencer Dimmock and Mike Zmolek, in their chapters in this book, 
explain the transformations that lay behind the steady rise in labor produc-
tivity in English agriculture over the course of the early modern period. 
The key to this development was the transformation of peasant communi-
ties into individual free laborers, whose costs were calculable and persis-
tently had to diminish on account of the price competition of the tenant 
farmers. Marx called this transformation primitive accumulation, or the 
dispossession of the rural population. It was absolutely crucial to his argu-
ment, because members of peasant villages, in possession of the means to 
reproduce themselves, do not have to find work and so do not form pro-
letarian labor power abstracted from the community of human existence 
and made into a cost on the balance sheet of businesses. Marx devoted the 
entire eighth part of Capital to this issue.3

Peasant Labor and Growth  
in Eighteenth-Century France

From this premise, I argue that capitalism did not determine the evolution 
of the French economy. If one looks at the period from the Middle Ages 
through the 1840s, one notices that the peasantry made available landless 
workhands and paupers, but not labor as an abstract cost. The peasants 
won de facto rights over the greater part of the land by the 1200s, but did 
not fully control their livelihood, because they faced a lordly class ingrained 
in the political and social fabric of the kingdom. The lords came to accept 
the legality of the peasants’ plots over the following two centuries, at the 
same time as they updated seigneurial inventories. Duties that had fallen 
into abeyance were discovered in the implications of customs, others were 
invented and added to the tangle of levies, and a seigneurial burden 
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accumulated on the peasants. These also had to pay tax collectors and 
vendors of essential goods and often had to sell produce when prices were 
lowest in order to make ends meet. After a long period of growth, from 
the end of the 1400s until the 1670s and 1680s, the peasants faced mount-
ing difficulties, as the subdivision of their plots among offspring left them 
with parcels inadequate for their subsistence. They faced debts and fore-
closures, and the nobles ended up with estates as large as 300 hectares in 
the Paris Basin during a period of stagnation which lasted into the eigh-
teenth century.4

These estates did not represent the outcome of primitive accumulation 
so much as solutions by default, when peasants abandoned the land in a 
time of crisis.5 What is more, when prices rose again in the second half of 
the eighteenth century—when the revisionists allege that productivity on 
the large farms surged ahead—the landed estates shed peasant plots.6 
Every carefully researched measurement of property from about 1730 or 
1740 through the 1800s shows that the nobles lost ground, and the bour-
geoisie found itself on the defensive, as peasants racked up debts to acquire 
land. The extent of peasant property varied from one region to another 
and overall amounted to 30 percent or 40 percent of the total at the end 
of the eighteenth century.7

By means of an examination of Lyonnais, Poitou, Berry, and the Paris 
Basin, I show in what follows that the peasants succeeded in extending 
their share of the soil by exploiting their household labor. They had many 
family members relative to the size of their landholdings. Rather than cast 
off this labor, and make the land yield income relative to the time spent 
working it, they used the members to raise the overall output in labor-
intensive lines in which their superabundant capacity for work gave them 
a competitive advantage.

In Lyonnais, where the population grew in the eighteenth century into 
one of the densest concentrations in the realm, peasants possessed pro-
gressively more land in farms of fewer than five, often fewer than two, 
hectares. Many of these resulted from indefatigable work converting 
woods and stony soils into vineyards with the aim of complementing hold-
ings in rye and wheat for bread, hemp for cloth, and oats for animals. 
Vineyards did not require outlays on cattle, fertilizer, plows, or carts and 
brought in two-and-a-half to five times more income per hectare than did 
grains. In contrast to grain farming and its dead seasons, viticulture filled 
the calendar year with hewing, layering to multiply the base of the vines, 
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plowings with hoes, putting in stakes for vine shoots, preparing vessels and 
basins, harvesting, fermenting, pressing, and many other tasks, which per-
mitted households to put their labor to use generating income for their 
subsistence. The Lyonnais countryside buzzed with tiny vineyards spread 
around the arable fields of the landed classes.8

The peasants of Poitou possessed anywhere from 2 percent of the land 
around Poitiers to 25 percent in areas of the Vendée and 70 percent in 
remote areas of the eastern part of the province. They had a much greater 
percent of the land in hemp and vines. Hemp required much labor soaking 
the stems, grinding the dried ones a month later, cleaning and combing, 
spinning, and then putting the hanks on winders for making cloth. Artisans 
typically worked a quarter of the year in rural workshops, the rest on their 
parcels of land. They planted turnips after the hemp to bring nutrients to 
the topsoil and prepare it for rye. This crop, which predominated on the 
peasants’ fields, did not fetch as high a price as did wheat but did better on 
land lacking fertilizer and helped assure their subsistence.9

Cereals covered at least 70, and usually 80–90, percent of Poitevin 
fields, especially those of the landed classes. They took up the main part 
of the peasants’ work. Even so, fodder crops, for commercial cattle, began 
to appear on the farms of peasants and sharecroppers in the wooded 
countryside with small irregular-shaped fields and many hedges and 
copses in western Poitou. The smallholders developed rotations of buck-
wheat to renew the soil, and then broom, gorse bush, vetches, and sain-
foin, along with barley and oats, after the wheat harvest. The gorse bush 
on the heaths fixed lime and phosphorous in these acidic soils naturally 
deficient in nutrients. Peasants left the broom and gorse on paths to be 
saturated by rain and animal droppings and trampled by cattle and peo-
ple. They obtained excellent fertilizer in this way and had fodder to rear 
about one draft animal per two hectares, a proportion superior to that 
obtained on the commercial cereal domains and open fields of northern 
France.10

This husbandry required the peasants to till plots for several years, 
abandon them, and then clear the unplanted land. The peasants used 
hoes to divide the broom and gorse and to plow several times with the 
aim of breaking up the roots and taking out the weeds. The hoes required 
more drudgery than did plows but ventilated and weeded the soil better 
and reduced outlays on equipment. The land preparation required the 
toil of both sexes and all ages. It appeared as time wasted to urban critics 
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but, to the peasants, represented a means of applying otherwise idle hands 
to activities that generated the resources needed to sustain a dense 
population.11

The peasants of Berry, in central France, reared oxen. Horses worked 
more rapidly but cost more to buy and maintain. Since the peasants did 
not face competitive pressure to maximize the market value of their time, 
they saw the horses as needless expenses. They reserved the best land for 
subsistence crops rather than fodder, and their oxen did not produce opti-
mal amounts of fertilizer. Yet, the peasants still had more manure for their 
fields than the landed classes of Berry had for their commercial cereal 
domains, which comprised extensive sheep grazing, fallow, and few 
bovines. The peasants intensively applied household labor farming peas, 
broad beans, and turnips, which renewed the soil and raised yields. Fallow 
receded from their plots long before it did from the large domains. The 
peasants of Berry laid out gardens and vineyards and farmed hemp to 
make household clothing and maybe have a few surplus garments to sell. 
They used spades and hoes, which required more labor than did plows, 
but could be made with wood from the forests, and did not necessitate 
expenditures on replacements and maintenance. The peasants saved 
instead for new parcels to assure their livelihood.12

The population of the Paris Basin grew 31 percent in the eighteenth 
century, making the region the second most densely inhabited of the 
realm. It is known for farms as large as 300 hectares in certain areas. Yet 
peasant plots, mostly smaller than 2 hectares, existed in nearly every parish 
and covered anywhere from 5 percent to 45 percent of the farmland. 
These plots expanded at the expense of the large farms in the eighteenth 
and nineteenth centuries, as the peasants took on debts to buy land in the 
hopes of attaining self-sufficiency and security in old age.13

The expansion of peasant agriculture depended on the unpaid work of 
family members in labor-intensive lines such as market gardening in the 
parishes bordering Paris to the northeast. Peasants gardened with spades 
and sickles, even though these did not accomplish much work relative to 
the labor expended, because more efficient implements would not have 
increased output but would have depleted household income. Peasants of 
the Paris Basin also created vineyards, which, like the gardens, generated 
more income per hectare than did wheat fields. They had far fewer prairies 
and woods than did the landed classes, but nearly all of the regional 
vineyards.14
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Peasants and the Large Estates

In short, the economic vitality of early modern France came from peasant 
ingenuity. Yet, this growth came at constant or even falling returns to each 
additional hour of peasant labor. It turned, moreover, to the benefit of the 
landed classes. To understand why, one must recognize that the rural 
inhabitants put in much of the additional time working with the intention 
of obtaining the land, food, and jobs on offer from their social betters. 
The peasants’ drudgery thus contributed to increases in the price of land 
and bread relative to the remuneration of labor. Most peasants did not 
have the surpluses to speculate on grain markets. They more commonly 
used the income from market gardening, cloth production, and viticulture 
to purchase part of their subsistence and additional parcels of land at a 
time of rising prices. While no one actually starved, the population’s mal-
nutrition is well documented.15

In Lyonnais, only one-third of the vintners owned the two hectares 
necessary to support a family. The rest obtained the needed income by 
laboring on the arable fields of the landed classes. The growing popula-
tion, and its reliance on labor markets for income and grain markets for 
food, drove up the price of the staple crop, rye, faster than the agricultural 
wages. Growth came to halt as a result of the saturation of vineyards in the 
region of Lyon. Wine prices rose over the course of the eighteenth cen-
tury, as consumption recovered from the crisis of the end of the seven-
teenth century. But output eventually surpassed demand, as urban 
residents sacrificed wine purchases to necessities in years of high prices. 
Grape harvests expanded excessively, drove down prices from 1776 to 
1785, and plunged the peasants into precariousness.16

After 1770, rising land rents and rural poverty diminished the market 
for non-essential goods and provoked a downturn in artisanal activity 
affecting all the households of Poitou reliant on ancillary income from 
hemp. While the price of grain and other staples rose, that of wine and flax 
fell on account of all of the vineyards and hemp fields carved out of the 
hillsides and poor lands, where cereals did not grow. The vintners of 
northern Poitou saw the value of their plots decline in the 1780s. Livestock 
sales increased briskly in the fairs of western Poitou from 1758 to 1776 
but then faced a brutal recession. The peasants did not have sufficient 
land, beyond their parcels in rye, for the fodder to sustain animal fatten-
ing and had to sell amid falling prices for non-essential goods like cattle. 
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The after-death inventories, measured against Poitevin grain prices, show 
a 20 percent decline in fortunes over the course of the eighteenth century 
and a particularly sharp decline among day laborers and tenants without 
much land. As the number of indigents swelled in western Poitou, the 
trend toward population growth reversed in the 1780s.17

The peasants, in a word, struggled to wring subsistence from their 
plots. Very few had the land and livestock to avoid reliance on wages, on 
taking up sharecropping domains to combine with their own inadequate 
holdings, or even on leasing whole units of production to provide for their 
families. Rural communities harbored growing numbers of poor laborers. 
Yet, these laborers remained embedded in the community and thus were 
only amenable to the customary practice of pinning country-dwellers 
down to the soil by means of overlapping forms of seigneurial rights, ten-
ancy, and remunerated work. The landed classes, in this way, took 
additional profits from the peasants’ drudgery but did not calculate it as a 
cost, face competitive pressure to reduce it, or accumulate surpluses. The 
landed classes had no thought of expropriating the peasants and turning 
their labor into a commodity.

The rental agreements—drawn up for the benefit of the merchants, 
office holders, and nobles of Lyonnais, Poitou, and Berry—contained tra-
ditional, quasi feudal, arrangements for seigneurial dues and for services 
carting goods to market or to the landowner’s table in the towns. They 
generally bound the tenants to the soil in unpayable debts. Leases spelled 
out traditional methods and restricted the lands for seeding through bind-
ing rotations of grains and fallows so as to prevent soil exhaustion. The 
landed classes did not worry about meager harvests, which increased the 
value of their grain reserves. Besides, customary rotations assured the 
availability of the crops liable to seigneurial dues at harvest time. As the 
eighteenth century wore on, the leases obliged the tenants to cede pro-
gressively more of the harvests. The proprietors thus had little reason to 
invest in livestock, stables, fodder crops, and other forms of labor-saving 
improvements.18

These extractive feudal-like relations also prevailed in the Paris Basin, 
where revisionists purport to show development. Moriceau and Postel-
Vinay argue that tenant farmers, motivated by the profit available on the 
urban market, grouped together compact farms and thereby gained the 
flexibility to plant artificial prairies and fodder crops and slightly reduce 
the fallow land. The value of the fodder increased, thanks to all of the 
horses used in Paris, and brought wealth into the countryside. With larger 
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farms and additional horses, the tenant farmers economized on the labor 
of shepherds, plowmen, and carters. Yields rose slightly, as they applied 
fertilizer to all of their fields by using the droppings of penned-up sheep 
and especially the manure of the horses in Paris. Improvements of this 
sort, Hoffman calculates, increased total factor productivity or production 
minus its costs.19

If one unpacks this research, one notices that the large farms presented 
by Moriceau reached their maximum extent of about 200 hectares in 
1675–1699 but then contracted to 160–170 in 1775–1799. This sequence 
resulted more likely from the vagaries of the peasant economy than from 
the consolidation of cost-effective farms. Landlords were stuck with prop-
erties in the crisis of the seventeenth century—as the peasants no longer 
made ends meet amid falling prices—but then sold parcels to peasants 
willing to take on debts, deploy additional labor, and wring more income 
from the land, as prices rose in the eighteenth century.20

This scenario makes sense when one notices that the typical tenant, 
overseeing the large farms of the Paris Basin, did not amass surpluses. 
Gérard Béaur has gone over the evidence and has pointed out that, in 
contrast to the habit of capitalists to accumulate cash reserves, the tenant 
studied by Moriceau and Postel-Vinay used up his profits in a fierce quest 
for land. The tenant undertook risks, depleted revenues, even went into 
debt, and sterilized investment so as to secure landholdings for the chil-
dren. He adhered to a traditional economic logic of assuring social respect-
ability for his sons.21

Indeed, the research of Moriceau and Postel-Vinay shows little evi-
dence that the tenant farmers invested to cut costs. It shows that a 
minimum of 26.3 percent and usually about 30 percent of their arable 
fields remained fallow. Moriceau and Postel-Vinay document nitrogen-
restoring fodder crops on 31.8 percent of the arable land of one farm but, 
on average, a maximum of only 4.3 across the Paris Basin. Nearly 40 per-
cent of tenant farmers left no mention of artificial prairies in their after-
death inventories.22 The enduring expanse of fallow, along with this 
negligible presence of fodder crops, demonstrates that the tenants did not 
put into practice the interconnected undertakings intrinsic to early mod-
ern agricultural revolutions. Specifically, the tenants did not replace fallow 
with nitrogen-restoring fodder crops, build stables, rear draft animals, 
amass manure fertilizer, and expand the arable surface for the purpose of 
cutting costs and accruing surpluses.23 Given the evidence from Berry and 
Poitou, it is likely that the slight reduction in fallow, and increased acreage 
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of fodder crops, recorded by Moriceau and Postel-Vinay, resulted from the 
efforts of peasants to use the supplementary work of family members to 
eke more income out of the land.

Peasant creativity, in labor-intensive farming, no doubt accounts for the 
yields documented by Moriceau and Postel-Vinay.24 The proliferation of 
smallholders, and their need for income, permitted farm managers to 
profit from the peasants’ expertise, discussed earlier, in weeding, renewing 
the soil, augmenting fertilizer, and raising yields. Tenant farmers thus 
wrung extra labor from the peasantry, in intensive hoeing and tilling, to 
obtain added output for the Paris market. Increased drudgery, rather than 
investments and labor-saving improvements, accounts for the high yields 
on the estates run by the tenant farmers. Having gone over Moriceau’s 
evidence, Jean-Michel Chevet shows that it does not demonstrate the con-
solidation of landholdings. He shows, above all, that Moriceau’s evidence 
does not prove the addition of horsepower and improved plowing. The 
tenant farmers used more laborers, not fewer, in the herding of sheep and 
the harvesting of oats and hay for the horse-feed market in Paris. Chevet’s 
research suggests, in short, that the tenant farmers controlled the work of 
communities and thus did not calculate and curtail the labor costs through 
investment in improved husbandry.25

These extractive feudal-like relations also explain the rising total factor 
productivity calculated by Hoffman. Estimating the cost of labor in early 
modern France remains elusive, for most work was not remunerated with 
a wage, and no one made any effort to use it sparingly. The peasants val-
ued labor differently than did the market, because it allowed them to 
retain their family plots. Households employed labor at odd intervals and 
in conditions uneconomical for employers. The true marginal cost of 
household labor did not match the recorded wage. For other inputs as 
well, Hoffman had to use hardy arbitration, supposing the same costs for 
farms in different regions, thus allowing a margin of error. The prices of 
most of these inputs remained constant. The cost of renting land, how-
ever, varied and represented Hoffman’s principal measure. Land rents, 
however, reflected the bargaining power inherent in the relations between 
landlords and lessees and could thus lead to deceptive conclusions for a 
period like 1750–1789 when they rose rapidly relative to other prices.26

One would be wise not to discount the bargaining power of the landed 
classes given all the empirical studies that indicate seigneurial relations 
rather than monetary rents determined by productivity. In the eighteenth 
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century, as the rural population and grain prices increased, landlords had 
the leverage to take extra work from rural households and make rents 
more lucrative. They added stipulations of a feudal character to leases with 
the aim of extracting produce and money. Peasants of the Paris Basin often 
gave the landlord seigneurial dues, fruit from gardens, and chickens or 
other animals on Christmas Day. The clauses in leases indicated debts 
obliging the tenants to submit to all sorts of burdens, such as unpaid cart-
ing services, hardly distinguishable from the medieval corvée.27

The tenant farmers of the Paris Basin resembled seigneurial stewards 
more than they did rural capitalists. They threw their weight around in the 
lord’s name, hired local laborers, collected dues, and stored grain for char-
ity, wages, and other means of influence. They often held the peasantry in 
debt and benefited from the lord’s tax privileges. Landlords and their 
stewards, in a word, did not exhibit the economic behavior suggestive of 
the capitalist requirement to reduce expenditures on personnel.28 As 
result, output per farmer did not increase in France over the course of the 
early modern period and fell to less than half of the rate of agricultural 
labor productivity in England by the end of the eighteenth century.29

The continued existence of the rural community, in which the rural 
labor of France was rooted, made possible the revolts of the Revolution 
against the foregoing forms of exploitation. The peasants banded together 
in innumerable uprisings, which resulted in the definitive abolition of feu-
dalism in 1793. They laid hold of property belonging to the king and 
émigrés and cleared and cultivated lands held on a communal basis. They 
had hesitated to farm this land prior to 1789 for fear that the lords would 
assert feudal claims to it and foist burdens on the cultivators. For decades 
after 1789, peasants purchased church and émigré properties acquired by 
speculators for the purpose of reselling them to land-hungry rural inhabit-
ants. The peasants’ portion of the land varied from region to region but 
probably increased from about 30 percent or 40 percent of the national 
total to about 50 percent after the Revolution.30

The Agricultural Revolution in Modern France

The countryside hardly evolved in the first half of the nineteenth century. 
Rural households perfected the resourceful methods used since the 1740s, 
clearing land, cultivating nitrogen-restoring plants on fallow fields, tend-
ing vineyards, growing maize, potatoes, rye, and other labor-intensive 
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high-yield subsistence crops, marketing produce and livestock, churning 
out cloths, and accruing debts to finance land acquisitions. The purchase 
of plots improved the peasants’ standard of living and allowed offspring to 
create households.31

The number of farms declined slightly toward the end of the nine-
teenth century, as low-priced cloth from industrial districts made it more 
difficult for micro-proprietors to scrape by with supplemental income 
from rural workshops. The disappearance of these small farms did not 
benefit the large specialized growers so much as the mass of households 
with 5–10 hectares. These households improved rotations, tilled nitrogen-
restoring crops, planted oats as fodder, augmented the output of grasses, 
expanded the number of horses, used heavier plows, enhanced yields in 
many parts of the country, and replaced inferior grains with wheat. They 
made the foregoing improvements with household labor and the income 
it yielded. The formation of the Crédit agricole, and the provision of low 
interest loans after 1900, did not finance improvements so much as help 
the peasants to acquire land and enlarge their holdings. Thus, in the years 
prior to World War I, the peasants became more entrenched in the rural 
landscape than ever before, while national levels of agricultural productiv-
ity remained close to the bottom of Western European nations, far behind 
Denmark, Belgium, the Netherlands, Germany, and Great Britain. The 
agrarian sector did not support the urbanization, which did take place, and 
a quarter of France’s food had to be imported from foreign countries.32

In 1945, subsistence agriculture—with a little budgeting for taxes, rice, 
oil, coffee and sugar, as well as meat for the holidays—remained common 
to about four million farms, all unique yet analogous, in villages of fewer 
than 2000 inhabitants comprising about 45 percent of the national popu-
lation. Farmers continued to gather around the typical fire and table at 
which they ate the products of the farm from a pot much like they had in 
the Middle Ages. Some households baked their own bread. Others traded 
grain for it at the local bakery. All over France, aside from the arable fields 
in the Paris Basin and vineyards in Languedoc, livestock ate the fodder 
grown on the fields and excreted manure back to them. Peasants had the 
skills of wheelwrights; knew metalwork; and repaired tools, wagons, and 
carts. If they purchased a machine, it was to fend off disruptions, such as 
vanishing casual labor, and to preserve their way of life. Money had mar-
ginal value, used only to buy a tool, save and purchase land, or pay off 
siblings at the time of inheritance.33
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On the farms belonging to townspeople in many parts of France, share-
cropping remained a servile bond obliging indebted cultivators to perform 
services for the master. Ninety percent of leases, accounting for about 
forty percent of the agricultural land, lasted no longer than nine years and 
gave the tenants little incentive to invest in roads, deep plowings, wells, 
drainage, or the application of lime. Propositions went before the legisla-
ture in 1848 and 1889 to have the surplus value of capital divided equally 
among the proprietors, farm managers, and workers. But the rentier class 
in control of the legislatures defended the inviolable principle of property, 
written in the Declaration of the Rights of Man. Landlords extolled the 
abundant rural population and the law of supply and demand, which 
allowed them to employ wives and children at low wages, sometimes paid 
to the male head of the family’s plot of land.34 For this reason, the large 
specialized growers, proprietors in the Paris Basin and viticulture 
enterprises in Languedoc, remained underdeveloped relative to other cap-
italist farmers of Western Europe.

Remarkably, the countryside did not change much in the decade fol-
lowing World War II. The General Confederation of Agriculture (CGA) 
aimed to modernize husbandry by leaving non-farming landlords, dis-
cussed in the preceding paragraph, aside and offering the actual cultivators 
low-cost loans to realize the plans of state administrators. But the former 
farm unions of the Vichy period denounced the CGA as an artificial politi-
cized organization, and rural areas voted for the Popular Republican 
Movement (MRP) and other conservatives. Pierre Pflimlin of the MRP, a 
partisan of the National Federation of Unions of Farmers (FNSEA), 
became Minister of Agriculture at the end of 1947 and defended the unity 
of the peasantry, tradition, and regionalism as beneficial to the national 
identity.35

Agricultural rhythms accelerated but did not undergo transformation. 
The total wheat harvest did not reach the 1907 level until 1954. Most 
farmers relied on horses and oxen rather than tractors. They relied on 
human labor at harvest time to squeeze in the bales, transport the mill-
stones, thresh, and do other tasks. Machines such as the combine har-
vester remained marginal. The FNSEA organized big protests in 1956 and 
obtained the indexing of agricultural prices to those of industry. Large 
landowners obtained guaranteed profits, and the countryside seemed set 
to follow the accustomed course with much non-specialized subsistence 
farming and average yields less than half of those attained in Belgium.36
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But then, after the late 1950s, wheat yields and plot sizes tripled, the 
number of agricultural properties declined four times over, and farmers 
fell from 30 percent to 4 percent of the national population. The number 
of tractors mounted from 140,000  in 1950, to 558,000  in 1958, and 
nearly 1,000,000 in 1963. The number of combine harvesters rose from 
37,900 in 1958 to 102,000 in 1965, and abruptly eliminated the seasonal 
laborers. Growers used more than five times as much fertilizer in 1978 as 
they had in 1946. The number of lawn-tractors, moto-mowers, balers, 
and mechanical seed drills rose by the same proportions. Productivity 
grew 8 percent a year in agriculture between 1963 and 1967 whereas it 
grew at 5 percent in the rest of the economy. Labor productivity doubled 
from 1949 to 1963, rising at an annual rate equal to industry of 7 percent, 
whereas, prior to 1938 it rose about 2 percent a year. The building of new 
homes, or the remodeling of old ones, doubled in rural areas in the 1960s. 
The farmers’ buying power grew every year from 1965 to 1973, as their 
lifestyle aligned with the rest of the country.37

Nearly all of the agricultural implements were manufactured domesti-
cally, and metallurgical and machine industries grew rapidly. Farmers fur-
nished raw material for food-processing, one of the principal industries of 
France. Factories for meat, sweets, biscuits/cookies, flour, dairy, and other 
products generated about 15 percent of industrial output by the end of 
the twentieth century.38

Previously, farmers had avoided changes liable to threaten the security 
of subsistence farming. What wrenched them from their accustomed life 
were the policies of De Gaulle’s ministers, eager to turn agriculture into a 
surplus-generating export industry. Georges Pompidou, the adviser of the 
Prime Minister Michel Debré, pointed to Europe and the goal of having 
the common market offer remunerative outlets for agriculture. 
Administrators found a constituency among the associations representing 
the farmers of small and medium-sized holding, often from poorer regions. 
Previously, the large growers at the head of the FNSEA had gotten their 
poorer brethren to go along with the program of price supports and tra-
ditional farming. A substantial proportion of farmers recoiled before the 
prospect of exiting subsistence agriculture and becoming market depen-
dent. But by the late 1950s, new leaders, seeing the benefits of changes 
elsewhere in Europe, made many rural inhabitants impatient with the con-
servative leadership of the wealthiest landowners and convinced them to 
embrace the idea of organizing, with the aid of the state, to carry through 
an agricultural revolution. The government then suppressed price indexes 
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at the end of 1958. The price equilibrium subsequently came from exports, 
which grew 22 percent a year within the European common market.39

In this way, the farmers turned agriculture into one of the leading 
industries of France. Their success depended on state programs to struc-
ture the land market, which left to itself, over previous centuries, had 
handed down an uneconomic division of the territory. Legislation of 1960 
and 1962 prevented rentiers from hoarding farmland or operating it with 
hired labor and peasants from dividing it into unviable plots. The laws 
offered lifetime annuities to farmers over 65 to cede their holdings to 
growers with a plan for market production. The state established a fund to 
preempt sales and group plots together in ways suitable for farmers com-
mitted to investing in the latest implements and using solely the labor of a 
couple. By dint of this legislation, the government took nearly one-third 
of the national territory and put it in the hands of enterprising farmers.40

The most transformative policy was to charge the Crédit Agricole with 
opening branches across the towns of rural France and offering 30-year 
loans at 3 percent interest. To obtain these funds, growers had to have a 
minimum farm size, and half of them were excluded in some parts of the 
country, eventually forced by market imperatives to leave agriculture. As 
farmers took out loans to acquire the latest implements and achieve maxi-
mum yields, others had to follow suit or succumb to competitive pricing 
and go under. Rural debts, in this way, grew 14-fold from 1960 to 1973.41

State subsidies to purchase tractors and fuel permitted farmers to plow 
fields in a matter of days rather than weeks as in the past. But to get the 
full value from the investment, growers bid up land prices by purchasing 
and renting additional fields. The tractor led them to cut down obstruc-
tive orchards, make new openings in buildings, level and widen pathways, 
and dispense with horses and oxen. Its adoption forced the reconversion 
of the artisan, blacksmith, and farrier trades. Farmers had to buy new tools 
and attachments to enhance the tractor’s versatility, new fertilizers to aug-
ment yields, and special seed-strains to resist disease. One innovation 
required a slew of others, which in turn required new trips to the Crédit 
Agricole. Farmers had to join cooperatives to assure the sale of wheat as 
soon as it was harvested and thus raise the revenue needed to service the 
debts.42

These changes augmented output 1.5–2 percent annually after the 
mid-1960s, whereas, demand grew only 0.5 percent. To maintain the 
equivalent of industrial salaries, farmers had to grow nearly six times more 
wheat in 1982 than they had in 1952. They had to take out additional 
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loans and make investments in order to augment yields and avoid poverty. 
Buying and maintaining machines; paying insurance; and purchasing seed, 
fertilizer, and pesticide required capital at the start of each yearly cycle. 
The expenses mounted from a quarter of sales in 1959 to a half at the end 
of the century. Households had to practice minute accounting to service 
their debts and stay afloat. In this way, while the spectacular gains in pro-
ductivity augmented the rural standard of living, and turned France into 
the world’s fourth leading exporter of agricultural commodities, the bulk 
of the revenue went in payments to the banks.43

Conclusion

Under the Old Regime, the peasants’ tendency—to increase drudgery and 
diminish consumption with the aim of retaining subsistence plots and 
assuring their presence in rural communities—augmented output but not 
labor productivity. Most of the land belonged to the ecclesiastics, nobles, 
and bourgeoisie and consisted of an uneconomic patchwork of parcels and 
estates. These proprietors enforced exploitative sharecropping and ten-
ancy agreements, seigneurial rights, and debts and thus prevented the 
peasants from making their households more secure.

While peasant agriculture did not offer a path toward development, vil-
lage solidarity made possible the anti-seigneurial revolts of the Revolution 
and the abolition of feudalism in 1793. The peasants thus extended their 
landholdings and supported their households and communities well into 
the twentieth century. France became a country of modern industry 
between the 1890s and 1920s. Yet the rural population, despite the urban 
demand, did not specialize, as today’s consensus of economic historians 
would suppose, in the crops and livestock offering the highest exchange 
value. Rather, the cultivators, even in the decade following World War II, 
continued to use the income from sales to acquire land, diversify their crop 
mixes, reduce drudgery, and assure their existence among fellow villagers. 
Large landowners continued to take advantage of the rural population in 
the traditional way, renting land at extortionist prices and paying little for 
the labor of peasant families.

The economy of France thus developed late in comparison to its neigh-
bors. Rapid development only took hold at the end of the 1950s, when 
the government pursued policies to make people farm for the market and 
improve the productivity of their labor. Gaullist administrators reorga-
nized the agrarian landscape to facilitate the use of the latest techniques 
and technologies.
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Rural development proceeded above all by way of indebtedness. To 
obtain land through the state, farmers had to have a plan for market pro-
duction and take out loans to purchase the latest inputs. Agriculturalists 
thus ceased to farm for local use and instead competed with others, who 
had also made this leap, so as to maintain or expand their share of the 
market. Farmers had to make their time productive by mechanizing as 
many tasks as possible. This transformation amounted to an agricultural 
revolution. Industrialization took off in the 1960s and early 1970s thanks 
to rising productivity in agriculture, its demand for machines, its materials 
to be processed, the workers it shed, and the costs of production it con-
trolled thanks to the output of low-cost staples.
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CHAPTER 5

The Transition to Industrial Capitalism 
in Nineteenth-Century France

Xavier Lafrance

This chapter addresses the issue of the rise of capitalism in France, 
contending that it first emerged in the country’s industrial sector from 
the 1860s and over the following decades. Two of the main and partially 
interrelated historiographical debates that pertain to the issues of indus-
trial development and capitalism in France both have their own “revi-
sionist” strand. The first of these debates concerns the nature of the 
French Revolution (Was it capitalist or not?), while the second has to do 
with nineteenth-century France’s economic development (Was it rapid 
or sluggish?).

Within the first of these debates, the Marxist “social interpretation” of 
the Revolution, which can be traced to the early twentieth-century work 
of Jean Jaurès,1 was dominant until the 1960s. Its leading exponents, 
George Lefebvre, Albert Mathiez, and Albert Soboul, present the 
Revolution as the act of a bourgeoisie liberating itself from the shackle of 
feudalism, thus allowing capitalism to fully blossom in France.2 Beginning 
with Alfred Cobban in the 1950s, and continuing with influential figures 
such as François Furet from the early 1970s, a revisionist current of 
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historians stressed that the French bourgeois that led the Revolution were 
not capitalists but rather landowners, state officials or lawyers.3 Rejecting 
class analysis, revisionists asserted that the Revolution was not capitalist in 
nature and actually consolidated small peasant property as well as the posi-
tion of conservative landowning elites. While some Marxists clung to the 
classical version of the social interpretation,4 others fell back on a “conse-
quentialist” perspective that maintained that, notwithstanding the capital-
ist motives of revolutionary agents, the Revolution had established a new 
political, legal and social context that would subsequently be conducive to 
capitalism.5 In spite of the considerable influence achieved by revisionists, 
this perception of the Revolution as a gateway to mature industrial capital-
ism had been widespread among historians—including influential social 
historians of the French working class6—and is probably accepted as a tru-
ism by a majority of social scientists today.

The pace and form of capitalist industrialization in post-revolutionary 
France—the second historiographical debate mentioned earlier—has how-
ever been the object of extensive arguments among economic historians. 
During the post-war years, what François Crouzet named the “retardation-
stagnation” thesis was dominant.7 Perhaps best exemplified by David 
Landes’s 1949 article on French entrepreneurship and industrial growth 
in nineteenth-century France, this thesis focused on cultural factors and 
maintained that French businessmen were conservative entrepreneurs that 
lacked the drive and initiative necessary for a rapid and sustained process 
of industrialization.8 From the 1960s, a revisionist perspective began to 
challenge this prevailing orthodoxy as some historians stressed that the 
growth of French per capita national income had actually been quite 
respectable over the nineteenth century, compared to Britain. In 1964, 
Maurice Lévy-Leboyer was the first to stress that France and Britain had in 
any case followed distinct paths of industrialization9—a line of argument 
taken over by several historians subsequently, most famously by Patrick 
O’brien and Caglar Keyder in the anglophone world.10 Departing from 
the British paradigm of mechanized mass production of standardized mer-
chandises, French industrialization was based on the labor-intensive pro-
duction of quality and luxury goods. This path was followed not because 
of French cultural idiosyncrasies, but rather because of objective factors, 
such as Napoleonic military defeats, the country’s relative lack of coal 
resources, or its specific demographic patterns. As Crouzet explains, a 
“moderate” version of this revisionist strand came to prevail over recent 
decades and remains dominant today.11
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Against the latter revisionist strand (within the debate on nineteenth 
century French economic growth), I argue in this chapter that French 
industrialization was significantly slower and weaker than Britain’s over 
most of the nineteenth century. This was because, as revisionist economic 
historians working on this issue are right to stress, France followed a path 
of economic development that differed from Britain’s. But departing from 
the revisionist thesis, I stress that France’s industrialization was actually 
sluggish because, for most of the nineteenth century, it was not capitalist 
in nature.

While retaining a (alternative) Marxist class conception of the 
Revolution,12 and departing on this latter point from revisionist historians 
of the French Revolution, I agree that 1789 did not pave the way to capi-
talism. Until around the 1860s, French industrial entrepreneurs did not 
evolve in capitalist competitive markets that would have compelled them 
to systematically maximize their profits in order to survive by steadily 
investing in productivity enhancing mechanization and by taking control 
of labor processes. While some merchants and industrialists did seize new 
opportunities, and were inspired by English mechanical production, they 
were not coerced by market imperatives to act as capitalists. Members of 
the French ruling class were still largely acting as rentiers, always keeping 
an eye on lucrative state positions and seeking a “proprietary”—as opposed 
to a capitalist—kind of wealth.13

Capitalism did not develop endogenously in France but resulted from 
decisive state interventions. As is explained later, these interventions initi-
ated a capitalist transition in the industrial sector under the Second Empire 
and the Third republic. Geopolitical and economic competitive pressure 
exercised by Britain had however led French state officials to envisage lib-
eral economic reforms much earlier—a point to which we now turn.

The False Start of the Old Regime

Robert Brenner has showed the deeply different ways in which France and 
England came out of the fourteenth-century crisis of European feudal-
ism.14 In England, the “economic” rents that were implemented imposed 
market imperatives on tenants that propelled a unique pattern of sustained 
economic development. In France, by contrast, landlords reacted to 
decreasing revenues by consolidating their extra-economic mode of appro-
priation under the aegis of an absolutist state. As explained by Stephen 
Miller in his chapter in this book and elsewhere,15 the upshot was that 
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both agrarian and artisan labor productivity remained stagnant, and 
probably declined, in Old Regime France. The economic advantage that 
England built over France was translated in a military superiority that 
became increasingly manifest over the eighteenth century.

As a consequence, the need to reform the economy of the kingdom was 
felt with soaring urgency among sections of French political elites. Already 
from the 1720s, memoirs and pamphlets were published that put emphasis 
on the constant innovations and improvements that explained English 
agrarian superiority.16 These reflections were taken over and systematized 
around mid-eighteenth century by the Physiocrats who were seeking to 
emulate English agrarian capitalism in order to restore the dominant 
geopolitical standing of the French crown.17 From the late 1740s, a group 
of liberal state servants aiming to reform not only the agrarian but also the 
industrial economy of the kingdom had assembled under the intellectual 
influence of Vincent de Gournay and began to lodge themselves in the 
corridors of power, all the way up to the royal council. Over the 1760s, 
followers of Gournay were instrumental in the adoption of different lib-
eral measures such as the liberalization of grain trade or the lifting of the 
prohibition of printed calico. These policies, however, often produced 
widespread discontent and many were withdrawn.18 The influence of lib-
eral reformers within the state apparatus reached its zenith with Anne 
Robert Jacques Turgot’s tenure as controller general from 1774 to 1776. 
Turgot’s most controversial edict enacted the abolition of artisan guilds. 
The edict was once more rapidly retracted after it had ignited growing 
insubordination among artisans and strong dissatisfaction among large 
sections of French elites (including a large proportion of merchants). 
Jacques Necker, Turgot’s successor, pursued policies informed by a much 
milder liberalism.

All in all, the balance sheet of liberal reforms seems rather thin in 
retrospect. This is not very surprising, considering that the liberal ideology 
that was promoted by Gournay and Turgot, and others had revolutionary 
implications in a society that had, as its basic units, not atomized individu-
als connected by market exchange but rather corps interwoven under the 
crown’s authority.19 The liberalism of French reformers not only endan-
gered specific privileges but also threatened to erode the very “substance of 
privilege … and [to] gnaw at the corporatist heart of the ancient regime”.20

A substantial proportion of French merchants were opposed to 
Gournay’s liberalism, and many remained attached to state and guild 
regulations that ensured the quality and reputation of manufactured 
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goods. Moreover, even when contesting specific regulations, merchants 
did not call for the dissolution of corps and of privileges. On the contrary, 
the freedom that they demanded subscribed to the existing system of priv-
ileges and was actualized through it. Within the context of the old regime, 
freedom was the privilege to freely organize as a body—as a corps intermé-
diaire—with the concurrence of the crown.21 This was the institutional 
terrain on which French merchants operated—a world apart from the 
competitive market imperatives that propelled British capitalist enterprises. 
Consequently, assessing the activities of French textile merchants, 
“nowhere can we find traces of even rudimentary entrepreneurial calcula-
tion; no breakdown for material, labor, storage or unit cost were made”.22

The French state’s attempts to stimulate the kingdom’s economy, either 
via liberal reforms or by granting diverse forms of privileges, brought dis-
appointing results and no radical transformation of agrarian or industrial 
production. As Crouzet puts it, the expansion of the French economy 
over the eighteenth century “took place in a framework that, in its organi-
zational aspects and in terms of methods, remained very much traditional 
… On the eve of the Revolution, the French economy was not fundamen-
tally different than what it had been under Louis XIV: it only produced 
more”.23 In the industrial sector, the ability of British enterprises to mobi-
lize technological innovations was much greater than in France. On the 
eve of the Revolution, in its cotton trade, England had 260 spindles per 
1000 inhabitants against 2 in France. There were 900 spinning jennies in 
France against 20,000 in Britain and no more than a dozen mule-jennies 
in the former country against 9000 in the latter. Eight French establish-
ments were using Arkwright’s water frame compared with 200 in England. 
There were ten times more steam engines in use in Britain than there were 
in France, where only a few dozen could be found. Finally, the proportion 
of iron produced in blast furnace using coke reached 30–40 percent in 
Britain while it stagnated at 2 percent in France.24

The relative frailness of the French economy was most spectacularly and 
painfully revealed by the impact of the Anglo-French commercial treaty of 
1786, the immediate effects of which were nothing short of “catastrophic” 
for the French industrial economy.25 Cotton production collapsed in 
Haute-Normandy, and other industries such as metal, pottery and paper 
production were also harshly hit. Moreover, French exports to Britain 
(mostly wine and some luxury goods) grew by 75 percent as a result of the 
treaty, and until 1789, British exports to France rose by 360 percent over 
the same period.26 Clearly, the first attempts of the French state to emulate 
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the capitalist mode of development of its British rival had failed. The 
Revolution of 1789 did not change this situation; in ways, it actually 
consolidated it.

The French Revolution as a Moment  
of Labor Emancipation

Abolishing privileges and provincial particularism, the Revolution built a 
unified, judicially and administratively leveled, national territory. Internal 
custom barriers vanished and weights and measures were officially stan-
dardized. In 1791, the D’Allarde decree abolished trade corporations, 
while the Le Chapelier decree prohibited both workers and merchant-
manufacturers associations or coalitions. The same year, the Goudard 
decree abolished state-backed fabrication rules and suppressed the royal 
inspectors that enforced them. These transformations form much of the 
stuff of the “consequentialist” reading of the Revolution. They also inform 
the related “artisan capitalism” thesis put forth by William H. Sewell and 
others.27 According to Sewell, the decrees of 1791 brought “absolute pri-
vate property” to France. He maintains that “property [of the means of 
production] was no longer, as under the Old Regime, to be subject to 
manifold public regulations bringing its use into harmony with preestab-
lished public order”, and that the elimination of guilds granted employers 
“the ‘natural and inalienable and sacred right’ to dispose of their property 
as they wished”.28 Sewell suggests that the disappearance of guilds and 
public regulations paved the way to a capitalist restructuring of artisan 
production in France.

Against Sewell’s account, I argue that we cannot assume that employers 
and master artisans were capitalists in waiting that responded to market 
opportunities by becoming profit-maximizers as soon as the removal of 
public or corporate hindrances would allow them to. For capitalists to 
arise, we need social property relations that compel employers, through 
market competitive imperatives, to maximize profits in order to reproduce 
themselves. Contrary to Sewell’s belief, the French Revolution actually 
consolidated non-capitalist social property relations—and the normative 
regulations of production that they entailed—in both towns and the 
countryside.

The Revolution opened the state as an instrument of enrichment 
for larger layers of the ruling class. While the venality of offices was for-
mally eliminated, not much had changed in practice.29 Lucrative and 
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status-enhancing state functions were more than ever sought-after, making 
the state a persistent hub of surplus appropriation. The post-revolutionary 
ruling class continued to overwhelmingly favor “proprietary”, or rentier (as 
opposed to capitalist), wealth and revenues such as land and urban property, 
state bonds, annuities or interests on private loans. Non-capitalist forms of 
surplus appropriation still largely prevailed in post-revolutionary France.

In parallel, social relations of production also retained a non-capitalist 
form. There is a wide historiographical agreement that the Revolution had 
the effect of safeguarding traditional small autarchic peasant tenure. As 
Stephen Miller explained in the previous chapter, this situation prevailed 
throughout the nineteenth century and into the twentieth. A less well-
known fact is that the French Revolution also represented a moment of 
labor emancipation and actually perpetuated, and even expanded, the nor-
mative regulation of artisanal and industrial work.

It is first worth noting that the “moral economy”, or bon droit of arti-
san and industrial France was not simply hanging by the thread of guilds. 
Many trades actually never established guilds, but nevertheless maintained 
normative regulations, often under the supervision of municipal govern-
ments and through an intricate network of high and low courts, parlia-
ments, bureau de marque, police offices, as well as popular mobilizations. 
At a distance from, but often in tense dialogue with, guilds, one could find 
what Sonenscher has named “bazaar economies”—spaces where norma-
tive regulations of economic activities prevailed.30 Even in areas were the 
state had formally authorized artisanal production outside the jurisdiction 
of guilds, such as in the Parisian faubourg Saint-Antoine, popular bon droit 
and artisan regulations remained strong.31

Moreover, the abolition of guilds “was not, as is usually thought, an 
outgrowth of the commitment of the revolutionary bourgeoisie to the 
principle of economic freedom”.32 An analysis of cahiers de doléances and 
of the process leading to the eradication of guilds clearly shows that it 
stemmed from resistance from below exercised by journeymen and mas-
ters who were not in charge of guilds.33 Relying on, and promoting, their 
bon droit, while borrowing and appropriating from Enlightenment phi-
losophers, French workers had long been organizing and struggling 
against the subordination imposed by guild masters, over the century 
leading to the Revolution.34

These popular struggles intensified with the coming of the Revolution, 
as assemblies sprouted, demonstrations multiplied and numerous petitions 
were signed. Workers interpreted the Revolution as a complete overthrow 
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of the old labor regime. They were vividly aware of the emancipatory 
potential of the abolition of privileges by the Constituent Assembly on the 
night of August 4 and were determined to apply this revolutionary rup-
ture in the field of labor relations by rejecting subordination to their 
employers.35 This intention materialized rapidly as rapidly growing num-
bers of workers overtly and unilaterally overlooked oppressive guild rules, 
left their masters and ignored the consequences. Well before their formal 
abolition in 1791, guilds had been de facto disintegrating.36

As Alain Cottereau explains, all of the upheavals brought forth by the 
Revolution, from the abolition of privileges to the abolition of guilds, 
through the Declaration of the Rights of Man and of the Citizens, “were 
intensively lived as an effective worker’s emancipation, as a triumph of old 
moral struggles, and as the consecration of an effective capacity to fairly 
negotiate with employers. These were not only formal civil rights, but 
indeed new real possibilities, massively used”.37 A vast majority of workers 
were freed from subordination from their employers. Already before the 
Revolution, louage d’ouvrage and louage de service had existed as distinct 
forms of employment. The former was a type of contract that guaranteed 
that workers could retain their autonomy in the face of their employers 
and that they could organize their labor as they saw fit, granted customary 
usages were respected. As for the second type of contract, it was closer to 
a relation of domesticity and implied submission to a master’s directives. 
The rights conquered by workers in the wake of the Revolution material-
ized through an immediate and widespread expansion of workers that 
entered louage d’ouvrage contract. Toward the end of the Second Empire, 
still about 90 percent of French workers performed labor under the aegis 
of this type of contract.38

Tough often characterized as liberal, the Civil Code, which had been in 
preparation since 1793 and was finally promulgated in 1804, actually safe-
guarded these new emancipatory rights. There is no space here to deal 
with this issue in detail, but a few points should be made.39 The Code did 
recognize the difference between louage d’ouvrage and louage de service 
and how the former ruled out any form of subordination of employees to 
employers. Accordingly, the jurist Charles Renouard insisted in 1854 that 
the Civil Code “clearly established that the renting of one’s labor is not an 
alienation of the capacity to work, and that this faculty, inherent to human 
activity, remains the property of the worker”.40

If workers were now formally, and effectively, freed from the subordina-
tion that had been enforced by guilds, this did not imply that they were 
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thrown on unregulated labor markets—on the contrary. While article 
1134 of the Civil Code mentions that “contracts freely established have 
force of law to those who established them”—an excerpt often cited as 
proof of the Code’s liberal character—article 1135 immediately specifies 
that “contracts compel not only to what they express, but also to every 
follow-up that equity, usage or the law pose as an obligation according to 
its nature”.41 Equity and usage were components of a bon droit that was 
administered and enforced underneath and in spite of a spreading elite 
liberal discourse by a set of local and regional institutions.

Municipal government played an important role in this, setting tariffs 
at which workers were paid or overseeing and mediating negotiations that 
set those in different trades. In 1790, the Constituent Assembly estab-
lished justices de paix, proximity courts that offered a simplified, rapid and 
free form of justice. Favoring a conciliatory approach, justices of the peace 
dealt with a vast range of day-to-day disputes, but also specifically inter-
vened in conflicts pertaining to labor relations and commercial exchanges.42 
They arbitrated hundreds of thousands of legal conflicts in 1791, and 
between 2 and 4 million over the 80 years that followed.43 These figures 
give an indication of the new roles of citizens in the administration of their 
community life and signaled a durable institutionalization of bon droit in 
the realm of labor relations in post-revolutionary France.

First appearing in 1806 in Lyon as an outgrowth of eighteenth-century 
and revolutionary struggles and demands, conseils de prud’hommes were 
conceived as industrial justices of the peace. They also had a crucial func-
tion of economic and labor regulation. Elected within trade communities, 
the council’s officials pronounced judgments and provided conciliatory 
advice on all aspects of labor relations. Doing this, they systematically 
refused to grant arbitrary powers to employers and to let unfettered mar-
ket competition set wages and working conditions.44 Prud’hommes ensured 
that artisan and industrial production was conducted according to local 
and trade usages and cracked down on every attempt by employer to uni-
laterally encroach on those.45 In this, municipal and regional political 
authorities often backed them. For instance, rejecting factory rules unilat-
erally set by employers, Roubaix’s mayor issued a decree in 1837 that 
explained that such unilateral rules “injure distributive justice and natural 
equity, since they concede to masters rights it refuses to workers”.46

In such a context, the subsumption of labor by capital was not possible. 
As shown by Mike Zmolek is his contribution to this book, normative 
regulation of artisan and industrial trades eroded rapidly in Britain as the 
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country underwent a transition to industrial capitalism. As a result, 
employers were increasingly able to control the labor process and to 
impose new divisions of labor and time discipline.47 In this, and as capital-
ist industrialization unfolded, employers were backed by the state, which 
was strengthening the judiciary repression and control of the labor force. 
Until the mid-1870s, the Law of Master and Servant ensured that employ-
ees remained legally, and practically, subordinated to their employers.

In France, as we saw, workers had emancipated themselves from this 
kind of subordination, were free to leave their employers as they willed 
and faced them as equals. Moreover, the forms of capitalist management 
that were spreading in Britain remained absence in France for decades 
after the Revolution. French factories and workshops collected workers 
together but did not implement the kind of capitalist division of labor that 
was emerging and spreading in Britain. Workers remained in control of 
their labor and preserved a relationship of employment with factory own-
ers that remained largely similar to the one that artisan and output workers 
had with merchants. Rather than acting as wage-laborers, they rented a 
spot in a mill, buying raw material and selling back final products to the 
owner.48 Accordingly, discipline was weak and hierarchical supervisory 
structures almost completely absent.49

Until approximately the last third of the nineteenth century, for French 
merchants and industrialists, “to organize work was not economically rel-
evant … In the end, the idea of organizing work was not even envis-
aged”.50 As noted by Michelle Perrot, French factory owners “did not 
have during this period a true productivity policy”.51 Lefebvre explains this 
lack of concern for the organization of production by French employers 
by a lack of “sufficient competition to be forced to pay great attention to 
production costs”.52 The absence of capitalist market competition explains 
the relatively slow process of industrialization that took place in France 
over the first half of the nineteenth century.

The Absence of Capitalist Market Imperatives 
and Opportunity-Driven Industrialization 

in Post-Revolutionary France

All economic historians, including revisionists, agree that nineteenth-
century France’s absolute gross domestic product (GDP) growth was 
sluggish compared with Britain’s. Economic and industrial growth did 
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take place in France over the decades following the Revolution. This 
growth, however, was largely labor-intensive—it relied on the exploitation 
of large reserves of cheap labor in the countryside. Accordingly, labor pro-
ductivity growth remained relatively slow in France, compared to Britain. 
As Craft indicates, the French industrial output per worker was only equal 
to 51.1 percent of the output in Britain in 1855–1864.53

This productivity gap was associated with the much slower mechaniza-
tion of production that took place in France over the first half of the nine-
teenth century. The number of power looms in use in the French textile 
industries, for instance, went from 5000 in 1834 up to 31,000 in 1846 
and to 85,000 in 1875.54 Much of the additional looms taken into account 
in 1875, however, were actually introduced after 1860 and as a conse-
quence of the capitalist transformation of French industry that is discussed 
in the next section. In any case, as impressive as this evolution may appear, 
it was outshined by British figures. The combined number of power looms 
in England and Scotland went from 55,500  in 1829 up to 100,000  in 
1833 and up again to 250,000 in 1857.55

The magnitude of horsepower produced by steam engines was also 
much smaller in France than it was in capitalist Britain. In 1830, 3000 
steam engines could be found in France, producing a total of 15,000 
horsepower, while Britain numbered 15,000, having an overall capacity of 
220,000 horsepower.56 In 1840, France, with a population of 35 million, 
possessed steam engines producing 34,000 horsepower, while Britain, 
with a population of 19  million, comprised steam engines producing 
350,000 horsepower. In 1850, these figures had respectively increased to 
67,000 horsepower (again, mostly as a result of railroad development) 
against 544,000 in Britain, and France had by then fallen behind Prussia.57 
While this gap was reduced during the last decades of the century, in 1870, 
the quantity of horsepower per industrial employee in France was equal to 
only 21 percent of that amount in Britain.58

Such technological gaps cannot be explained away, as revisionist econo-
mists would have it, simply by pointing to “distinct paths of 
industrialization” related to different endowments of natural resources, 
workforce, capital or technology. Hobsbawm has noted that “the suprem-
acy of French science” over this period fueled a vibrant technological 
inventiveness, which was simply not mobilized in industrial production as 
systematically as it was in Britain.59 He also notes that France was in pos-
session of large capital reserves and that, together with London, Paris was 
the great financial capital of Europe.60 It is true that the French banking 
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system remained archaic for decades following the Revolution. Investment 
banking and modern deposit banking did not emerge until the Second 
Empire and, even then, remained embryonic if compared to British equiv-
alents.61 Yet, the lacuna of French financial institutions was much more a 
reflection than a cause of the relatively slow industrialization of France.

An important factor behind the relative slowness of French industrial-
ization was the absence of a mass internal consumer market in France—
which was itself a consequence of the absence of agrarian capitalism in this 
country. But, as always, we should not assume that growing market oppor-
tunities would, on their own, naturally have led merchants, factory owners 
or artisan producers to act as capitalists and to engage in cost-cutting and 
profit maximizing practices. Beyond their depth, we must also consider 
the nature of markets. Only when facing the imperatives stemming from 
competitive markets are businesses compelled to act in a capitalist fashion. 
Markets become capitalists precisely when they no longer simply offer 
opportunities but become coercive structures. In a capitalist economy, 
markets themselves become social property relations—meaning that the 
capitalists’ ongoing access to the means of production now depends on 
their ability to beat competitors. Facing price competition, and losing the 
capacity to control market conditions, capital owners must follow “rules of 
reproduction” that compel them to direct the labor process, to maximize 
profits, and to invest a constant part of their revenues so as to continu-
ously cut costs through the usage of “state of the art” technologies. Yet, 
the emergence of competitive, or capitalist, markets is a rare historical 
occurrence.62 Until approximately the last third of the nineteenth century, 
such competitive markets remained absent in France.

Besides the aforementioned persistence of customary regulations—
which acted as alternatives to market competition as means of coordina-
tion of social relations of production—two main factors explain the 
absence of competitive markets in post-revolutionary France. The first of 
these factors was the disintegrated character of the French economic space. 
While the Revolution and Napoleonic era abolished commercial barriers 
and internal tariffs, the absence of adequate transport infrastructures 
implied that the French national economic space remained importantly 
fragmented. Until the last decades of the nineteenth century, the country 
remained “constituted of a series of local and regional markets grouped 
around one or two country towns; such markets had only loose connec-
tions with each other and a national market scarcely existed”.63 French 
merchant-industrialists made much of their profits in circulation by acting 
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as mediators between these disconnected economic spaces. Consequently, 
until the 1860s, “the logic of an ongoing decompartmentalization of cir-
culation, of a levelling of costs and prices did not exist in the attitudes of 
the vast majority of merchants, or even in the declarations of their repre-
sentatives. Above all, as years passed, nothing indicated an evolution 
toward a less ‘imperfect’ market, nor a will to reduce the number of filters 
through which supply and demand were at play”.64

The second factor that explains the lack of capitalist market imperatives 
in post-revolutionary France was the strong economic protectionism 
adopted and renewed by the state until the Anglo-French commercial 
treaty of 1860. Following the end of the Napoleonic Wars and of the 
Continental Blockade, in 1816 and 1817, the new regime adopted tariff 
schedules that were uniformly high and often prohibitive and included 
outright prohibition of cotton products importations as well as tariffs of 
50 percent on iron, which were hiked up to 120 percent in 1822.65 As a 
consequence, British industrial competition was strongly refracted or 
almost completely muffled for most industrial branches.

Because of the combined effects of fragmentation of markets, of pro-
tection from British capitalist competition and of customary regulations of 
social relations of production, French industrial firms were not compelled 
to systematically mechanize production and to improve labor processes so 
as to beat competition and remain afloat. Consequently, the mechaniza-
tion of French industrial production that took place in France, until the 
last decade Second Empire, was fuelled by market opportunities rather 
than by market compulsion. Assessing the development of textile produc-
tion—the most important French industrial sector at the time—at the turn 
of the nineteenth century and during the decades that followed the 
Revolution, Reddy stresses “just how weak the force of competition” 
remained in France and explains that firms were not evolving on “price-
forming markets” and were consequently not compelled to engage in 
“cost-conscious management”.66 At the same time, the “twenty-fold 
advantage in productivity”, and the attendant profit boosting potential 
that English machines provided to their owners did not escape French 
merchant-industrialists.67

In 1786–1789, under the Anglo-French commercial treaty, French 
textile firms had responded to English competition largely by ending pro-
duction. After 1816, insulated from English competition, they could now 
seize market opportunities and invest in mechanization. In this much safer 
context, “if one could just get a set of the new spinning machines into 
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operation, one was assured a handsome profit”.68 A clear indicator that 
French industrialization was driven by market opportunity rather than by 
capitalist market compulsion is the fact that, when demand contracted and 
opportunities evaporated—as was the case during the slumps of 
1811–1812, of 1814 and again from 1827 to 1831—textile firms tended 
to put production on hold or to move out of the market altogether.69 In 
sharp contrast, evolving in a capitalist context, English manufacturers were 
compelled by price competition over the same period to respond to eco-
nomic slumps by stepping up their investment “to seek every means pos-
sible to reduce the costs of production. This was done chiefly by 
speeding-up machinery and by adding power-loom weaving to spin-
ning”.70 In England, contrary to France, the market was a coercive force—
not simply an opportunity.

The end of this slow-moving mode of industrialization called for state 
interventions to impose a new market discipline and to give capital the 
power to subsume labor. Such interventions decisively began under the 
Second Empire.

The State-Led Capitalist Transformation  
of French Industry

The capitalist restructuring of the French industrial sector was initiated 
under the Second Empire and the Third Republic. While state interventions 
established its prerequisites from the 1850s, this restructuring really began 
from the 1860s and unfolded over the following decades. During this 
period, the European geopolitical balance of power was transformed, as new 
unified nation-states emerged and new European powers—most impor-
tantly Germany—underwent rapid processes of capitalist industrialization, 
while British development continued apace. In order to maintain its position 
as a major power, France had to adapt to this new international context.

While less prone to impose a capitalist restructuring of agriculture that 
would upset the peasantry that had formed to linchpin of successive 
regimes since the Revolution,71 the French state felt strong pressure to 
modernize and develop the country’s industrial sector so as to support its 
geopolitical standing. Not all sectors of French elites agreed with this proj-
ect, however, and many were still attached to their ideal of a rural and 
non-industrialized France. Conflicts over the need to imitate English capi-
talism raged outside and within the state well into the Third Republic and 
passed the turn of the twentieth century.

  X. LAFRANCE



  125

In the wake of the 1851 coup that made the president an emperor, 
Napoleon III was able to override this resistance and to introduce struc-
tural economic changes. In spite of its ostensibly democratic (but in fact 
tightly controlled) electoral processes, the Second Empire imposed a per-
sonalized dictatorship that was largely freed of parliamentary control that 
monarchs had had to concede after the Restoration.72 Sharply breaking 
with July monarchy policies on economic issues, the new regime was the 
first to give a clear priority to industrial growth. Under the influence of 
liberal Saint-Simonian high-ranking servants, economic advisors and 
bankers—who were all fascinated and greatly inspired by the British expe-
rience—the Emperor made his priorities clear right from 1852. For him, 
“the nation’s greatness depended—no less than on military victory—on 
the success of an ‘industrial revolution’, in the broadest sense, that would 
hoist France to the level already reached by England”.73 The economic 
welfare that would ensue would eliminate unemployment, increase popu-
lar consumption and empower France geopolitically—all of which would 
contribute to stabilize the regime.

The new regime rapidly acted in order to reform the French financial 
sector, which had retained a conservative rentier attitude in the 1840s. 
The Emperor supported the creation of the Pereire brothers’ Crédit 
Mobilier in the early 1850s. This arrival of the new financial institution 
was widely resisted by the conservative Haute Banque concentrated in 
Paris, but the latter was eventually forced to modernize its lending prac-
tices. This modernization, however, remained significantly limited, and 
the French finance continued to secure most of its profits out of specula-
tive activities (increasingly related to railroad building in these years) and 
interests on state loans, rather than out of productive investment in the 
country’s industrial sector.74 Yet, if the involvement of French finance in 
the industrial sector remained peripheral, it was less out of sheer conserva-
tism (though this remained a factor) than because of the fact that domestic 
demand for capital was still relatively weak. In addition to reforming 
finance, the regime needed to create a context in which firms would be 
compelled to invest.

Napoleon III and his advisors were well aware that the key for the 
“industrial revolution” that they wished to launch was to incite price com-
petition that would force industrial firms to modernize their installations 
and activities. A first crucial element to incite this competition was to 
develop transport and communication networks. An 1842 law had 
launched the formation of a national railway network, but its construction 
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was slow and France lagged behind several European countries. The 
Emperor’s entourage understood that granting concessions to private 
companies that built and exploited railway lines was not enough—resolute 
state action was needed to actually mobilize the capital invested in these 
developments. The government granted 99 years concessions to compa-
nies and authorized them to emit bonds (an initiative already taken by the 
Second Republic). It also guaranteed the payment of 4 percent interests 
on these bonds and on loans contracted by railway companies to finance 
their investments. Once the initial network was completed toward the late 
1850s, the government actively intervened to direct the Bank of France to 
support the building of branch lines and continued to back interest 
payment.75

These efforts rapidly paid-off. Counting 1931 km in 1850, France’s 
railway network expanded to 4100 km in 1860 and again to 17,400 km, 
before reaching 23,600 km in 1880. Rail transport quickly increased in 
parallel, going from 100  million tons per kilometer in 1845 up to 
5057 million tons in 1870. Already by 1869, all the main routes of the 
present-day network had been built and France had caught up or sur-
passed most of its neighbors.76 In parallel, during the 1850s, the French 
state developed a national electric telegraph network that was made avail-
able to the public by the mid-1850s and became widely used, including by 
private industrial firms.77

The rapid development of modern transport and communication infra-
structures by the Second Empire came together with a profound transfor-
mation of commercial and marketing practices. Increasingly, product 
circulation was rationalized and the number of commercial intermediaries 
significantly decreased. Contacts between producers and consumers 
became much more direct and constant, as the former began to display 
systematic efforts to reach the latter. The co-dependence of industry and 
commerce also significantly intensified, as production began to 
systematically follow the impulsion of orders that could now be placed on 
a daily basis and swiftly shipped. The new figure of the commercial com-
missioner embodied these transformations. Establishing themselves in all 
branches, commissioner houses developed a mode of distribution that 
allowed consumers to simultaneously have access to similar products made 
by different French as well as foreign firms. This induced a price competi-
tion that was also facilitated by the emergence of grands magasins, which 
made their influence felt in Paris and in other larger cities especially 
strongly from the 1860s and 1870s.78
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The development of railways in the 1860s led to the emergence of a 
national market that became an increasingly implacable economic reality 
as its unification reached completion by the late 1870s. This was the end 
of the internal compartmentalization of the French economic space. The 
multitude of local and regional economies that had endured into the nine-
teenth century were now being integrated to, and subsumed under, a 
national market. The important inter-regional price disparities that had 
persisted in post-revolutionary France were consequently rapidly eroding. 
The ensuing price competition caused the disappearance of guaranteed 
incomes attached to regional monopolies, and whole regional industries 
were in some cases wiped out as a result. This leads Caron to suggest that 
the formation of a unified national market was as important a factor as the 
intensification of international competition in causing the economic trans-
formation of France during the Second Empire and beyond.79 Modern 
transport infrastructures were in fact also a vector of the foreign competi-
tion that began to seriously impact French firms in the wake of the signa-
ture of commercial treaties by the French state.

The government of Napoleon III signed a commercial treaty with 
Britain in 1860 with diplomatic intents—France wanted to stabilize a geo-
political alliance with its powerful neighbor. Modernizing the economy 
was another central goal of the government. The intent was to impose a 
change of context so that “the most highly protected French industries 
would be forced to equip themselves to world standards on pain of losing 
their home market, and thus their whole basis for existence”.80 While the 
emperor was opposed to complete free trade, he had been convinced by 
his Saint-Simonian entourage of the need to liberalize international trade 
in order to stimulate economic development. The vast majority of French 
industrialists, however, were pungently opposed to any questioning of the 
prevailing and long-standing protectionist policy. Their strong lobbying 
organizations, their capacity to mobilize the support of their workers on 
this issue and their numerous powerful allies within the state had allowed 
them to impose and to reproduce a protectionist orthodoxy since the fall 
of the First Empire.

Napoleon III and his entourage advanced with caution. Already in 
1853, duties on iron and coal were reduced to support the construction 
of railroads. Other duties reductions followed and, in 1856, a bill to 
replace prohibitions on textile imports with moderate duties was put forth 
before being repelled by the strong opposition it incited within the corps 
législatif and among industrialist circles.81 In spite of this rejection, the 
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emperor announced that international trade would be liberalized within 
five years and proceeded to circumvent legislative power. Following secret 
negotiations with Britain led by Michel Chevalier, Napoleon used his con-
stitutional power to sign international treaties. The commercial treaty of 
1860 that resulted—denounced as a “coup d’État douanier” by industrial-
ists and members of the legislative assembly—did not impose free trade. 
While Britain would not enforce any tariffs on trade (thus sticking the free 
trade posture that it had already adopted), the treaty stipulated that French 
tariffs could not exceed 30 percent (25 percent from 1864). Separate con-
ventions were subsequently negotiated, also in 1860, to fix duties for spe-
cific sectors. In order to avoid the economic debacle that followed the 
trade treaty in 1786 and to appease industrialists, the government put in 
place a commission of enquiry to guide the negotiation of these conven-
tions. It also offered low interest loans to support the modernizing efforts 
of French firms.82

The Anglo-French treaty of 1860 served as a template for some 14 oth-
ers signed by France with European countries in the years that followed. 
While a movement toward higher duties began in the early 1880s and 
continued in the early 1890s, France became exposed to an international 
economic competition that never fully receded from the 1860s until the 
interwar period in the twentieth century. Indeed, the Méline law of 1892 
introduced tariffs that were remarkably moderate (especially for industrial 
products) compared to those of the first half of the nineteenth century. In 
the new context of a unified national market exposed to international 
competition, French industrial firms were compelled to seize control over 
labor process in order to survive.

These efforts were facilitated by important judicial transformations as 
sectors of the French state sought, from the second half of the 1860s, to 
invalidate the power of proximity justice courts that prevented the sub-
sumption of labor by capital. In 1866, a ruling made by the Cour de 
cassation—France’s highest court of justice—invalidated a previous ruling 
made by a prud’hommes council and was widely publicized. Against the 
council, the high court had confirmed that an employer could retain two 
weeks’ pay from a worker who had entered the workshop with her clogs, 
in violation of rules established unilaterally by her employers.83 Similar 
decisions granting arbitrary powers to employers were issued under the 
Third Republic during the 1870s. These rulings often brought public out-
rage and members of the Chambre des députés proposed bills seeking to 
overturn some of them. These attempts, however, were systematically 
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blocked by the Senate, which sided with the Cour de cassation. Parallel to 
these developments, the publication of treatises by liberal jurists from the 
1880s launched a profound revision of legal doctrines pertaining to labor 
relations.84 All of this had the effect of consolidating the arbitrary power of 
employers. Crucially, these judicial transformations also had the effect of 
increasingly prohibiting the adoption of tariffs fixing the workers’ wages. 
They also sparked a crisis among prud’hommes, which caused many to 
resign in protest, while others bent under the pressure coming from above.

As gains made by French workers in the wake of the 1789 Revolution 
were increasingly imperiled, employers moved forward to assert their con-
trol over production in parallel. The inquiry launched as part of the 1860 
commercial treaty revealed that managerial style had not really changed 
since a previous similar enquiry into import prohibition conducted in 
1834. But things changed rapidly from the 1860s and over the following 
decades. While textile employers had unsuccessfully attempted to interfere 
with the work process once or twice since 1820, attempts to impose labor 
management become routine in the emerging capitalist context of the last 
decades of the nineteenth century.85 From the last decade of the Second 
Empire, and even more evidently during the 1870s and 1880s, industrial 
labor began to be divided and rationalized so as to sustain the maximiza-
tion of profits, while factory and workshop owners developed hierarchical 
structures, enforced internal factory rules, and hired growing numbers of 
foremen to direct and discipline workers.86

The age-old merchant model, in which individual or teams of workers 
bought raw material, rented access to factory facilities (and sometimes to 
tools as well), and sold their products to mill owners, gave way to new 
hiring practices in which workers were directly engaged by employers as 
wage-laborers.87 With the rise of this new employer-employee relation-
ship, industrial workers began to sell their labor-power88; a transformation 
that paved the way to the capitalist alienation of labor that louage d’ouvrage 
contracts had until then prevented. This subsumption and speed-up of 
labor also began to spread into smaller craft production. While these trans-
formations were highly contested by French workers, who increasingly 
resorted to strike and street protests to defend their bon droit, new forms 
of time discipline were internalized and overtime became normal practice 
from the 1890s.89

In addition to seeking direct control over the labor process, incipient 
capitalist employers began to transform industrial production by mecha-
nizing it at a much more rapid pace. From the 1860s, and for a period of 
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two or three decades, France did not fare very well economically. It was 
soon surpassed by Germany and several other European countries were 
also rapidly catching up with the newly formed Republic. By the 1870s, 
France’s trade balance had become negative. As price competition strongly 
intensified, profits fell and the number of bankruptcy rates increased 
sharply.90 Comparatively, France was hit especially hard by the depression 
of the last third of the nineteenth century. Rates of industrial growth 
decelerated, going from 2.5 percent per year from 1815 to 1854 down to 
1.6 percent per year from the turn of the 1860s to the turn of the 1890s.91

Yet, in spite, or in fact because, of this tighter price competition, in a 
depressed economic context characterized by falling profits and decreas-
ing market opportunities, French industrial firms did not diminish but 
actually intensified investments aimed at mechanizing their facilities. This, 
probably more than anything else, was a clear signal of the capitalist trans-
formation of France’s industrial sector: whereas firms had previously 
paused their activities in times of economic slowdown, they now system-
atically invested to cope with tighter markets. The last third of the nine-
teenth century brought a clear epochal break as French firms adopted a 
“capitalistic” style of industrial development in which the capital factor 
was increasingly replacing the labor factor.92 The overall share of invest-
ments in the country’s GDP went from 12.1 percent in the 1850s, up to 
13 percent from 1875 to 1889, before reaching 14.2 percent from 1905 
to 1913. Moreover, the share of industrial investments in total invest-
ments reached 38 percent from 1905 to 1913, up from 13 percent from 
the mid-1840s to the mid-1850.93 Accordingly, the average annual growth 
of horsepower in use in industry accelerated and went from 9500 from 
1839 to 1869, up to 32,800 from 1871 to 1894, before reaching 73,350 
from 1883 to 1903 and 141,800 from 1903 to 1913.94

Clearly, exposed to foreign as well as domestic competition in a leveled 
national economic space where customary regulations of production and 
of labor markets were being rolled back, French firms had been forced to 
adapt. New social property relations had imposed new rules of reproduc-
tion: cost cutting and profit maximization had become a matter of 
economic survival for industrial firms. In the wake of the trade treaty 
signed with Britain and subsequent ones, French cotton producers had to 
abandon cottage handweaving. The production of cotton and of woolen 
goods was rapidly mechanized and the use self-acting mules soon became 
the norm. Even the silk industry mechanized, in an effort to penetrate 
entry-level markets for cheaper goods.95 Already from the 1850s, the 
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government’s decision to reduce dues on imported iron goods had also 
compelled rapidly growing number of iron producing firms to use coke-
fired blast furnaces. During the 1860s, this technology had become quasi-
universal across France and productivity-enhancing innovations became 
frequent and spread rapidly.96 Overall, incapacity to adopt top-of-the-art 
technologies became crippling in a rising number of industrial sectors.

Because of the extraordinary persistence of a mass peasantry in France 
described by Stephen Miller in the previous chapter, France lacked the mass 
internal consumer market that would have allowed the country to experi-
ence a process of capitalist industrialization as impressive as the one that 
occurred in Germany over the last decades of the nineteenth century. This 
factor also explains why small artisan production remained so important in 
France well into the twentieth century. Yet, from the end of the nineteenth 
century, a clear tendency could be witnessed in France that led to the grad-
ual concentration of production in larger factories, as industrial growth 
became more diversified and new capital-intensive sectors emerged. The 
upshot of this capitalist transformation of French industry was that labor 
productivity growth reached 2.4 percent per year over the 1890s—twice 
the rate of the rest of the nineteenth century.97 This allowed France to 
experience rapid economic growth from the mid-1890s to World War I that 
was on par or higher than the growth of leading capitalist countries.

Conclusion

Against the revisionist perspective on modern French economic growth 
summarized in the introduction, this chapter has shown how the absence 
of capitalist social property relations explains why French industrialization 
lagged far behind Britain’s during the eighteenth century and most of the 
nineteenth century. It also explained how the French Revolution of 1789, 
far from announcing the rapid rise of capitalism, actually consolidated 
non-capitalist social property relations and reinforced and developed the 
customary rights of French workers.

One could say that, for half a century, post-Revolutionary France sat on 
fence between capitalism and socialism. Rapid capitalist industrialization 
in Britain had long been frightening French elites, but it also inspired 
some French merchants-industrialists to seize market opportunities and to 
use English machinery, albeit on a much smaller scale. This was a develop-
ment that prefigured future capitalist transformations. It prefigured, but 
in no way ensured these transformations. Indeed, a socialist alternative 
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also gained traction. While French entrepreneurs were not compelled to 
use new technologies until the last third of the nineteenth century, French 
workers had made gains in the wake of the 1789 Revolution that served as 
the basis on which they built a strong labor movement over the 1830s and 
1840s. This movement demanded a “democratic and social republic”. 
Workers wanted a democratic republic that would transform a state that 
was still and increasingly used by the ruling class as a nexus of surplus 
appropriation. They also wanted a social republic, one that would consoli-
date and develop the customary rights that had been enhanced following 
1789. The revolution of 1848 offered an opportunity to bring about this 
democratic socialism.98

It was the repression of this socialist ideal with the crushing of the 1848 
revolution and, decisively, of the Paris Commune, that finally settled the 
matter. In the closing decades of the nineteenth century, France under-
went fundamental transformations of its class structures that ensured that 
it would enter World War I as an industrial capitalist power.
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CHAPTER 6

The Transition to Capitalism in Catalonia

Javier Moreno Zacarés

Introduction

In the eighteenth century, Catalonia witnessed the rise of a powerful com-
mercial agriculture and a dynamic textile industry that was described by 
contemporaries as “a little England in the heart of Spain”.1 A pattern of 
development without parallel in the Mediterranean Basin, the dynamism 
of this economic formation allowed Catalonia to prevail over competing 
industrial regions and consolidate itself as the undisputed industrial pow-
erhouse of Spain by the early decades of the nineteenth century.2 By the 
latter decades of that century, the region concentrated the practical total-
ity of Spain’s cotton industry and approached the levels of cotton yarn 
production of France or Germany.3

Buried in the footnotes of his famous essay on the English origins of 
capitalism, Robert Brenner left the passing remark that Catalonia had 
experienced an agrarian transition to capitalism in parallel to England.4 
For Brenner, Catalonia’s economic divergence harked all the way back to 
the early sixteenth century, when the abolition of serfdom would have set 
in motion a long-term process of agrarian growth built upon an English-
style pattern of large-scale farming. Brenner’s view, however, was founded 
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upon a number of empirical inaccuracies that were soon pointed out by 
Jaume Torras, who noted that agrarian growth of the sort identified by 
Brenner would only arrive much later and was driven by small family farms 
rather than English-style engrossed farms.5 Such decisive rebuttal brought 
to an end the ‘Brenner Debate’ in Catalan historiography even before it 
began elsewhere.

In a 2001 article, Robert Brenner departed from his original focus on 
large-scale commercial farming as the singular source of capitalist muta-
tion when he identified another early agrarian transition in the market 
dependent family farms of the Netherlands. Brenner’s work on the Dutch 
transition prompted a schism with Ellen Meiksins Wood, who came to 
reject the usefulness of the concept of market dependence to track the 
genesis of capitalist development, and instead proposed a theorization of 
the origins of capitalism that focused on the emergence of “market imper-
atives”, highlighting the creative agency of social actors in the process of 
transition.6

This chapter seeks to pick up where the Brenner-Wood debate left off 
and extend the discussion to the Catalan case. Building upon Wood’s anal-
ysis, it will be argued that the Catalan experience illustrates how structural 
criteria, such as “market dependence”, remain insufficient to explain the 
capitalist breakthrough: in this case at least, the transition was sealed by 
localized socio-cultural struggles around production and labor. Building 
on this perspective, the chapter proposes a reformulation of the problem 
of the origins of capitalism around the social construction of capitalist 
imperatives.

The chapter is divided into two parts. The first part is dedicated to 
theoretical issues around the origins of capitalism and is split into two sec-
tions. The first section addresses the Brenner-Wood debate on the 
Netherlands and unpacks the limitations of the concept of “market depen-
dence”. The second section explores some useful theoretical avenues to 
better capture the agency and subjectivity of the social actors involved in 
the process of transition. The second part of the chapter delves into the 
Catalan case to illustrate these theoretical points. It is divided into three 
sections. The first section addresses the limitations of Brenner’s account of 
a Catalan agrarian transition and the revisions of Brenner’s account by 
Catalan historians. Overall, it is argued that pre-capitalist social property 
relations persisted in agriculture throughout the period of transition. The 
second section examines why in recent decades the specialist literature has 
increasingly linked the region’s economic take-off to the spread of 
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domestic forms of manufacture or “proto-industry”. The third section 
explores the origins of this proto-industrial dynamism, tracing it to socio-
cultural struggles to revolutionize the organization and orientation of 
production in the region’s hinterlands, focusing on the localities of 
Terrassa, Igualada, Manresa, and Sabadell.

Political Marxism Beyond Market Dependence

The Ambiguity of Market Dependence

One of the strongest criticisms raised by Robert Brenner’s against preced-
ing theories of the origin of capitalism focused on a widespread tendency 
to assume that capitalism had emerged out of an outgrowth of market 
exchange.7 In Brenner’s view, this focus failed to draw a clear distinction 
between pre-capitalist and capitalist markets. The result was a blurring of 
the historical specificity of capitalism and a muddying of the question of a 
“transition” altogether (since instances of market exchange can be traced 
back to time immemorial). To avoid this transhistorical slippage, political 
Marxist theory draws an important distinction between age-old market 
opportunities, which constitute mere conjunctures for profit-making via 
market exchange, and specifically capitalist market imperatives, which refer 
to the pressures to systematically improve the productivity of labor. The 
Brenner Thesis identified the historical emergence of such imperatives in 
the English peasantry’s dependence on commercial leases for access to the 
land, their most basic means of subsistence. This associated capitalist social 
relations with contexts of market dependence: the necessity to engage in 
market exchange in order to reproduce one’s social position, be it through 
profit-making or the sale of labor power.8

However, the conflation of market dependence with market impera-
tives resulted in some problematic ambiguities that surfaced during the 
Brenner-Wood Debate.9 The source of the dispute was Brenner’s claim 
that, for reasons different and in parallel to England, the agricultural pro-
ducers of the northern Netherlands experienced an early capitalist transi-
tion in the 1600s. The starting point was an environmental degradation of 
the countryside, which forced Dutch peasants to depend upon the market 
for grain. This generated a context of market dependence for their most 
basic need to realize their subsistence: food. In response, they were forced 
to produce commodities for exchange, focusing on cattle breeding and 
dairy farming for export. Eventually, with the help of urban finance and 
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land reclamations, their market dependence would set in motion a train of 
specialization, investment, and productive improvement along similar 
lines to England.

Ellen Meiksins Wood parted ways with Brenner on this issue. She 
asserted that Brenner had relapsed into the kind of reasoning he once criti-
cized: that an outgrowth of market relations detonated by “objective eco-
nomic forces” (in this case, environmental degradation) was sufficient to 
account for a capitalist mutation. In this process, much like the propo-
nents of commercialization that preceded him, he had forgotten to eluci-
date whether the market had truly become an imperative or not. In her 
revision of the case, she reached the conclusion that the Dutch peasantry, 
though indeed market dependent for access to their means of subsistence 
(i.e. food, clothing), continued to reproduce their grip over the means of 
production (i.e. land) via pre-capitalist economic dynamics.

Her argument, which injected a dose of theoretical clarity into the 
often muddled discussions around pre-capitalist markets, can be 
summarized in the following four points10: (1) The success of Dutch agri-
culture was based on the military and commercial prowess of its Republic 
and its merchants. As is usual of pre-capitalist trade, extra-economic insti-
tutions, such as monopolistic guilds and companies, ensured the realiza-
tion of profits in advance, usually through the cornering markets or by 
exploiting a navy with superior transport capacities. In short, profits were 
made in circulation by politically constituted means and not in production 
by a need to relentlessly and systematically develop the productive forces. 
(2) Market dependence in grain was not forcing an intensification of the 
productive process. The comparatively low prices of Baltic wheat and the 
pre-capitalist commercial sophistication of the Dutch Republic was enough 
to realize profits along the age-old practice of arbitrage: buying cheap and 
selling dear in different markets. (3) Specialization, which for Brenner is a 
crucial index of capitalist development, has long existed in pre-capitalist 
economies without being driven by an impulse toward economic efficiency. A 
quick example would be the massive conversion of arable fields into pasto-
ral lands in late medieval Castile to exploit the opportunities of a lucrative 
wool market abroad.11 (4) In order to spot the emergence of capitalist 
rationalities, much more telling than the upward surge in an economic 
cycle is the reaction of economic actors when this cycle is exhausted. Only this 
allows us to track the existence of self-sustaining capitalist imperatives. 
In the Netherlands, investment in the production process soared when 
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conditions for profit were good, but when agrarian prices collapsed across 
Europe in the mid-seventeenth century, they retreated from productive 
innovation altogether, a dynamic which Wood identifies as typical of pre-
capitalist societies. By contrast, English agriculture had crossed a point of 
no return and displayed a new kind of price sensitivity. In the face of 
downturn, peasants reliant on the market for their access to the land could 
not simply withdraw from production, so they kept innovating their pro-
duction methods to maximize profits. Failure to compete meant dispos-
session and the prospect of waged labor, migration, or starvation.

Market dependence might seem like an appropriate index of capitalist 
production when comparing serfdom and capitalist farming, but this indi-
cator runs into problems when dealing with the whole spectrum of com-
mercial agricultures in between, including pre-capitalist social formations 
capable of a considerable market dynamism, like the Dutch or, as we shall 
see, the Catalan. This folds back on a criticism recurrently levelled against 
the Brenner Thesis: that it rests on a static portrayal of pre-capitalist agri-
cultures that exaggerates the degree of self-subsistence of the pre-capitalist 
peasantry.12 The reality is that pre-industrial Europe witnessed the emer-
gence of highly commercial and pluriactive peasantries that often special-
ized in production for the market and purchased their staples instead. 
These producers were not blasted into the market by outright disposses-
sion, but rather by a need to complement their incomes for subsistence; 
they were semi-proletarians. Like this, “by the end of the sixteenth century 
few parts of Europe remained autarkic ‘less developed economies’ engag-
ing in subsistence production. Instead, Europe was turning into a differ-
entiated patchwork of inter-dependent regions”.13

The most important contribution of Wood’s intervention was the rec-
ognition that market dependence is far from a sufficient condition to 
determine the emergence of capitalist imperatives. If market dependent 
actors seize profitable opportunities with a more or less guaranteed return, 
then we can hardly speak of self-sustaining imperatives. To bridge depen-
dence and imperatives, she argued, there needs to be a competitive market 
for the transmission of capitalist pressures. Though what this looks like can 
vary, she sketched a number of “irreducible conditions” for such competi-
tive qualities to emerge: (1) the absence of politically constituted monop-
olies, like those secured by guild forms of production or colonial trading 
systems; (2) the potential for price competition between suppliers respond-
ing to the same conditions; (3) the reasonable access of supply and demand 
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to one another so that price/cost pressures generate a need for cost-effective 
production; and (4) the existence of a common standard to measure value, 
whether monetary or some other compelling social average of labor costs.14

The Social Construction of Market Imperatives

Wood’s work turns our attention to the forms of political change that 
allowed capitalist dynamics to appear by “levelling the playing field” of the 
market, such as the erosion of corporative structures or the unification of 
disjointed markets, what she referred to as the “separation of economic 
and the political”. Her approach echoes of Karl Polanyi’s notion of “dis-
embedding”, according to which the capitalist market was distilled from 
the removal of “non-economic” institutions (i.e. kinship, communal, reli-
gious, political) that had previously arrested the emergence of economic 
competition. However, one problem arises from this formulation: while 
the disembedding of the market may act as a structural precondition for 
the emergence of capitalist competition, there is no reason to assume that 
this will cause pre-capitalist dynamics to automatically wither away. If any-
thing, given the unprecedented nature of capitalist rationalities, we should 
assume that pre-capitalist dynamics tend to perpetuate themselves out of a 
certain cultural inertia unless challenged by a new economic culture, a 
process bound to prompt a clash between old and new subjectivities. In 
short, if we are not to relapse into an analysis that privileges “objective 
economic forces”, we ought to sharpen the focus upon the creative agency 
and subjectivity of the social actors enmeshed in the process of transition. 
The problem is that Wood left little indications as to how to integrate the 
role of social construction in the analysis of capitalist transitions.

In the blind alleys of history, we find an eighteenth-century case that 
illustrates why the social construction of capitalist imperatives cannot be 
taken for granted. The case of the smallholders of Galicia, in Spain’s north-
west corner, reveals an example of market dependent producers that 
ignored corporate regulations and yet did not set in motion a train of capi-
talist development.15 In a pattern similar to Catalonia, the shrinkage of 
land plots below subsistence levels in this region forced the peasantry to 
resort to the market for their social reproduction. Many turned to selling 
their labor power in putting-out networks of cloth production for their 
export to Castilian markets, facing competition from other regional sup-
pliers. The dispersed nature of their industry allowed them to avoid guild 
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regulations altogether; the realm of production was “disembedded” from 
corporate oversight and no one prevented them from innovating or accu-
mulating more intensely. The region displayed a considerable advance at 
first, and was compared by the Enlightenment thinker Pedro Rodríguez 
de Campomanes (1723–1802) as a worthy competitor of Catalonia’s 
proto-industrial prowess. However, the atomization of production in plu-
riactive peasant households discouraged commercial middlemen and the 
dealers of the final product from intervening in the production process. In 
the meantime, peasant producers reproduced inefficient methods that had 
become culturally entrenched: an insistence to bleach the yarn on the mid-
dle of the production process rather than the finished piece relegated 
Galician cloths to the bottom range of quality. Sealed from competitive 
stimuli, capitalist rationalities failed to take hold and Galicia’s proto-
industrial producers were eventually outpaced by the might of English and 
Catalan textiles in the early nineteenth century.

Ahead of exploring the Catalan case in greater detail, a comparison 
between Galician and Catalan proto-industrial experiences would suggest 
that despite striking similarities across their manufacturing districts the lat-
ter would execute a successful capitalist breakthrough contingent upon 
localized social conflicts and accompanied by a change in the conscious-
ness of proto-industrial producers. Three theoretical insights on how to 
accommodate subjectivity in the formation of market imperatives can be 
derived from this experience:

	 (1)	� The transformation of market competition into capitalist impera-
tives depends, in the final analysis, upon a mutation in the conscious-
ness of market actors. Neither the pressures to socially reproduce 
one’s means of subsistence via market exchange (market depen-
dence) nor the emergence of market competition can warrant the 
appearance of capitalist accumulation, especially in historical peri-
ods in which it may have seemed unintuitive to systematically com-
pete by intensifying the process of production. To be sure, the 
appearance of capitalist production requires a series of enabling 
contextual conditions; however the emergence of a capitalist class 
depends upon a recognition of the challenges of capitalist competi-
tion and upon the capacity and willingness to rise up to them. In 
the Catalan case, this process is observable and can be clearly 
historicized.

  THE TRANSITION TO CAPITALISM IN CATALONIA 



146 

	 (2)	� Rather than as law-like forces that automatically subordinate every-
thing to their orbit, capitalist imperatives should be thought of as 
a collective representation of all the actions reproducing the pressures 
to intensify the production process. Through these lenses, subjectiv-
ity assumes a much more pressing role in the process of transition, 
for it is only through an active socialization of the logic of perma-
nent productive improvement that capitalist dynamics can take 
hold. As we shall see, in Catalonia this process is most revolution-
ary in the changing understandings of proto-industrial production 
and labor.

	 (3)	� This process of social construction is bound to be mediated by suc-
cessive waves of social and cultural conflict. Capitalist imperatives are 
the crystallization of a permanently renegotiated socio-political 
relation, one that is built upon the layering of past struggles that 
gradually left their imprint upon economic norms and regulations. 
This allows us to identify much more clearly the creative agencies 
driving the appearance and spread of capitalist dynamics. In the 
case of Catalonia, the spark of capitalist transformation were local-
ized struggles over the subordination of labor that were gradually 
and unevenly replicated across a number of localities.

The Catalan Transition to Capitalism

An Agrarian Transition?

… the only real alternative to the ‘classical English’ landlord-large tenant-
wage labour form of capitalist agriculture seems to have been an equally 
capitalist system based on large-scale owner-cultivators also generally using 
wage labour. The latter was the structure which in fact emerged in Catalonia 
at the end of the fifteenth century out of the previous period of agrarian 
struggle.16

In the footnotes of his famous 1976 essay, Robert Brenner claimed that 
Catalonia had experienced an agrarian capitalist transition that ran in par-
allel with that of England. What caught Brenner’s attention was the agrar-
ian class structure that emerged from the peasant revolts of the late 
fifteenth century, the Remença Wars, which culminated in the abolition of 
serfdom in the region. For Brenner, the subsequent introduction of free-
hold leases would have been the source of “a concomitant increase in 
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agricultural productivity in this era” that would allow the region to become 
“one of the few areas to escape the ‘general economic crisis of the seven-
teenth century’, and, like England, to avoid demographic catastrophe 
while achieving continued economic development”.17 However, Brenner’s 
account soon met the powerful rebuttal of Jaume Torras, who pointed out 
that “the signs of the rise which Brenner detects in England at the end of 
the sixteenth century are nowhere to be found in Catalonia”, as it would 
take at least until the late seventeenth century for food crises and wild 
fluctuations in agricultural prices to stabilize.18 And even then, the agricul-
tural advance of the region would not be spearheaded by English-style 
engrossed farms, but by family farms focused on commercial viticulture 
that rarely employed waged labor.

Brenner was right to identify a radical change in the agrarian class struc-
ture of Catalonia after the conclusion of the Remença War in 1495, but 
the change was different to what he assumed. Freehold tenure spread in 
the form of emphyteutic leases, through which peasant families leased lands 
from their lords in perpetuity. Title holders could pass on their land leases 
to their offspring, transfer them to third parties, or sublease them to ten-
ants of their own.19 The lords claimed a nominal rent, fixed at the time of 
lease, and could not evict their tenants unless they failed to cultivate all the 
land. As time went by, peasant families, by marriage, inheritance, or pur-
chase, began concentrating land leases beyond their capacity to cultivate 
them. At which point, they began to sublease parts of their estate to share-
croppers of their own in order to keep their family lands. This process of 
fragmentation was called eixamenament (to “swarm” or to “hive-off”), 
and by 1700 most of those families who held the original leases from the 
lords were no longer cultivating the land themselves; a wealthy class 
between the landlords and the directly cultivating tenants had emerged.20 
The new middling class of landowners were usually professionals (lawyers, 
shopkeepers, etc.) with a greater commercial sensibility than their lords, 
who had their agrarian rents fixed to the terms of a preceding age. This 
class would seek to profit from the soaring of the price of wines and spirits 
on the back of the French-Dutch Wars of the late seventeenth century.21 
Adding clauses to their sharecropping leases, landowners began to force 
their tenants to cultivate vines, claiming shares of their yield as rent so they 
could turn them into wines and spirits for export.22 These contracts, 
known as rabassa morta leases, attracted considerable internal migration 
to the coastal districts, where they were used to extend arable lands into 
forested areas. This set in motion a train of agrarian specialization that 
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continued into the coming century, giving rise to an export-driven agri-
culture that had to be supplemented with massive grain imports from the 
Baltic area as the peasantry started purchasing their staples on the mar-
ket.23 From the 1720s, the diffusion of grain supply networks inland can 
be mapped on to the spread of viticulture. By the 1780s, a regional grain 
market with synchronized price movements had come into existence.24

In light of this atomized commercial agriculture, it is not surprising 
that Catalan agrarian historians have long dismissed Brenner’s work for 
reifying the English agrarian experience as the sole benchmark for agrarian 
economic development.25 Brenner’s work has only recently been reap-
praised and redeployed for the Catalan case by Julie Marfany, who has 
reclaimed his notion of market dependence to explain the commercial 
transformation of the Catalan peasantry in the eighteenth century, a pat-
tern of development which she identifies as a “transition to agrarian capi-
talism”. For Marfany, the impulse of the transition came from commercial 
viticulture because it submerged peasant households in commercial 
dynamics that, transcending simple forms of “market involvement”, 
turned the market into a compulsive force in their social reproduction.26

Through the fragmentation of sharecropping and its extension of ara-
ble lands, rabassa morta leases allowed many peasants to access the prop-
erty ladder, but this process also carried its own contradiction. Land 
ownership was a fundamental requirement for marriage, the expansion of 
the supply of property facilitated household formation, something of par-
ticular importance in a region with strong primogeniture traditions, where 
the eldest son inherited the whole estate of his father. And as sharecrop-
ping facilitated access to property to disinherited sons, it also facilitated 
marriage and procreation.27 Thus, with the diffusion of rabassa morta 
leases came a 56 percent increase in population between 1718 and 1787.28 
As demographic pressure built in this context of impartible inheritance, 
leases became smaller and shrank beneath subsistence levels (under 5 or 6 
ha.), forcing peasant households to complement their incomes with waged 
labor.29

This also made peasants increasingly reliant upon the sale of their labor 
power. By the turn of the nineteenth century, there was a vast semi-
proletariat and a growing landless proletariat that had fallen off the prop-
erty ladder altogether. Agriculture could not absorb this market dependent 
population: in a landscape of family farms, only the larger farms would 
occasionally hire workers for harvests or for the maintenance of build-
ings.30 Instead, many households turned to the textile industries, where 
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they found greater wages and stable employment. This often meant 
women and children performing weaving and spinning tasks in peasant 
households for local clothiers, or migration to Barcelona, where a flourish-
ing cotton industry absorbed a large number of workers from the 
countryside.31

Marfany’s market dependence thesis bears a lot of resemblance to 
Brenner’s later work on the Netherlands, in which he arguably transcended 
his initial focus on English-style farms by identifying an agrarian transition 
in a context of commercial smallholders. However, the problems that 
Wood identified in Brenner’s analysis extends here to Marfany’s account: 
despite a high degree of commercialization, an analysis of market impera-
tives would suggest that agrarian production remained insulated from 
capitalist competition in this period for at least three reasons:

	(1)	 The long-term nature of sharecropping leases insulated cultivators 
from competitive pressures to renew their access to the means of pro-
duction. Traditionally, emphyteutic leases were in perpetuity, some-
thing that buffered cultivators from the competitive pressures 
derived from constant rent inflation. From 1765 there was a grad-
ual increase in contracts with a defined temporal duration.32 Yet, it 
remained common for a sharecropping lease to span over 
40–50 years, something that rendered cultivators fairly insulated 
from competition to renew their access to the land. In any case, the 
spread of agreements with a defined duration was an extremely 
protracted process. In many areas, clauses limiting the duration of 
leases did not become frequent until the middle of the nineteenth 
century. To be sure, this does not mean that sharecropping ren-
dered peasants immune to the vicissitudes of the market: cultiva-
tors still bore the risks of a bad harvest, as the costs could render 
them unable to cultivate the land and open the door to their evic-
tion. However, their insulation from the prospect of constantly ris-
ing rents is highly significant, particularly as this pressure was the 
driver of “improvement” in England.

	(2)	 Sharecropping leases restricted the power of landowners to impose a 
systematic intensification of the production process “from the outside”. 
Originally, sharecropping contracts merely stipulated that the vine 
ought to be cultivated “following the norms and custom of the 
good peasant”, something that tied productive methods to cus-
tomary norms and eschewed the possibility of productive change. 
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This clause did not completely preclude change, as it condensed 
unwritten rules that were mutable; however, a change in conven-
tion often required an amount of bargaining and conflict that could 
span over generations.33 Admittedly, this started to change from 
the 1760s, when landowners began to engage in localized strate-
gies to bend the juridical nature of their emphyteutic leases in order 
to turn them into aparcería contracts, a similar sharecropping 
agreement that increased the obligations of tenants. This translated 
into an erosion of custom accompanied by a gradual increase in 
specifications regarding how the productive process should be car-
ried out.34 Nevertheless, the long duration of sharecropping leases 
continued to slow down the pace of change: sharecropping arrange-
ments prevented landowners from intervening in the production 
methods of their tenants once the contracts were in force. To 
demand changes in the production process, landowners had to wait 
until the expiry of the contract in order to engrave new clauses into 
them, rendering them unable to match the fluctuations of the 
market.

	(3)	 In the context of this architecture of tenure, the limits of the 
Mediterranean environment discouraged competitive investment in 
production. At the time, only vast irrigation systems unaffordable 
to atomized peasants could bring substantive productive change, 
and credit for agrarian ventures of this scale seems to have been 
unavailable.35

The Proto-industrial Path to Capitalism

Brenner’s work on Catalonia was inspired by that of Marxist historian 
Pierre Vilar,36 who in a classic three-volume study ascribed the impetus of 
the Catalan transition to capitalism in the demographic and agrarian shifts 
arising from the integration of peasant production into the circuits of a 
rising Atlantic economy. However, he saw the turning point of this process 
in “the transformation of commercial capital into industrial capital—the 
only decisive factor in the birth of a new society in Catalonia and of uneven 
development at the heart of the Iberian Peninsula”, a topic he reserved for 
an uncompleted fourth volume to his study.37

The task of accommodating the role of industry into the story of the 
Catalan transition passed on to Vilar’s immediate followers, who in the 
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1970s shifted the locus of capitalist development to the calico-printing 
manufactures of Barcelona.38 Focusing on the stamping of colorful designs 
upon imported cotton and linen yarns, the calico-printing industry devel-
oped out of private initiatives between the 1720s and 1740s and reached 
its zenith in the 1780s.39 Unlike traditional forms of production, which 
were segmented into separate trades, the printing industry was character-
ized by its bypass of guild structures and its vertical integration of the 
different stages of the production process (weaving, dyeing, printing, etc.) 
in relatively large concerns that at their peak could employ between 
50–185 workers.40

This paradigm faced important challenges during the 1980s, particu-
larly as new lines of research cast doubt on the continuity between 
Barcelona’s manufactures of the eighteenth century and the region’s sub-
sequent pattern of industrial development in the nineteenth century. It 
emerged that the trend of vertical integration of the cotton industry was 
reversed in the 1780s, when the printing manufactures were supplanted 
by smaller units of production dispersed across the region.41 These were 
instances of “proto-industry”: forms of manufacturing reliant upon 
domestic forms of labor (usually in peasant households, although not 
only) that were geared toward production for export in extra-regional 
markets. The intense competition and growth radiating from this sector at 
the turn of the nineteenth century has convinced a growing number of 
historians that the region found its path to capitalism, or at least a bridge 
into capitalist industrialization, via its proto-industrial experience.42

The study of the Catalan proto-industrial experience was pioneered by 
none other than Brenner’s most staunch critic: Jaume Torras.43 In his cri-
tique of the Brenner Thesis, Torras had charged against what he saw as an 
excessively narrow definition of capitalism that gave rise to a “unilinear 
and strictly endogenous” account of the transition. These concerns would 
resurface in his subsequent embrace of “proto-industrialization”, a con-
cept that he believed transcended the sterile dichotomy between “inter-
nalist” and “externalist” approaches in the Transition Debate, as the idea 
of proto-industry showed how “internal” changes in peasant production 
were deeply intertwined with “external” commercial factors in the transi-
tion to capitalism.44 The problem with Torras’ holistic view is that, in 
drawing a causal equivalence between the “conjuncture” and the “critical 
juncture”, it delivers a narrative of the transition that eschews the primacy 
of agency and contingency in the process of capitalist change.
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There is no doubt that Catalan capitalism emerged in the context of a 
broader trading system and that it could have not done so without it. 
Indeed, the take-off of the textile industry across the region would be 
unintelligible without the rise of commercial viticulture: crucial inputs 
such as ready spun yarn or raw cotton were the returns of eau-de-vie and 
wine exports.45 To this we should add the abolition of customs between 
the realms of Aragon and Castile after the War of Succession (1714), a 
political development that gave Catalan producers access to the Madrid 
market, where the bulk of their proto-industrial output was sold in the 
eighteenth century.46

However, equally true is that capitalism did not emerge because of this 
commercial context. Viticulture stimulated textile manufacturing in other 
regions of Spain, like Andalusia, where vines were cultivated on  much 
larger plots to produce wines of a higher added value. Yet this region only 
saw the emergence of a handful of cotton manufactures and a pocket of 
rural industry in the foothills of Málaga that decayed at the turn of the 
nineteenth century.47 The proto-industrial center in Béjar (Salamanca) 
counted with units of production capable of higher output and was exempt 
from the 8 percent sales tax that Catalan producers faced in the Madrid 
market. Yet, despite such notable competitive advantage, they were out-
paced by the Catalans all the same.48 It is noteworthy that the Catalan 
proto-industrial sector did have one a priori structural advantage: compact-
ness, a cluster formation that facilitated the emergence of an elastic labor 
market with industry-specific skills and the diffusion of technological 
advances by word of mouth.49 However, even then, the capacity to unlock 
this structural potential would hinge upon a prior erosion of the guild 
system and upon changes in economic attitudes.

Socio-cultural Struggle and Capitalist Breakthrough

In the seventeenth century, as the influx of precious metals from the 
Americas inflated production costs, many textile guilds from Barcelona 
relocated to the countryside and focused on the production of woollens 
for rural markets.50 The industry flourished in the central highlands of 
Catalonia, where producers navigated the long crisis of the seventeenth 
century via a process of hierarchical differentiation.51 The clothiers (parai-
res), the section of the guild in charge of finishing the textiles and of orga-
nizing the whole production process, pushed for the relaxation of 
corporative regulations in order to centralize production and cut costs at 
the expense of the weavers’ wages and employment. These efforts had 
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uneven geographical results. In the steep areas of the north, rural industry 
remained confined to its traditional role of producing for local consump-
tion. The middle areas experienced considerable growth and became 
regional suppliers, some of which eventually moved on to produce medium 
quality cloths that were marketed outside of Catalonia. But in the Southern 
areas of rural manufacturing, by the mid-eighteenth century, a string of 
interconnected towns had formed a dense cluster of proto-industry where 
higher quality cloths were produced for extra-regional export, the vast 
majority to the Madrid market. To achieve this, the first stages of produc-
tion (weaving, spinning) were “put out” to nearby peasant households, 
and the resulting yarns were then processed (cutting, dyeing, etc.) in 
workshops by specialists. This last zone would be the incubator of capital-
ist relations of production.

The capitalist transformation of this proto-industrial sector was contin-
gent upon the success of the clothier class in their assault on medieval 
structures of production. Dissolving the politically constituted institutions 
that regulated surplus extraction at the expense of competition, in a num-
ber of localities across the region, the clothiers would attempt to subordi-
nate the production process to their command in order to restyle the 
textile industry along competitive lines. Driving this process was an explicit 
desire to increase their responsiveness to market signals, as they realized 
that their success depended on their capacity to mount a flexible response 
to changing fashions in consumer markets.52

It appears that these strategies were first successful in the town of 
Terrassa.53 Military occupation during the War of Spanish Succession 
plunged the Catalan textile sector into crisis, and in the midst of chaos, 
corporative regulations unravelled: production evaded quality controls 
and weavers were drafted outside of the guilds. With the arrival of peace, 
the guild order was re-established in different local settlements. However, 
the woollens guild of Terrassa emerged out of this process with a radical 
twist: the new ordinances of 1724 excluded the weavers from the corpora-
tion and blasted them into an unregulated labor market. Clothiers kept 
some guild coverage for themselves to restrict further access into the trade 
and avoid competition, but by 1742 the salaries of weavers were no longer 
fixed and fluctuated across firms within the same town. This allowed weav-
ing (and later spinning) practices to be outsourced to peasant households 
in putting-out networks, the radius of which quickly expanded to the 
nearby hills and towns. Clothiers also began to break out of the local 
monopolies by “importing” skilled specialists from outside of the town, 
determining their obligations without legal constraint.
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Terrassa’s revolutionary turn did not go unnoticed. The clothiers of 
nearby towns quickly maneuvered to replicate its model by different 
means. In Igualada, a proto-industrial town on the road to Madrid, wool 
clothiers spoke of the “exalted” firms of Terrassa as a source of inspiration, 
remarking that they bypassed the authority of master weavers by putting 
“youths [directly] at the disposal of the manufacturer, achieving like this 
their famous reputation”.54 Here they would resort to wearing down their 
own woollens guild through legal battles and by mobilizing their influ-
ence in local government. By the 1750s, corporative regulations were no 
longer being enforced and journeymen were employed circumventing tra-
ditional labor regulations. In the town of Manresa, the transformation 
occurred in the silk industry rather than in the woollens.55 There wealthy 
clothiers captured guild institutions and used their regulations to dispos-
sess and subordinate fellow artisans. With the pretext of quality control 
infractions, they started imposing heavy disciplinary fines on hired guild 
masters, confiscating their raw materials and forcing them into a condition 
of financial dependence. Within a few decades, the number of indepen-
dent artisans sharply declined: in 1746, the number of craftsmen owning 
their means of production amounted to 53.8 percent of the local work-
force. By 1765 this figure had halved to 25.4 percent, and by 1788 it had 
gone down to a mere 11.7 percent.

Yet capitalist production did not spontaneously emerge from the ero-
sion of corporative regulations; it was actively crafted. The struggle over 
proto-industrial social property relations was simultaneously a process of 
social construction that shaped a new understanding of production and 
labor. We see this normativity in the ways in which the clothiers legiti-
mized their unorthodox practices by comparing themselves to the presti-
gious managers of the realm’s Colbert-style manufactures. In the midst of 
legal battles with the weavers in 1762, a group of clothiers from Igualada 
who openly styled themselves as “manufacturers” (fabricants) made the 
following case (quoted in Marfany 2012, 75):

In all the factories of the kingdom … there is a director, who rules, governs 
and orders everything necessary for the factory … Without any interference 
in the running of these concerns from any dependent individuals within 
them, such as the weavers, and what a Director is to the royal factories, so is 
a manufacturer in his own manufacturing concern, since he takes an interest 
in the quality of the cloths in order to sell them well afterwards, and obtains 
the necessary credit without which no enterprise can survive.56
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The weavers’ response is an attestation of just how contested these new 
ideas were:

The clothiers who style themselves manufacturers are no such thing, rather, 
they practice one of the four crafts involved in the manufacture of a cloth 
[apart from weaving] these are the clothier, dyer and cropper … and 
although it would be more fitting to describe the weaver as a cloth manufac-
turer than the clothier, there is no reason for one to dominate the other, and 
raise himself up to be a master, for each is only master of the work that falls 
to him.

The spread of capitalist development across the region hinged upon the 
outcome and sequence of socio-cultural struggles of this sort.57 In the 
town of Sabadell, in the vicinity of Terrassa, the advance of capitalist pro-
duction was temporarily stalled by the balance of forces. The weavers suc-
ceeded in resisting the assault of the clothiers in the 1760s, who lamented 
being “deprived of the choice to have their cloth manufactured by the 
workers they deemed most skillful”. However, a renewed cycle of struggle 
in the latter decades of the century tipped the balance in their favor and 
the power of guilds was gradually chipped away, resulting in production 
doubling in size. By contrast, attempts to emulate Terrassa’s practices 
would altogether fail in the towns of Esparreguera and Olesa, resulting in 
the eventual subsumption of their peasant weavers under Terrassa’s orbit.

At first, Barcelona witnessed an alternative passage out of medieval 
industry in this period. As early as 1721—even before Terrassa’s turn—the 
wool clothiers of the city had tried and failed in their attempt to centralize 
production and subordinate weavers into commodified workers.58 Instead, 
the city would see the development of a powerful calico-printing cotton 
industry out of private initiatives to emulate the realm’s “royal manufac-
tures”.59 As James Thomson has argued, rather than a reflection of their 
own internal dynamism, the organizational form of Barcelona’s manufac-
tures (i.e. relatively large size, vertical integration, side-lining of guilds) 
arose out of attempts to align themselves with the dominant trends in 
absolutist political economy in order to tap into political favor (e.g. tai-
lored tariffs, monopolistic privileges, etc.).60 But these protected firms 
would come to feel the pressures of competition in labor, yarn, and cloth 
markets radiating from smaller proto-industrial competitors. With the 
influx of raw cotton from the United States from the mid-1770s, a large 
number of “unregulated” spinning and printing workshops proliferated in 
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Barcelona, manufacturing high-quality cheap cotton textiles outside of the 
corporatist shell of the large printers.61 The large printers also came up 
against the adoption of cotton manufacturing by a number of centers in 
the countryside. An industrial survey in 1784 reported the use of American 
cotton in the towns of Reus, Capellades, Igualada, Manresa, Olot, Mataró, 
Agramunt, and Seu d’Urgell.62

The diffusion of capitalist production was facilitated by changes in the 
economic attitudes of state officials from the 1760s. During the reign of 
Charles III (1759–1788), Spanish mercantilism acquired a “liberal” bent 
that took inspiration from British commercial policy and physiocratic the-
ories.63 At the same time, Catalonia’s Junta de Comercio, the regional 
chamber of commerce, became increasingly favorable toward the practices 
of the proto-industrial sector given their commercial success. The chang-
ing mentalities of policy makers had a direct impact on textile production. 
The royal ordinances of 1769 allowed firms across the region to concen-
trate all stages in the production process and to hire as many weavers as 
they pleased, “choosing them at their discretion and commanding them at 
will”.64 Between 1778 and 1789, a series of decrees eroded the power of 
the guilds, allowing all textile producers to vary cloth types and alter pro-
duction processes. In 1789, the Junta de Comercio declared the freedom 
of enterprise in the city’s textile industry while charging against “the dam-
age and inconveniences that guild ordinances cause to the progress of the 
arts and crafts”.65 That being said, it remains extremely noteworthy that 
the clothiers of Terrassa, Igualada, and Manresa did not wait for the enact-
ment of these regulations to revolutionize their production processes.

The interventions of the Junta would also be decisive in consolidating 
the advance of proto-industrialization and in securing the transmission of 
capitalist pressures. When the large printers of Barcelona came up against 
the dynamism of smaller competitors in the 1780s, the potentates of the 
sector pooled their resources into the Royal Spinning Company of 
Barcelona and demanded the monopoly over cotton spinning in the city, 
a distinctly pre-capitalist strategy that would have insulated them from 
competition. However, the Junta rejected the proposal worried that this 
measure would strangle the dynamism of proto-industrial producers. 
Without politically constituted privileges, the manufactures of Barcelona 
were soon overtaken by their smaller proto-industrial competitors. After 
some time attempting to take their putting-out operations elsewhere in 
the countryside, the dominance of the large printers in cotton manufac-
turing was liquidated between 1785 and 1790.
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The center of gravity of the Catalan textile industry shifted to the coun-
tryside; “cotton manufacturing ceased to be fundamentally Barcelonese 
and became Catalan”.66 The supersession of the calico-printing manufac-
tures by proto-industrial units of production was accompanied by clear 
symptoms of capitalist development.67 Rapid industrial expansion satu-
rated the market and prompted the first crisis of overproduction between 
1786 and 1789. After a sharp contraction of demand, production 
rebounded with vigor: the levels of cotton import of 1785 were matched 
again in 1789, and their total doubled one year later.

Expansion continued until 1792, when the advent of the French 
Revolutionary and Napoleonic Wars (1792–1815) and the independence 
of the Latin American colonies (1810–1833) plunged the country into a 
long depression that rolled back the industrial advances of the eighteenth 
century in most regions. However, Catalonia’s proto-industrial sector 
would successfully weather the crisis and overtake the role of other regions 
in the provision of the domestic market. It is highly remarkable that this 
process occurred without the effective aid of protective tariffs: though the 
state continued to officially pursue a protectionist policy, the contraband 
of foreign imports was rife on the ground. Even as English textiles flooded 
the market, Catalan firms managed to resist the onslaught and secure 34 
percent of share in the Spanish cotton cloth market between 1792 and 
1827.68 Rather than divesting in the face of retreating market opportuni-
ties, the proto-industrial firms of Catalonia poised themselves strategically 
to face the conjuncture. After switching to cotton, the manufacturers of 
Manresa opted for intensifying production and introduced water-powered 
technology with great success: by 1830, out of the 40 concerns using 
water-power in the region, 11 were located in Manresa alone.69 Manresa 
was the center of the broader Bages district, an industrious area which in 
this period came to outstrip Barcelona itself. By contrast, the centers of 
Sabadell and Terrassa opted for deepening their specialization in wool and 
upgrading the quality of their product.70 In stark contrast, the remainder 
of Barcelona’s printing manufactures were obliterated by the crisis, reduc-
ing the city’s textile industry to an underlying layer of small workshops; 
the “discontinuity with the eighteenth century calico-printing industry 
was nearly total”.71

The resurgence of Barcelona would come with the arrival of steam 
power in 1833, only then would the city’s textile workforce recover the 
numbers of the 1790s.72 The new technology required large sums of fixed 
capital investment and the import of coal by sea, making industry flock 
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to  Barcelona’s old merchant families for the provision of finance and 
inputs. Production became fully mechanized and concentrated in large 
steam mills that exploited economies of scale, crushing the preceding wave 
of proto-industrial capitalism by the 1850s. However, even then the trans-
formation of Barcelona into the “factory of Spain” would owe much to 
the effervescence of its proto-industrial hinterlands. The new factory pro-
letariat drafted its armies from the ranks of proto-industrial skilled workers 
accustomed to working outside of the guild system, and many of the 
proto-industrial manufacturers put out of business assumed managerial 
roles in the new factories.73

Conclusion

As Wood pointed out in her dispute with Brenner over the Dutch transi-
tion, the pressures forcing social actors to engage in market exchange to 
fulfill their social reproduction (market dependence) cannot explain the 
emergence of drives to permanently improve the productivity of labor 
when producing for the market (capitalist imperatives). Catalan share-
croppers were blasted onto the market by a combination of impartible 
inheritance and the progressive fragmentation of land leases. However, 
the architecture of tenure insulated their commercial agriculture from 
competition and prevented capitalist imperative to take hold. The situa-
tion was different in the textile proto-industry where many of these semi-
proletarianized households sold their labor power to complement their 
incomes. This sector would incubate a capitalist breakthrough that was 
contingent on the success of socio-cultural struggles to subordinate pro-
duction and labor to the vicissitudes of competition. Through this pro-
cess, Catalan proto-industry broke out of corporatist regulations and 
carved out a firm position in the Madrid market without the protection of 
politically constituted privileges.

Rather than making profits in circulation (the age-old practice of buy-
ing cheap and selling dear), or relying upon politically constituted means 
to corner their markets (ensuring their profits in advance), Catalan proto-
industry derived its prowess from competitive production practices. The 
erosion of politically constituted means of surplus extraction (i.e. the local 
monopolies of the guild system) and the commodification of labor allowed 
capitalist entrepreneurs to qualitatively transform age-old systems of pro-
duction, but these factors alone did not ensure a capitalist mutation. In 
Barcelona, the erosion of the guild system culminated in an alternative 
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passage out of feudal industry: the calico-printing manufactures. 
Catalonia’s proto-industrial road to capitalism was cemented by a process 
of social construction that actively crafted a new culture of production and 
labor based on the principles of competition.

To be sure, the claim here is not that capitalism emerged out of the will 
of a handful of entrepreneurs. The circumstances of the capitalist break-
through were shaped by long-term developments and contextual pre-
conditions that laid out a structural context without which capitalist 
change could have not occurred. However, the dilemma cannot be to 
draw an equivalence between the broader conjuncture and the specific 
critical juncture when establishing out the causal determinants of the tran-
sition, as structural pre-conditions did not ensure the eventual success of 
Catalan proto-industry. In the final analysis, the weight of such a historical 
shift fell on the shoulders of everyday people making their own history, 
even if not under conditions of their own making.
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CHAPTER 7

The American Road to Capitalism

Charles Post

A historical paradox marks the English colonization in the Americas. The 
British colonial empire was unique among the European empires of the 
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. Continental European colonization 
of the New World was driven by the dynamics of absolutist-feudal states,1 
in particular their need to raise revenues without bankrupting non-
capitalist agriculture, and was organized by merchants with royal monop-
olies on colonial trade. English colonization of the Americas was driven by 
the unique development of capitalist agriculture in England. English 
capitalist-tenant farmers, whose productive specialization required them 
to purchase consumer goods, became a mass market for new products like 
tobacco, coffee, sugar and tea. Those who took up the trade in these 
goods were not “royal merchants” who dominated English trade prior to 
the seventeenth century but the “new” merchants who operated in a com-
petitive market. The new merchants, not traditional royal monopolists, 
organized the process of English colonial settlement in the Caribbean 
(Barbados, Jamaica) and the East Coast of North America. Despite the 
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specifically capitalist impulse behind English colonialism, however, they 
were unable to reproduce agrarian capitalist social property relations in their 
mainland colonies.

The key to this paradox was the inability of British merchants and 
landlords and their allies among local colonial elites to establish an effective 
social monopoly of landed property. The British state granted legal title to 
large tracts of North America to aspiring colonial landlords and merchants. 
However, the Imperial government and their colonial allies were unable to 
enforce these claims outside of limited areas near the Atlantic coast.2 Vast 
geographic distances and the relatively small size of the British military 
precluded the direct colonial rule that marked the seventeenth-century 
English colonization of Northern Ireland. British troops only arrived in 
North America in 1754 and were stationed along the frontier to fend off 
attacks from the French and Native Americans.3 Britain ruled its North 
American possessions indirectly, relying on the domestic merchants, land-
owners and planters who dominated the elected colonial assemblies. While 
the local ruling class sought to enforce legal claims on land in the interior, 
they were forced to rely on colonial militias, composed primarily of inde-
pendent farmers and artisans who resisted the commodification of landed 
property. The existence of unoccupied lands, available at little or no cost 
other than the labor required to clear the land and begin the production 
of food and handicrafts, made the establishment of capitalist social property 
relations impossible.

This chapter seeks to explain how a commercial but non-capitalist soci-
ety became the capitalist US by the end of the Civil War. The first section 
analyzes the dynamics of the two dominant non-capitalist social property 
relations in the colonial period—independent household production in 
the North and plantation slavery in the South. The extensive growth of 
these forms of social labor laid the basis for a national economy linked 
together by colonial merchants in the coastal cities, creating the condi-
tions for conflicts with Britain that ended in US independence. The post-
revolutionary struggles of independent household producers and the 
resulting Constitutional Settlement of 1787 created a state in North 
America with the capacity to impose a social monopoly of land through 
public land sales.

The development of land markets had radically different effects in the 
North and South. On the one hand, plantation slavery gained a new lease 
on life as tobacco planters shifted to growing cotton for the capitalist 
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industry in Britain. The result was the continuation of extensive growth—
the geographic expansion of the cotton economy involved more slaves and 
more land with only episodic technical innovation. On the other hand, 
Northern farmers found themselves compelled to compete in the market 
place in order to pay taxes and debts accrued to purchase and maintain 
their possession of landed property. Intensive development—the increased 
output per capita as the result of productive specialization, technical inno-
vation and accumulation—marked the geographic expansion of Northern 
agriculture. While the South remained the least industrialized region of 
the Antebellum US, Northern family farms provided an expanding market 
for both capital and consumer goods, fueling the growth of industry and 
manufacture in the two decades before the Civil War. The transformation 
of Northern family farming from “safety-first” independent household 
production to “market-dependent” petty-capitalist agriculture marked the 
emergence of capitalism in the US and set the stage for the political 
conflicts that culminated in the Civil War, which consolidated capitalism in 
the US.

The Non-capitalist Colonial Economy and Society

Plantation Slavery

In the 1620s, English settlers in Virginia began cultivating tobacco as a 
profitable export crop.4 Native Americans were quickly pushed into the 
interior and the initial English settlers grabbed land to grow tobacco. The 
large plantations in the fertile Tidewater regions became the center of 
tobacco production. Tobacco exports grew over 18-fold between 1628 
and 1669, from 500,000 to 9,026,000 pounds annually.5 The only limit 
on tobacco cultivation was the availability of labor. With plentiful land 
beyond the emerging Tidewater plantation districts available for occupa-
tion at little or no cost, legally free wage labor was effectively precluded.6 
Unable to enslave the Native Americans, English tobacco planters initially 
brought indentured servants from England and other parts of Europe to 
labor on their plantations in the Chesapeake.7 Drawn primarily from the 
ranks of displaced peasants in England and Ireland, indentured servants 
agreed to sell their capacity to work for a period of 5–7 years in return for 
passage to the Americas. Upon arrival in Maryland and Virginia, the plant-
ers would purchase the servants’ contracts (terms of indenture). The ser-
vants’ person and capacity to labor became the property of their masters 
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for the duration of their terms of indenture. If they survived 5–7 years of 
strenuous labor and an inhospitable disease environment, the servants 
became “freemen,” collected “freedom dues” (small amounts of cash, 
work animals, tools and weapons) and moved to unsettled lands to become 
self-sufficient farmers in the interior.8

By the late seventeenth century, struggles between planters and ser-
vants and former servants led to the replacement of European servants 
with African slaves.9 Faced with falling tobacco prices, planters in the 
1660s and 1670s sought to reduce labor costs. Individual planters reduced 
food rations, increased punishments for insubordination and extended 
servants’ terms of indenture. The planter-dominated Virginia assembly 
imposed poll taxes on newly freed servants and granted legal title to large 
swathes of land on the frontier to large landowners. Former servants, after 
1660, “found it increasingly difficult to locate workable land that was not 
already claimed.”10 To survive, more and more former servants labored for 
wages. Growing tensions between the planters and their servants and the 
armed ex-servants grew through the 1660s and 1670s.11 The conclusion 
of a peace treaty between the assembly and Native Americans in 1676 
effectively closed off much of the frontier to the former servant, sparking 
Bacon’s Rebellion—the largest revolt in North America before the 
American Revolution. In the wake of Bacon’s Rebellion, African slaves 
displaced indentured servitude on the tobacco plantations.12

While the land and slaves of planters in French, Spanish and Portuguese 
colonies were protected from seizure for unpaid debt, British merchants 
imposed colonial land laws on the Southern planters that allowed their 
expropriation for credit defaults.13 As a result, planters in the British colo-
nies were compelled to “sell to survive.” It is this market compulsion that 
explains many of what appear to be “capitalist” characteristics of planta-
tion slavery: the close supervision of the slaves’ labor, the accumulation of 
more slaves and land, the collateralization of slaves and land to finance 
expansion and the search for new techniques that could boost labor 
productivity.

But slavery, despite the planters’ market dependence, did not duplicate 
the workings of capitalism with wage labor. The relationship of master and 
slave, unlike the relationship of capitalist and wage worker, set up barriers 
to planters effectively cutting costs in the ways that capitalists do—through 
the relatively continuous introduction of labor-saving technological 
changes and productive specialization.14 Under slavery, the non-producers 
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did not purchase the labor power—ability to work for fixed periods of 
time—of the direct producers. Instead, the planters purchased the laborers 
as a form of fixed capital—a constant element of the production process. 
If planters introduced cost-cutting techniques that saved labor, they would 
not be able, like their capitalist counterparts, to simply lay off workers 
because they needed to recoup their initial investments in the slaves as 
“means of production in human form.” They would be stuck with con-
tinuing ownership of the laborer(s), having to maintain them around until 
they could find purchasers. Like other non-capitalist forms of social labor, 
slavery did allow episodic improvements in productivity. However, innova-
tion under slavery had a “once and for all” character, taking place when 
new crops were introduced or plantation agriculture moved to a new 
frontier.15

Tobacco planters in seventeenth- and eighteenth-century Virginia and 
Maryland created coordinated labor processes that maximized the use of 
human labor.16 Tobacco plantations were organized around the task sys-
tem, where the ten or more slaves on the plantation were broken into 
groups of two to three using hoes and other hand tools and assigned daily 
work quotas that overseers would ensure were met. Planters increased the 
volume of production, from 9 million pounds of tobacco annually in 1669 
to over 100 million pounds in the 1770s,17 through intensifying work and 
moving production to more fertile land.

The master-slave social property relation also produced the tendency of 
New World slave owners to make their plantations self-sufficient in food 
and other productive inputs. In order for masters to realize their invest-
ments in slaves, the slaves must be compelled to work year round. 
Agriculture is not well suited to providing year round, continuous work 
because of sharp discontinuities between the time human labor is required 
to plant, harvest and cultivate crops (labor time) and the time required for 
natural-biological processes to bring crops to maturity (production 
time).18 Especially “after the crop was hung in the tobacco house,” in the 
late fall, “masters had to manufacture new work for their slaves if they 
expected them to continue to labor.”19 The slaveholders were able to 
organize the growing of corn and the raising of hogs, allowing most of the 
slaves’ basic food ration (ground corn and pork) to be produced directly 
on the plantation rather than purchased. The slaves were also granted gar-
den plots which they tilled during their “free” time, growing vegetables 
and root crops and keeping chickens and ducks.20
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Independent Household Production

To facilitate colonial settlement in the Northern colonies, imperial authori-
ties made land grants either to settlers creating townships (New England) 
or to large mercantile companies that sold land to large landowners (Mid-
Atlantic). Despite growing social inequality among rural households and 
the steady increase in the sales of grain, timber and meat to Northern cities 
and towns and in the plantations of the Caribbean, Northern farmers were 
non-capitalist independent household producers whose possession of 
landed property did not depend upon successful commodity production.21

Northern colonial rural households’ capacity to engage in independent 
household production was rooted in the inability of colonial landowners 
to enforce their legal claims to landed property beyond the densely settled 
coastal areas. Most settlers, illegally occupied (“squatted”) on lands owned 
by private owners, later purchased title at below market prices. As a result, 
rural households were able to establish, maintain and expand their land-
holdings without extensive commodity production.22 This was evident in 
the countryside surrounding Philadelphia—the largest urban market in 
colonial North America. From the 1690s, the Pennsylvania assembly 
attempted to promote an “orderly settlement” of Southeastern Pennsylvania 
through the sale of large tracts of land to private landholders, who were 
expected to resell or lease land to actual settlers. However, “indiscriminate 
location” and squatting remained widespread. Squatters organized land 
occupations to resist attempts to force settlers to either purchase land or 
pay rents during the mid-eighteenth century. In 1765, the Penn family 
and their allies ceased all attempts to enforce legal title to lands in the hin-
terland of Philadelphia, and adopted the “application system,” which gave 
those occupying land legal title (“warrants”) at low prices.23

The economic survival of Northern rural households was not condi-
tioned upon the profitable sale of agricultural goods. The absence of market-
based prices or rents for land, high taxes or debts that must be paid in cash 
with interest allowed Northern independent landowning farmers to 
engage in “safety-first” agriculture where they marketed only physical 
surpluses. Even in the Philadelphia region, most farmers grew a mix of 
wheat, rye, oats, barley, buckwheat, fruit and potatoes for household con-
sumption; flax and hemp for household manufacture of clothing and rope; 
and turnips, grasses, legumes and corn to feed cows, oxen, swine and 
other livestock which they and their neighbors consumed.24 At most, the 
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better-off family farmers in Southeastern Pennsylvania marketed no more 
than 40–50% of their total output, well below the 60% that most agrarian 
historians believe indicates a high degree of market dependence.25 Freedom 
from the compulsion to produce for the market to maintain land ownership 
allowed the emergence of dense webs of kinship and communal relations 
that structured “neighborly exchange” of goods and labor among house-
holds—marked by the extension of “credit” for labor and produce that 
went on for years and never accrued interest.

The long-settled regions in the Northern colonies, like most of early 
modern Western Europe outside of England, displayed tendencies toward 
the parcellization of landholdings and social differentiation of rural house-
holds.26 Growing population, partible inheritance (the division of the fam-
ily landholdings among all male heirs) and the technical stagnation 
inherent in independent household production led to a division and sub-
division of landholdings from one generation to another. This parcelliza-
tion of landholdings created some plots too small to support a rural 
household.27 As in pre-industrial Western Europe, land parcellization and 
rising land prices produced inequalities in landholdings among rural 
households. Landless populations appeared by the early to mid-eighteenth 
century as the worst-off rural households sold their meager landholdings 
to their better-off neighbors.28 Unlike social differentiation under capital-
ist production, the growing inequality among independent producers was 
clearly limited. In the 1740s, after nearly a century of continuous occupa-
tion, the richest 5% of landowners in a Massachusetts town owned no 
more than 15% of the land, and the best-off 10% owned no more than a 
quarter of land.29 Growing social differentiation of rural households did 
not lead to a consolidation of landholdings. As in pre-industrial Western 
Europe, large landholdings in New England were broken into miniscule 
plots scattered through the fields.30

The American Revolution and Constitutional 
Settlement

Over the course of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, the British 
colonies on the North American mainland developed a distinctive, com-
mercial, but non-capitalist, economy. The close political and economic ties 
between the original colonial merchants and landowners and the British 
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state “did not prevent the colonial economy from developing less on the 
strength of the British domestic market than on the growing interdepen-
dence of colonial settlements.”31 Northern farmers produced and sold 
large surpluses of grains and meat to the Northern ports of Boston, 
New York and Philadelphia and to the growing sugar plantations of the 
Caribbean. Southern plantations, while generally self-sufficient in food, 
sold tobacco in the Caribbean, the Northern colonies and Britain.32

At the center of the independent colonial North American economy, 
binding together rural independent household production and plantation 
slavery was a class of colonial merchants. These merchants first emerged as 
junior partners of British merchants, who held a monopoly on trade and 
credit with Britain’s colonial empire under the Navigation Acts. Colonial 
American merchants acted as agents of British merchants in the “triangu-
lar trade,” organizing the import of British manufactures to North America 
and the Caribbean and the export of tobacco to Britain.33 As Northern 
independent household producers began to produce surpluses of food for 
sale, New York, Philadelphia and Boston merchants gathered rural sur-
pluses from hundreds of small traders and shopkeepers scattered across the 
Northern countryside, consolidated them and shipped them to other parts 
of colonial North America and the Caribbean.34

The development of a commercial, non-capitalist colonial economy laid 
the foundation for the settler colonists’ bid for independence under the 
leadership of the merchants. Even before independence, colonial mer-
chants in the North and planters in the South were able to exercise politi-
cal power through elected assemblies in all of the colonies.35 British 
imperial attempts to impose new taxes, restrict trade and ban the expan-
sion of settlement into the interior after 1763 allowed the merchants to 
forge an alliance of all free people in colonial North America. Under their 
leadership, a coalition of slaveholding planters, independent farmers, 
urban artisans and wage workers, land speculators and back country 
traders successfully ended British colonial rule.

The Revolutionary War of 1776–1783 disrupted agricultural produc-
tion in the Northern US. State governments purchased food, cloth and 
other supplies from Northern farm households at inflated prices to sup-
port the war effort. As a result, farmers began to devote more and more 
family labor to the production of commodities. Unable to produce the 
variety of goods previously manufactured in their self-sufficient communi-
ties, rural households borrowed from local storekeepers to purchase US 
manufactures during the war and British manufactures after the war. These 
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debts became particularly burdensome after 1783, as the newly indepen-
dent Northern state government raised land taxes to fund the enormous 
public debt accrued during the war. The growth of debts and taxes forced 
Northern households to market larger and larger portions of both their 
subsistence and surplus output in order to maintain their landed property 
in the 1780s, setting the stage for class conflicts that produced a very 
different type of state—one committed to and capable of enforcing legal 
claims on landed property in the countryside.36

The end of the war opened a period of intense social conflict among the 
classes that had made the American Revolution. The colonial merchants 
and land speculators sought to create state institutions that could secure 
the public debt and reestablish US commercial credit in the Atlantic econ-
omy, enforce legal claims to land on the frontier and allow landowners to 
profit from the sale of these lands. Arrayed against the merchants and 
speculators were the vast majority of Northern and Southern independent 
household producers who feared a strong central state capable of impos-
ing taxes and collecting debts and slave-owning planters who wanted to 
exclude all other social classes from interfering with the master-slave 
relation of production.

During the first decade of independence, the merchants and land 
speculators were unable to craft a state that would establish their political 
dominance. Under the Articles of Confederation, the US state was decen-
tralized and the national Congress lacked the independent capacity to levy 
taxes. The Confederation was incapable of either securing the public debt 
or maintaining a peacetime standing army.37 Their experience with regular 
British troops during the American Revolution deepened long-standing 
hostility to a standing army among farmers and artisans. The planters suc-
cessfully relied on militias made up of non-slave-holding white farmers to 
control the slave populations and had no interest in strengthening the 
central state with a standing army. Despite attempts by the political repre-
sentatives of the merchants to force Congress to maintain and expand the 
standing army—including an abortive military conspiracy in 1783—the 
standing army was effectively disbanded after the revolutionary war.38 By 
1789, the US army consisted of a total of 718 men—mostly stationed on 
the frontier. The tiny army was incapable of either effectively expropriat-
ing Native Americans or preventing thousands of squatters from “pouring 
into the Ohio Valley, threatening to deter purchase of federal land by 
speculators and settlers.”39
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Shay’s Rebellion of 1786, the first revolt of Northern farmers against 
the burdens of debts and taxes that threatened to make their possession 
of landed property dependent upon successful market competition, initi-
ated a political realignment among the dominant classes in the US. As 
armed farmers and artisans closed down courts attempting to expropriate 
farms for the failure to pay debts and taxes in the fall of 1786, “the local 
militia sided with Shay’s Rebellion initially, and it took several months 
before the revolt was quashed.”40 Planters, frightened by Massachusetts 
militia’s difficulty in suppressing Shay’s Rebellion, joined the merchants 
in demanding a more centralized state. The Constitutional Settlement of 
1787 contained a series of concessions to planters—most importantly 
preventing any other social classes represented in the federal government 
from interfering with the master-slave relationship in the South. However, 
the new federal state created in 1787–1789 generated a national judi-
ciary, a corps of tax collectors, centralized control of the state militias and 
built a standing army capable of enforcing the legal claims of landowners 
and creditors.41 By 1794, the regular US army had grown from 718 to 
3818 troops and the president had the power to mobilize reorganized 
state militias.

The new state institutions allowed merchants and land speculators to 
defeat independent household producers in the cycle of class struggles of 
the 1780s and 1790s. Independent farmers fought tax collectors, 
merchant-creditors and land speculators over the conditions of their eco-
nomic survival in a series of armed confrontations across the Northern 
countryside. Faced with a merchant class backed by a standing army, the 
independent farmers were defeated. The new US ruling class demon-
strated its military capacity to impose taxes and secure landed property in 
crushing both the Whiskey Rebellion of 1794 and the smaller Fries 
Rebellion in 1799.42 The consolidation of the federal state, backed by a 
standing army capable of enforcing the claims of merchants and specula-
tors, set the stage in the early nineteenth century for the establishment of 
the public land system in the US—where millions of acres expropriated 
from the indigenous populations were sold at public auction to the high-
est bidder. While the effective commodification of landed property allowed 
plantation slavery to survive and expand, it transformed Northern agricul-
ture from independent household to petty-capitalist production—creating 
the conditions for the emergence of capitalism in the US.
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The Antebellum Origins of US Capitalism

Plantation Slavery

Falling tobacco prices after the American Revolution led some Tidewater 
planters to break up their plantations, sell surplus slaves and produce 
grains on smaller farms, fueling political speculation that slavery was dying 
a “natural death” in North America. However, the massive expansion of 
British capitalist textile production and the elimination of technical obsta-
cles to cultivating new strains of cotton gave slavery a new lease on life. 
The transition from tobacco to cotton allowed a twofold but “once and 
for all” transformation in the plantation labor process. First, cotton culti-
vation made possible the introduction of gang labor on Southern cotton 
plantations, giving the masters greater control over the tempo and organi-
zation of their slaves’ labor, and allowed a growing scale of production. In 
cotton planting, the slaves were divided into five gangs, each responsible 
for a specific aspect of soil preparation and seed placement. During cultiva-
tion, the nurturing of the cotton plants while they grew to maturity, the 
hoe gang and the plow gang would work in close coordination chopping 
weeds and stirring the soil. The detailed division of labor broke down dur-
ing the harvest, as undifferentiated groups of slaves would pick the cotton 
by hand.43

Second, the growth of cotton production opened the way for the intro-
duction of the horse- or mule-drawn “sweeper” plow (replacing the hand 
hoe) and of the “Petit Gulf” cotton hybrid in the 1820s and 1830s. The 
introduction of new cotton hybrids has been credited with the nearly 2.3% 
annualized annual growth in labor productivity in the cotton harvest in 
the 60 years before the Civil War.44 While a number of cotton hybrids were 
introduced before the Civil War, only the “Petit Gulf” strain produced a 
significant increase in output per slave during the cotton harvest.45 After 
these innovations, labor-saving technical innovation stagnated. Further 
increases in output were the consequences of the diffusion of new hybrids 
and horse-drawn plows from the Southwestern frontier to older regions of 
cotton cultivation, the movement of production to more fertile soils and 
the intensification of the slaves’ labor through the close supervision of 
work gangs.46

The continuity of the master-slave social property relation also recre-
ated the conditions for plantation self-sufficiency. In cotton production, 
the harvest season (late October through November) was the peak of 
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labor time, when slaves would work 11 hours per day, 7 days per week. 
A lengthy slack season followed, ending with renewed planting in the early 
spring. Corn, a major source of food for both slaves and plantation live-
stock, had a complementary crop cycle to cotton. The planters organized 
the production of corn, with the slaves working in gangs utilizing the 
same tools (plows and hoes) they wielded in cotton production. The 
planters also organized the raising of hogs, which were allowed to forage 
in the woodlands surrounding most plantations before being confined to 
pens to fatten on corn for several weeks prior to slaughter. Together cotton 
and corn production kept the slaves working some 280–290 days per year, 
some 3000 hours per year—a 60 hour week, 50 weeks per year.47

In addition to the planters’ organization of corn and pork production, 
which supplied most of the rations slaves received from their masters, most 
planters granted garden plots of approximately one acre to each slave 
household in the cotton South. On their own time (usually evenings, 
Saturday afternoons and Sundays), the slaves organized their own inde-
pendent production of cabbage, collards, turnips, sweet potatoes and 
other vegetables. Usually, one slave household was able to grow enough 
vegetables in its garden to feed the household and provide a surplus for 
exchange with other slaves and for sale of plantation. Slaves in the cotton 
South also raised the majority of chickens and other fowl and engaged in 
hunting and fishing to supplement their diets. Slaves also produced a wide 
variety of handicrafts, including baskets, brooms, horse collars and bows 
both for household consumption and for sale.48

Together, plantation slavery’s relatively unchanging labor process and 
the tendency toward self-sufficiency in food stuffs produced a very shallow 
social division of labor in the cotton South. The masters’ ownership of the 
slave as “means of production in human form” and the resulting inability 
to “expel labor” from the production process created a highly episodic 
process of labor-saving technical innovation and a fixed and inflexible ratio 
of labor to land and tools. The relatively unchanging tools and imple-
ments used on the slave plantations of the US South, along with the 
attempts of planters to produce hoes and plows on the plantation, severely 
limited demand for capital goods. The masters’ need to keep the slaves 
employed continuously throughout the year impelled the planters to put 
the slaves to work growing corn and raising hogs, making the cotton plan-
tations generally “self-sufficient” in food. Plantation self-sufficiency 
severely limited the purchase of consumption goods to simple clothing 
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and shoes for the slaves. In sum, plantation slavery produced a limited 
home market for industrial capitalist production of capital and consumer 
goods, making the South the least industrialized region of the Antebellum 
US and potentially short-circuiting the development of capitalist agricul-
ture and industry in regions it dominated.49

The cotton plantations of the Antebellum South met the growing 
demand for raw cotton on the part of industrialists in Britain and the 
Northern US through extensive growth—geographic expansion. The 
center of slave cotton production shifted Southwesterly through the early 
nineteenth century, from coastal South Carolina and Georgia in 1815, to 
Western Georgia and Southern Mississippi and Alabama in 1830, to 
Northern Mississippi and Alabama and Louisiana and Texas in 1850.50 
Between 1840 and 1860, the production of cotton in the US rose 173%, 
from approximately 834  million pounds to 2.3  billion pounds. At the 
same time, cotton acreage grew 167%, from approximately 4.5  million 
acres to 12 million acres and the number of slaves producing cotton grew 
87.5%, from approximately 1.2 million to 2.25 million.51 Put simply, the 
addition of more slaves and more land, combined with the intensification 
of the slaves’ labor and increased yields per acre resulting from the cultiva-
tion of more fertile soils, were the basis for expanding cotton production 
in the Antebellum period. The regular introduction of labor-saving tech-
niques was incompatible with the master-slave social property relations, 
necessitating this pattern of extensive growth.

Petty-Capitalist Agriculture in the North

The defeat of the small producers in the Northeast in the last two decades 
of the eighteenth century, while sealing the fate of independent household 
production in the original area of colonial settlement, did not spell the end 
of this social property form in the Northern US. In the Ohio Valley and 
Great Plains, independent production developed as Native Americans were 
forcibly “removed” and white settlers took initial possession of land in most 
areas at little or no cost. Although federal land law promoted the transfer of 
the massive “public domain” into the hands of private landholders, “squat-
ters” were often able to defend their landholding against the claims of land 
speculators and investors before the 1830s. Nearly two-thirds of all farmers 
in Illinois were “squatters” in 1828, and in some communities 40% of all 
farmers were still “squatters” in 1840. “Claims clubs” of settlers on public 
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lands without legal title successfully “warned off” urban land companies 
and later arriving farmers and secured land for a minority of settlers at 
federal minimum prices. Generally, land speculators did not attempt to bid 
on “squatters” lands, instead buying up the huge tracks of unoccupied 
lands in sparsely settled regions at federal land auctions.52

At least temporarily secure in their possession of land without recourse 
to production for the market, the “yeomanry” of the Middle West were 
able to reestablish crucial elements of independent household production 
in the early nineteenth century. Through the 1830s, the bulk of rural 
households and communities in the Ohio Valley and Great Plains appears 
to be self-sufficient in food and many handicraft items. Farmers grew a 
wide variety of goods for consumption by their families and neighbors and 
marketed only about 30% of their total output in the 1820s and 1830s.53 
Secure in their basic foodstuffs, many households also engaged in exten-
sive craft production of tools, implements, utensils and clothing for local 
consumption. Locally produced “general use” implements and the inex-
pensive oxen, although less efficient than manufactured tools or horses, fit 
into the logic of “self-sufficient” household production.54 The spread of 
transportation facilities (roads and canals) facilitated the circulation of 
rural “surpluses” as commodities bound for urban markets but did not 
change the rural households and communities’ relationship to their land 
and their ability to produce the majority of their subsistence as use values 
before 1840.55

The outcome of the class conflicts of the 1780s and 1790s severely 
delimited the Midwestern farmers’ autonomy from commodity produc-
tion. Most importantly, the federal laws administering the distribution of 
the vast “public domain” stretching Westward from the Appalachian 
mountains promoted land speculation and raised the cost of landed prop-
erty to the vast majority of farmers who settled the Midwest. Conceived 
between 1796 and 1820, Antebellum federal land policy provided for the 
survey and auction sale of public land after all Native American and for-
eign claims on the public domain were settled through wars of conquest 
and treaties. The federal government set minimum prices and acreage to 
be purchased, but put no restrictions on the maximum size of purchase, 
allowing the operation of “market mechanisms” to set the price obtained 
at public auction.56

The system of public auction of government lands promoted successive 
waves of land speculation in the West during the Antebellum period.57 The 
speculative expansion and crisis of the 1830s and early 1840s radically 
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transformed the class relations of Northern agriculture. Land, railroad and 
canal companies were able to appropriate much of the best located and 
most fertile lands, forcing prospective settlers to purchase land from them 
at prices well above the federal minimum. Land speculators’ operations 
were so effective that in Iowa, a relatively sparsely settled “frontier” region 
in the decade before the Civil War, 78.1% of farmers had purchased their 
land from speculators in 1850 and 85.7% had obtained land from specula-
tors in 1860.58

Land speculation increased the costs of “farm building”—the costs of 
establishing a viable farm—in the 1840s and 1850s. In the 1830s, the 
cost of developing an 80-acre farm in Illinois, including clearing and 
fencing the land, buying implements and livestock and constructing 
housing, ranged between $500 and $600.59 By the 1850s, the purchase 
price of land in Illinois, available primarily from land companies, ranged 
from three to ten dollars per acre, making the land costs alone between 
$240 and $800 for an 80-acre farm. By 1860, 80 acres of land in Illinois 
had risen to $1345. These prices were usually greater than the cash 
resources of most perspective settlers, who also had to make considerable 
investments in fencing, seed, livestock, housing, farm implements and, 
on the prairies, expensive soil preparation (“sod busting”) and drainage. 
As a result, the great majority of farmers seeking fertile and well-located 
land in the Midwest during the 1840s and 1850s had to borrow money 
to purchase land and capital equipment.60 The burden of these debts 
ensured that farmers would specialize, innovate and accumulate in order 
to pay mortgages (and taxes) and prevent the loss of their land. In sum, 
the creations of a social monopoly of land in the 1830s made successful 
commodity production a necessary condition for the acquisition, mainte-
nance and expansion of landed property, establishing agrarian petty capi-
talism throughout the Northern countryside in the two decades before 
the Civil War.

The development of petty-capitalist production in the Ohio valley and 
Great Plains in the two decades before the Civil War spawned an “agricul-
tural revolution”—the growth of the size and proportion of output pro-
duced as commodities, increasing specialization in cash crops, rising labor 
productivity with the introductions of new seeds, fertilizers and improved 
implements and machinery and growing social inequalities among rural 
households. While Antebellum farmers in the “old Northwest,” like thor-
oughly commercial farmers today, continued to produce elements of their 
own subsistence (meat, dairy, eggs, vegetables and some hand tools), they 
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radically reoriented their productive activity during the 1840s and 1850s. 
By 1860, Northwestern farmers were selling approximately 60% of their 
total yield.61

Market-dependent farmers were compelled to specialize in cash crop 
production best adapted to their soil types62 and to reduce household 
manufacture of items for family and community consumption. Between 
1840 and 1860, per capita household output of such goods as cloth, tools, 
implements, fencing, packed or processed meat and grain (flour) and the 
like in the Northern US fell from $1.34 to $.36, a drop of 73%. While 
independent household craft production fell most rapidly in the Northeast, 
from $1.16 per capita in 1840 to $.28 per capita in 1860, a drop of 76%, 
it also declined consistently in the Northwest, from $1.11 per capita in 
1840 to $.39 per capita in 1860, a drop of 65%.63 Goods that had been 
produced in rural households for immediate consumption were being pur-
chased on the marketplace in the 1840s and 1850s. In the case of meat 
packing and farm implements’ production, their separation from farm 
households led to the industrialization of their labor processes and their 
relocation in the urban centers of Chicago and Cincinnati.64

Cash crop specialization under the impact of the “market imperative” 
allowed for a very rapid and continuous rise in labor productivity in agri-
culture from the 1840s and 1850s. While economists and historians 
debate the precise rate of growth of labor productivity (estimates range 
from 2.0% to 2.6% per annum for wheat and from 1.5% to 2.15% for corn 
for the period from 1840–1860 to 1900–1910), there is a general consen-
sus that the rate of growth of productivity in Northern US agriculture 
matched or surpassed other branches of production. The introduction of 
superior implements and machinery accounted for approximately 50% of 
the improvements in rural labor productivity, the rest resulting from 
improved fertilizers, seeds and methods of crop rotation.65 Technical 
innovation in Antebellum Northern agriculture tended to be concentrated 
in the soil preparation-planting and harvesting phases of grain growing, 
which required the greatest and most intensive labor. Before 1840, cast 
iron plows pulled by oxen prepared the soil, and seeds were hand-broadcast 
in planting, which worked poorly on the hard prairie soils that came under 
cultivation in the late 1830s and 1840s. Pressures to lower costs in the two 
decades before the Civil War led to the rapid diffusion of the horse-drawn 
“self-scouring” John Deere steel plow and a variety of seed drills that 
together improved soil and labor productivity.66
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Perhaps the most dramatic improvements in rural labor productivity 
came with the mechanization of grain harvesting. Prior to the introduc-
tion of the mass-produced McCormick mechanical reaper, the main tool 
for harvesting wheat and other grains was the wheat cradle, a hand tool. 
With a cradle, one person could reap 2–3 acres per day, with additional 
labor being expended raking and gathering the cut wheat. The horse-
drawn, mechanical reaper combined the tasks of reaping and raking, 
increasing the acreage a single person could harvest to 12 acres per day, an 
increase in labor productivity of approximately 75%. Along with the reaper, 
the mechanical thresher, which separated the wheat from the chaff, also 
radically reduced the amount of labor needed to prepare grain for the 
market. The thresher’s cost was usually well beyond the means of all but 
the most wealthy commercial farmers, promoting the development of 
independent “specialists” who traveled throughout the Midwest prepar-
ing grain for milling.67

The pace and pattern of industrial development in the US was directly 
linked to the transformation of Northern family farming in the 20 years 
before the Civil War. The impact of the transformation of the rural class 
structure on industrialization in the 1840s and 1850s can be seen directly 
in the growth of an “agro-industrial” complex in the US industry. The 
industries producing farm machinery, tools and supplies and processing 
agricultural raw materials (meat packing, leather tanning, canning, flour 
milling, baking, etc.) were at the center of the US Industrial Revolution. 
Farm implement and machine production alone made up 19.4% of all 
machine production in 1860, rising to 25.5% in 1870.68 Further, these 
industries experienced important developments in their labor processes 
(e.g., mechanization of flour milling, the development of the first “disas-
sembly” line in meat packing and the use of standardized parts in the 
construction of reapers) and stimulated technical transformations in other 
crucial industries.69 For example, the formation of the “agro-industrial 
complex” spurred technological innovation in the Antebellum iron indus-
try. Specialized industrial producers (who needed lower-quality and less 
versatile iron) replaced rural blacksmiths and farmers (who needed high-
quality and versatile iron to produce a wide variety of products) as the 
main consumers of iron, providing the impetus for the centralization of 
iron production and the use of coal, rather than charcoal, in the smelting 
process.70
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The Social Origins and Consequences 
of the US Civil War

The roots of the catastrophic political crisis that culminated in the US 
Civil War are found in the contradictions between the social and political 
conditions of the continued development of capitalist manufacturing and 
plantation slavery after 1840. The development of industrial capitalism in 
the US rested on the continuous expansion of agrarian petty capitalism—
household production subject to “market coercion” that compelled 
producers to specialize, innovate and accumulate, providing a mass home 
market for industrial capitalist production. The expansion of plantation 
slavery—the necessary form of the expanded reproduction of this form of 
social labor—was incompatible with the development of capitalist produc-
tion in the regions it dominated. In sum, the social and economic contra-
dictions between the development of capitalism and slavery after 1840 
produced the growing radicalization of Northern and Southern public 
opinion, the marginalization of the advocates of sectional compromise and 
the collapse of the nationally organized Whig and Democratic Parties.

Before the 1840s, the social dominance of merchant capitalists—land 
and transportation infrastructure speculators, merchants and bankers—
allowed the stability of the nationally organized Whig and Democratic 
Parties and the marginalization of debates on the social character of the 
geographic expansion of commodity production across the North 
American continent. The transformation of the US economy after 
c.1840—the dominance of agrarian petty capitalism—marginalized mer-
chant capitalists politically and socially and opened the way for the political 
polarization that ended in Civil War.

The growing radicalization of Northern public opinion in the late 
1840s and 1850s, manifested in the defections of Whig and Democratic 
farmers, manufacturers, artisans and urban professionals to the Free Soil 
and Republican Parties,71 which championed the containment of planta-
tion slavery within the South, corresponding to the social position of manu-
facturers and commercial farmers in the North. The parallel radicalization 
of the planters72 organized in the Democratic Party was manifested in their 
refusal to countenance any restriction on the expansion of slavery, their 
advocacy of US expansion into the Caribbean and Central America and 
their championing of the demand for a Congressional slave code for the 
Western territories. The planters’ embrace of “slave soil” politics flowed 
from the social requirements of the reproduction of their form of social 
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labor. Just as the future development of capitalism in the North required 
reserving the Western territories for capitalist producers, the future of 
plantation slavery depended upon securing, either within the US state or 
through an independent state of their own, the legal-political conditions 
for the spread of slavery to new territories.

The changing matrix of social relations of production and exchange 
doomed the forces of sectional compromise—the Democratic land specu-
lators and the Whig merchants—to irrelevance in the political crisis of the 
1840s and 1850s. The attempts of both Northern Democrats and 
Conservative Whigs (and later Americans and Constitutional Unionists) 
to avoid the question of the social character of geographic expansion 
reflected the “lived experience” of merchant capital’s structural indiffer-
ence to the social relations of commodity production. The inability of 
either the Northern Democrats or the Conservative Whigs to impose 
enduring compromises on the question of slavery expansion after 185073 
was the unavoidable consequence of the subordination of merchant to 
industrial capital in the US economy, which made the expansion of slavery 
and capitalism irreconcilable.

Ultimately, the victory of the Republican-led Union Army in the Civil 
War secured the conditions for the dominance and expansion of capitalism 
in the US. The most important was the abolition of slavery, a measure 
forced upon the Republican manufacturers by military contingency and 
the struggle of the slaves themselves.74 Although the class struggles in the 
reconstruction period did not result in the emergence of either capitalist 
plantation agriculture or the formation of a black petty-capitalist farmer 
class, the non-capitalist form that did replace slavery, sharecropping, did 
not pose an obstacle to the development of capitalism outside of the cot-
ton South. While sharecropping did pose definite limits to the transforma-
tion of the labor process, it did not have plantation slavery’s geographically 
imperialist tendencies, which had posed an obstacle to the Western expan-
sion of petty-capitalist production. Sharecropping also eliminated planta-
tion “self-sufficiency,” making the direct producers more dependent on 
commodity circulation for their reproduction and deepening the social 
division of labor in the South.75

The war also produced a more centralized and interventionist capitalist 
state. The creation of a national currency and banking system, the liberal-
ization of immigration, the erection of protective tariffs, the expansion of 
the military and civilian officialdom of the federal state, the establishment 
of national (rather than state) citizenship and voting rights and the passage 
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of the Homestead Act and railroad land grants spurred the development 
of capitalism in the Gilded Age. The passage of the Homestead Act of 
1862 did not provide the rural small holders with their long hoped for 
utopia of free land to the tiller and an end to land speculation and engross-
ment. The portions of the public domain reserved for free settlement 
tended to be of the worst soil quality and distant from the railroads. The 
railroads, on the other hand, were given, under the provisions of the 
Homestead and corollary land-grant acts, large alternating blocks of the 
public domain along their routes, while the federal government reserved 
the other blocks of land for sale at public auction. This plundering of the 
public domain through huge land grants to railroads and mining compa-
nies, and the sale of government land at public auction, provided a tre-
mendous lever for the commodification of the land and created a 
permanent obstacle to “natural economy.”76
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Perhaps the most enduring bourgeois myth about capitalism concerns its, 
ostensibly, necessary relationship to liberal politics, understood as a politi-
cally disinterested state providing the framework for equal individuals to 
act freely in the pursuit of their own rational interests. This characteristic 
trait of capitalism is allegedly the quality which distinguishes it from previ-
ous historical modes of production, wherein hierarchical relationships 
were coded in an inequitable division of political power and coercive 
capacity. The reason for this, of course, is that capitalism’s market compul-
sion requires people to engage in waged labor to survive (and it is in a 
manipulation of the wage that surplus is extracted). Accordingly, people 
“voluntarily” enter contracts, through which they are then exploited. This 
contrasts to earlier modes of production where relations of political coer-
cion were necessary to compel labor.1

When removed from the realm of abstraction, this account of capital-
ism is clearly incompatible with empirical evidence. In the first instance, 
wage labor was only ever assumed a “rational” endeavor to be voluntarily 
undertaken, following the violence of the enclosures.2 More importantly, 
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however, capitalism has been bound into myriad forms of politically coer-
cive, unequal, and exploitative relations including those of colonialism, 
armed incursion, discrimination on the basis of gender, age, sexuality, eth-
nicity, race, ability, and so forth. At the forefront of efforts to demystify 
capitalism’s pretensions to greater equality have been scholars working in 
the Marxist tradition. However, within the broad array of Marxist critical 
social science, there has been a considerable debate around Political 
Marxism’s relationship to this demystification. More specifically, detrac-
tors claim that the analysis advanced by Political Marxists (PM) is one 
which accepts the liberal myth of equality. This contribution is an inter-
vention in this debate. I argue that the analytical tools of PM are capable 
of analyzing unequal subjectivities under capitalism. Indeed, I will show 
how, through an analysis of social property relations in the transition to 
capitalism in Canada, such inequality in subjectivity was materially pro-
ductive of the settler colonial state.

Throughout this chapter, I will argue that a PM approach reveals that 
variability in political forms is not only compatible with, but an inevitable 
product of, the capitalist mode of production. The expansion of capitalist 
social relations was a deliberate, politically mediated response to the ten-
sions and contradictions presented in the context of British industrializa-
tion.3 Resolving these contradictions, the British sought to politically 
direct an extension of “the market” to temperate regions, of which Canada 
was one. The way that “Canada” responded to this politically directed 
expansion of the market was through politically directed development, 
vis-à-vis a national organization of state power. I will show that the emer-
gence of capitalism in Canada was bound up with transformations in set-
tler colonial social property relations following a reconfiguration of 
Britain’s structures of empire and that these changes were intimately con-
nected to the production of racialized subjectivities.

In the next section, I address, at a broad theoretical level, the issue of 
legal subjectivities under capitalism, specifically, whether or not, abstractly, 
a “liberal” subject is “necessary”. Following this I trace out the historical 
trajectory of capitalism’s initial global spread, from the culmination of 
Britain’s capitalist transition to the globally uneven spread of capitalist 
social relations. I then turn to the case study proper, showing how Canada’s 
racial-colonial relations coincided with an emergent global economy driven 
by British market imperatives. I subsequently turn to the consolidation of 
the provinces under the Act of Union and argue that the creation of racial-
ized and illiberal legal subjectivities vis-à-vis indigenous peoples was central 
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to a strategy of development in the emergent world economy subjected to 
market pressures. Finally, I show how the directed transformation of 
Canadian social property relations in the nineteenth century was under-
pinned by, and reproduced, these illiberal and racialized subjectivities, as a 
means to a capitalist transformation of agricultural production.

Does Capitalism Universalize the “Liberal” Subject?
One of the most recent versions of the critique of PM can be found in an 
impressive historical volume by Alexander Anievas and Kerem Nisancioglu: 
How the West Came to Rule: the Geopolitical Origins of Capitalism.4 
According to the authors, Robert Brenner’s account of the transition to 
capitalism5 is limited by its focus on too narrow an event—the freeing of 
labor—in too local a context—rural England. The result of this narrow 
focus is that Brenner’s subsequent understanding of what capitalism is 
becomes wholly dependent on an assumed universalization of the liberal 
political subject, “free” from political coercion and engaged in “free” 
waged labor. Indeed, it is argued that because Brenner understood the 
transition to capitalism to have been an endogenously driven develop-
ment, he cannot account for political inequality within capitalism: “by 
framing capitalism’s emergence as separate from histories of colonialism, 
slavery and imperialism, Brenner (is said to) ‘freeze’ capitalism in his-
tory”.6 Irrespective of some contentious formulations of the relationship 
between, for example, race and capitalism within the PM cannon,7 I will 
argue that a “race” neutral capitalism does not follow logically from the 
premises of PM.

To argue that PM does not necessitate the universalization of a single 
(liberal) subject form, it is necessary to more fully develop the relationship 
between social property relations and subject formation. In brief, the form 
and content of subjectivity are not determined by the mode of produc-
tion, per se, but are determined by the complex outcome of social, politi-
cal, economic, and property relations. These relations are historically 
grounded and specific, such that there can never really be a singular sub-
ject form under capitalism, but rather, that form is always being adapted 
to unique environments. The particular developments in England that led 
to a formally “free” and juridically “equal” political subject were contin-
gent to empirical changes to the rules of (social) reproduction between 
feudalism and capitalism. In German Thought in International Relations, 
Robbie Shilliam explores the uneven and combined processes of subject 
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formation, drawing on the concept of social property relations.8 According 
to Shilliam, the privatization of land had the effect of removing it from a 
social relation of rights and obligations, which had previously socialized 
the reproduction of serfs. As land became private, so too did the condi-
tions of social reproduction, such that economic and political authority 
became disentangled. The result was an official separation of political and 
economic authority so that neutral market mechanisms rather than per-
sonalized political power dictated the distribution of socio-economic 
power through access to land and other means of production. This separa-
tion allowed for a levelling out of political subjectivity, even while the 
sources and distribution of socio-economic power remained fundamen-
tally uneven.9

In England, the transition to agrarian capitalism extracted the individ-
ual from corporate institutions which had defined rights, privilege, ability, 
and obligation.10 Thus emerged the atomized individual, detached from 
both communal forms of extra-economic coercion, but also detached 
from collective systems of social reproduction. While, substantively, politi-
cal and economic relations remained intertwined, formally the two were 
disentangled. It became possible to posit a realm in which the price of land 
moved freely without attachment to political privilege, making ownership 
over the means of (re)production, theoretically, open to all. Political sub-
jectivity could then be posited on a universal plane of rights and obliga-
tions to an “economically disinterested” and neutral state.11 The 
“individual” thus existed in relation to an “impersonal” sovereign—the 
state. Hence the transition to agrarian capitalism in England brought with 
it the rise of what Shilliam has termed the “impersonal individual”.

Social Property Relations, the Externalization 
of Capitalist Social Relations, and Settler 

Colonization

If the establishment of the liberal political subject in England was the spe-
cific outcome of the historical and spatial contingencies of social class and 
property relations, the impact of its consolidation was nevertheless far 
reaching. However, I must be clear that the impact of this consolidated 
subject was not, as has often been assumed of Marxist analyses, found in its 
functioning as a modular template to be endlessly imposed and replicated. 
Rather, the consolidation of the liberal subject in England precipitated a 
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general recession peaking in the 1840s, which became crucial to global 
economic relations henceforth.12 The consequence of this crisis was that 
capitalist England sought to reformulate the form and content of its 
empire, generating a transformation in colonial relations and the rise of the 
first globally competitive world market.

In short, the production of the liberal subject realized the full sub-
sumption of labor to capital, allowing for a massive transformation in pro-
ductive capacity through the industrial revolution and therefore generating 
greater pools of the reserve army of labor. The intensification of agricul-
tural production, at the same time, gave rise to an overaccumulation of 
capital which was unable to find outlets for productive investment in 
England, at the same time domestic markets were being saturated.13 Policy 
makers at this time sought the promotion of free trade and the repeal of 
the Corn Laws in 1846 in order to “fix” the problem of rising poverty, 
population, and social unrest that accompanied overaccumulation.14 
However, a turn to free trade was not in itself enough. The Colonial 
Reformers, including Edward Gibbon Wakefield and Charles Buller 
argued that free trade would only temporarily forestall and shift the prob-
lem of market gluts for both labor and capital. Free trade would, for 
Wakefield and Buller, create a competitive market which would serve to 
drive down wages and reduce employment such that gluts would be a 
recurrent problem.15

As a complement to free trade, a program of systemic emigration and 
foreign market development was deemed necessary. The solution was 
through the program of systematic colonization (today known as settler 
colonization) in which mass emigration was to enable an extension of the 
“field of employment” for capital and labor. The settler colony would 
absorb surplus labor, industrial commodities, and investment capital and, 
in turn, would begin to produce agricultural commodities for domestic 
English consumption.16 The Colonial Reformers, then, saw in capitalism 
the inherent tendency to produce an oversupply of labor and capital and 
sought to remedy this with a new form of colonization.

Throughout the 1840s, Canada was increasingly drawn into a global 
market based on staples production, predominantly in grains. As Canada 
and other settler states gained independence, and British capital was fun-
nelled abroad, there emerged perhaps the first globally competitive world 
market. This marked a dramatic shift from the system of imperial prefer-
ence and trade predicated on Ricardian comparative advantage. “This was 
a new form of capitalist development: whereas the European metropoles 
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had fostered proto-industry and colonial trade through mercantilist poli-
cies, the settler states at once defined national territories and established 
fully commercial—and integrated—sectors of production”.17 The US, hav-
ing achieved its own independence from Britain nearly a century prior to 
the British Dominions, had long since developed a robust national basis 
for wheat production, and with the opening of trade in the 1840s, the US 
had a significant competitive advantage.18 The condition of competitive 
market production, centered on the Atlantic and Western Europe, was 
itself a conduit for the massive expansion in Western agricultural produc-
tion, consumption, infrastructural construction, and wealth generation. It 
was in this competitive pitch to develop a national, autonomous, and colo-
nial settler economy that Canada was compelled to transform its own 
structures of production.

If economies were increasingly characterized as “national”, we need to 
recognize that this socio-economic organization was presupposed by some 
form of collective identification. Indeed, Shilliam has argued that the 
absence of such a collective identification in France made it near impossi-
ble for the state to impose taxation or engage in the kind of heavy borrow-
ing necessary to make quantitative leaps in productivity. Thus, Canada, 
predicated on mass indigenous displacement and a patchwork of immi-
grants from diverse ethnic, religious, territorial, and class backgrounds, 
was particularly disadvantaged in the forging of this “collective” identifica-
tion which could legitimize and reproduce the conditions necessary for 
production of competitive staples. I argue throughout the remainder of 
this chapter that it was through the production of the idea of “racial white-
ness” that this shared identity came to be forged—binding together 
diverse settlers, with unequal and politically mediated access to land, and 
setting themselves apart from dispossessed indigenous peoples.

Contact, Conquest, and Settlement in British 
North America

Turning now to the Canadian case, I want to first begin with an examina-
tion of European settlement in the sixteenth century. This is important, as 
Anievas and Nisancioglu suggest that colonialism and the Spanish con-
quests beginning in 1492 were, in fact, central to capitalism’s develop-
ment and the structuration of settler-indigenous relations along racially 
defined lines. I, in contrast, am arguing that these processes do not happen 
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in the settler colonial Atlantic until the nineteenth century reorganization 
of social property relations under competitive pressures from the global 
economy.19 This is precisely because racialized subjectivities were not a 
vestige of premodern practice, but were instead constitutive of capitalist 
social relations in the settler colony. Thus, contra Anievas and Nisancioglu, 
the colonialism of the fifteenth century must be distinguished as categori-
cally different than that of the nineteenth century, and this distinction 
pivots on the goals of the colonial endeavor (i.e. mercantile plunder or 
capitalist settlement and production).

While European contact with today’s North America has a lengthy his-
tory, it was toward the middle of the sixteenth century that new salting 
and curing techniques were developed which necessitated the procure-
ment of timber from coastal shores. From the need for timber began a 
gradual inland movement of Europeans from North American shores (in 
today’s Canadian east coast). Such incursions increasingly brought 
European fishers into contact with indigenous peoples, leading to the dis-
covery of the fur trade as a valuable corollary to cod fishing. The French 
fur trade was heavily reliant on indigenous peoples for almost the entirety 
of the operation—everything from hunting, trapping, and preparing the 
furs to the customs and skills involved in the negotiation of trade. 
Furthermore, intermarriage was often a strategy deployed in order to 
insinuate settlers into indigenous societies, for the purposes of security and 
access to cultural resources.20 As such, the French relationship with indig-
enous peoples as it settled territories and built forts for the conduct of a 
fur trade necessitated the maintenance of indigenous peoples’ physical and 
cultural existence. “The main goal of the early Imperial presence was 
resource extraction through the fur-trade, an economic activity that abso-
lutely depended on Native people’s labor and knowledge …”.21

While, no doubt, violent and oppressive asymmetrical power relations 
existed throughout this period, they were not marked by a systematic 
attempt to eliminate indigenous peoples and their practices, nor were they 
characterized by attempts to radically alter the nature of indigenous social 
forms. Rather, it was precisely these differences in material and cultural 
systems that created the conditions for an exploitative relationship: “… 
the boundaries between who should be considered “European” and who 
should be considered “Native” (and by what means) have not always been 
clear”.22 The point at which these blurred lines become solidified is the 
transition from merchant trade to competitive capitalist markets (instigated 
by English industrialization), which transformed the social organization of 
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colonialism. This transformed colonialism eliminated the centrality of the 
trading post and instead configured production and consumption both at 
home and abroad to suit the needs of metropolitan capital. The indige-
nous middlemen and security forces, once integral to colonial mercantile 
networks, were thus rendered obsolete.23

The distinction between mercantilist and capitalist colonialism has been 
explored by Maia Pal who, through an international analysis of legal 
regimes of territoriality, argued that the objectives and conditions of 
empire have been historically variable. It was not until the late eighteenth 
century, that the politics of empire became attached to attempts to develop 
jurisdiction over indigenous populations on the basis of the colonizers’ own 
legal (as well as intellectual, moral, and productive) systems.24 And it was 
only in the nineteenth century that this became attached to the project of 
transforming the existing productive relations of indigenous peoples; in 
other words, at this point that capitalism becomes intertwined with the 
colonial endeavor.

The distinctiveness of this colonial relationship can be captured through 
an examination of the 1763 Royal Proclamation, which, until the estab-
lishment of the Indian Act in 1876, governed the legal relationship 
between European and indigenous peoples. The Royal Proclamation 
emerged from a context within which the contest for territory among the 
American, French, and British had been recently settled through a series 
of treaties, largely in favor of the British in what is now Canada. This vic-
tory, while legitimating sovereign claims to the land among imperial 
forces, did not legitimize or normalize such claims in the eyes of indige-
nous peoples, nor did it automatically establish bonds of loyalty between 
British and indigenous populations. One of the primary means through 
which this was to be achieved was through a demonstration of the Crown’s 
good intentions, notably by limiting English intrusion on indigenous 
lands.25 Additionally, the conditions of the Proclamation served as a buffer 
against American expansionism, which remained an ever present threat. 
Indigenous peoples occupying lands along the boundaries between the 
provinces and America could be relied on to defend their own lands from 
intrusion and thereby reduce the costs of military expenditure.26 The 
Royal Proclamation, in other words, spoke to geopolitical and socio-
economic concerns that were not subject to a competitive profit motive.

Among the main provisions of the Royal Proclamation were stipula-
tions over the means through which indigenous land could come under 
the auspices of the Crown and/or British subjects. The public purchase 
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of lands by the Crown became the only sanctioned means of acquisition, 
while the settlement of land directly by British subjects or the private 
purchase of land was prohibited.27 Indigenous peoples were, under these 
provisions, ostensibly entitled to the undisturbed possession of any lands 
that had not been ceded to or purchased by the Crown.28 These early 
articulations of an “Indian Policy” had as their goal—at least rhetori-
cally—the protection of indigenous peoples in the hopes of maintaining 
established trade relationships and military alliances, while fostering new 
connections with those indigenous peoples who had previously been 
under French colonial rule. The Royal Proclamation established and rec-
ognized a nation-to-nation relationship with indigenous peoples, signal-
ing that forcible subordination to the settler colonial “sovereign” had not 
yet been established.29 Indeed, the administrative tools for dealing with 
indigenous peoples were diplomatic channels through the British Imperial 
Indian Department, rather than a sovereign right to command.30 This 
trajectory is consonant with Patrick Wolfe’s assertion that racialization 
emerges in the transition from mercantile colonialism to global practices 
conditioned by capitalist industrialization in Britain.31

Under a policy of colonial mercantilism, then, there seemed to be a 
more fluid and flexible understanding of the indigenous populations of 
North America. The fixing of racial difference through legal code and its 
deployment in the process of capitalist production, I will argue, resulted 
from the settler’s need to foment a national identity in the aftermath of 
Confederation, which importantly was bound into the international devel-
opment of competitive agricultural commodity markets which relied upon 
the settler state’s ability to enforce a monopoly over the rights of access to 
land. As Eva Mackey has argued, it was at the moment that territorial 
boundaries began to assume an institutionalized form (such as property, 
reserves, land surveys, etc.) that the boundaries of so-called “race” and 
culture began to harden.32

From Raw Commodity Export to the Beginnings 
of Domestic Production Structures

By the early decades of the nineteenth century, permanent European set-
tlements had been established in today’s Canada. Simultaneous with the 
collapse of the fur trade in Lower Canada was the rise of the timber trade 
in both Upper and Lower Canada. Unlike the fur trade, the barons of the 
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timber trade were operating productive enterprises within Canada, such as 
sawmills and logging camps. Timber enterprises required large quantities 
of labor and generated the nucleus of a domestic market through the 
development of forward and backward linkages related to ancillary pro-
duction activities.33 Nevertheless, the land on which timber magnates 
reaped exceptional profits were governed by politically constituted rights, 
primarily associated with the absolutist regime in France.34 As such, timber, 
while generating distinctive geopolitical interests, was not itself conducive 
to a transformation of production relations. However, these shifts did 
have the important consequence of generating a class of merchants whose 
interests were not automatically aligned with those of Britain, but instead 
sought their fortunes within the colony.

For the emerging financial and merchant classes, the problems of impe-
rial rule were generally linked to trade regulations which restrained the 
local elite’s accumulation of wealth. The Navigation Acts, for example, 
restricted the shipment of goods to or from the colony on non-British 
ships, while further colonial regulations restricted the manufacture of 
clothing (1768) in Canada, and trade with the US and West Indies 
(1784).35 These conditions, when combined with the effects of the British 
Corn Laws on trade with Britain itself, effectively denied growth opportu-
nities for Canadian merchants. Early on, William Lyon Mackenzie pushed 
for colonial reform, and eventually, independence. The Colonial Advocate, 
a Reform newspaper edited by Mackenzie, in 1824 decried British 
dependence:

We earnestly desire to see established, throughout Upper and Lower 
Canada, New-Brunswick, and Nova Scotia, efficient societies for the 
improvement of arts and manufactures. We would like to see the manufac-
turer not quite four thousand miles from the farmer … Our foreign com-
merce, confined and shackled as it is, and it has been, is entirely in the hands 
of the British capitalists: our lumber trade is merely encouraged to support 
British worn-out shipping. We are inundated, glutted with British manufac-
tures …36

By 1837, Mackenzie was demanding outright independence: “Until 
Independence is won, trade and industry will be dormant, houses and 
lands will be unsaleable, merchants will be embarrassed, and farmers and 
mechanics harassed and troubled …”.37
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This burgeoning anti-imperial sentiment coincided with the British 
project of radically reconceptualizing the structure of its empire and the 
nature of its relations with colonial dependencies.38 The solution was 
found in the promotion of colonial agricultural production to provide 
much needed food exports and, in turn, form a consumer market for 
British manufactures. This, in turn, relied on a reconfiguration of jurisdic-
tional claims by the colonial authority. As Pal argues, the British in the 
nineteenth century practiced a form of extraterritoriality where empire 
was created through the granting of semi-sovereign status, generating the 
tools necessary to modernize local legal systems that could protect the 
interests of capital.39 Put another way, the necessity of “extending the field 
of employment” for English capital meant that colonialism was trans-
formed from a purely extractive endeavor to a productive project. Rather 
than relying on the indigenous inhabitants to independently procure and 
move valuable raw commodities, the new colonialism instead required 
either (a) their elimination or (b) their social transformation so as to ren-
der the land productive for excess English capital. Ellen Wood, indeed, 
accounts for precisely this qualitative difference in the political economy of 
empire, through the lens of PM, when she notes that British imperialism, 
instead of seeking profit from plunder and colonial trade, sought to pro-
mote  commodity production itself in the colonies.40 The problem for 
Anievas and Nisancioglu in their critique of PM is that they homogenize 
colonialism as a transhistorical practice, projecting onto previous forms of 
colonial conduct the intent of specifically capitalist colonial relations.

Obstacles to Agricultural Production and Public 
Finance in the Canadas Prior to the Act of Union

In the immediate aftermath of colonial and trade reform, pre-existing 
property and productive relations imposed significant constraints on the 
capacity for local agriculture to respond to competitive imperatives. As 
was argued by Frantz Gheller, a significant problem in transforming pro-
duction relations was the fiscal and administrative weakness of the respec-
tive governments of the provinces. Emaciated public finance and politically 
fragmented authority made the concerted redirection of productive activ-
ities to respond to market imperatives nearly impossible. Although each 
of the provinces was marked by different sets of social property relations 
and production structures, both Upper and Lower Canada experienced 
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obstacles to centralized public financial administration which mitigated 
attempts to intensify the production of agricultural commodity exports.41

Indeed, Charles Post finds similar problems plaguing the Thirteen 
Colonies, noting that despite being driven by the imperatives of British 
capitalism, colonists were “unable to reproduce the agrarian capitalist 
social-property relations … [owing to] the inability of British merchants 
and landlords and their allies among local colonial elites to establish and 
effective social monopoly of landed property”.42 Similar to the Canadian case, 
Post attributes this colonial problem to the existence of the frontier. The 
frontier made land widely available to Europeans for little labor beyond 
that necessary to clear and till. When coupled with colonial and local 
administrative weakness, it was nearly impossible to effectively police set-
tler squatting.43 In the Northern colonies, squatters were even effective at 
organizing “claims clubs” to resist landowners’ pressures to assert title or 
force squatters to purchase the land they occupied.44 These problems of 
administrative weakness in the face of an expansive and unmanageable 
frontier in the Canadas underpinned colonial social property relations and 
stymied efforts to organize production on a national scale.

In Lower Canada, the nature of the French Absolutist state as a colonial 
power with its own distinct class composition and internal reproductive 
conditions was such that it did not have an expropriated mass of peasants to 
commit to colonial emigration and settlement.45 Additionally, France’s 
internal elite reproduction had been predicated on the appropriation of 
taxation, including duties and other benefits reaped through personal privi-
lege in access to the rewards of the colonial carrying trade.46 In this sense, 
the French colonial state had both an internal interest in fostering and main-
taining colonial ventures of a mercantile nature, such as the fur and timber 
trade, and in reproducing feudal-type property relations in the colony via 
the seigneurial system. In French Lower Canada, lands did not produce suf-
ficient rents, but were instead the source of the landholders’ power to secure 
the profits of “politically constituted unequal exchange”.47 In New France, 
the colonial settlement’s social property relations and ensuing strategies of 
elite reproduction did not allow for a taxable population base.

In Upper Canada, despite being colonized by the British, the creation 
of a centralized state with the powers of taxation to foster a plan of socio-
economic development was not possible. Land was obtained through the 
dispossession and exclusion of indigenous peoples from the imperial polity. 
As a result, land was plentiful and its distribution was not subjected to 
market imperatives. Rather land was subjected in the first instance to a 
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clientelist system of distribution in which privilege and status were the 
main avenues to property. As a result, waged labor was scarce, with most 
of the elite profiting from speculative activities and tenant-settlers prefer-
ring to erect a family farm model, providing the bulk of the labor 
themselves.48

In large, land was distributed or occupied through two dominant 
mechanisms. In the first instance, the establishment of Land Boards in the 
final decades of the eighteenth century facilitated a clientelistic pattern of 
land distribution. Initially intended to abate the illegal occupation of 
indigenous lands under the Royal Proclamation (which threatened 
Britain’s military alliances with indigenous peoples against the US), the 
Land Boards came to be a means of advancing the position and holdings 
of land speculators throughout the province.49 The Land Boards were to 
receive petitions for land and examine the loyalty of the applicant to the 
British Empire. Upon approval, a location ticket for a 200-acre lot, valid 
for one year would be issued.50 Many of these lots were awarded on the 
basis of militaristic loyalty and relations of political patronage. For those 
without the political relations necessary to apply to the Land Boards, the 
other major means of land access was squatting. Squatting, according to 
Clarke, was a dominant practice in the Upper Canadas throughout the 
latter half of the eighteenth century owing to the cumbersome and cor-
rupt formal channels of land acquisition. Many such squatters, having 
emigrated with the dream of pioneer farming, were able to make “improve-
ments” to the land, erecting buildings and tilling the earth. However, at 
this time, these improvements were geared only toward self-sufficiency 
and did not constitute a means to capitalizing agricultural production.

Until the middle of the nineteenth century, many people accessed land 
through political channels, or informal squatting. Where rents were paid, 
they were paid in kind (often as a percentage of crop yield), and as such 
there existed little incentive to improve the efficiency of agricultural pro-
duction. Market imperatives had yet to fully yield their effect, and conse-
quently, there existed little opportunity or incentive to organize and 
centralize policies of taxation.51 Thus, when there was an attempt to erect 
British legal and institutional models in the Canadas, it occurred in a dras-
tically different environment. This, I argue, is the point at which we see 
the uneven and combined development of social property relations; the 
institutional innovations of Britain (which were predicated on specific 
arrangements of social property relations) were combined with and 
adapted to Canada’s very different social property relations, themselves 
refracted though the more recent dynamics of settler colonization.
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Confederation and the Turn to Nationalism

If the British strategies of accumulation through the mid nineteenth cen-
tury required a refashioning of Empire, one which doled out aspects of 
sovereignty to its imperial possessions, while maintaining fundamental 
loyalty or compliance to the project of Empire, the granting of responsible 
government to Canada faced at least one central obstacle. This was the 
relative position of financial and demographic power of the French in 
Lower Canada. The French of Lower Canada had greater population, less 
debt and greater access to financial resources, owing to their collection of 
customs revenue, than Upper Canada. The granting of political autonomy 
to the provinces would have posed the potential problem of allowing the 
French to gain ascendency and thus develop a national project unsympa-
thetic to that of Empire.52 The geopolitical conflict resulting from con-
tending systems of social property relations was therefore played out 
within the provinces and resulted in Britain’s imposition of its own admin-
istrative fiscal structures as a means to subordinate the French population. 
This came about, largely, through the Act of Union in 1841.

The constitution of the Assembly under the Act of Union was intended 
to avoid creating deep rifts that could crystallize and politicize into unman-
ageable party factions. However, in the process, as Ryerson has argued, a 
bi-national coalition of anti-imperial reformists emerged. These reformers 
sought responsible government and rejected colonial control, and indeed, 
it was on the basis of anti-imperial and anti-American sentiment that 
English and French Canada could find some common ideological and his-
torical ground. This rejection of colonial control was brought together by 
of the second part of the British strategy of colonial reconfiguration—free 
trade. The repeal of the Corn Laws in 1846 began, in many ways, the long 
path to self-government and later Confederation. Thrown out of the sys-
tem of imperial preference, and still dealing with a commercial mercantile 
economy, the occupants of the provinces found themselves increasingly 
under threat. In 1854, replacing the system of imperial preferences, a 
series of treaties of reciprocity were concluded with the US. The Canadian 
elites hoped these treaties would allow the provinces to continue to con-
duct their affairs as they had previously, focusing primarily on commercial 
policy. With the onset of the American Civil War, however, the treaties 
were effectively rendered useless, and by 1865, notice had been given for 
the formal cancellation of the pacts.53 The provinces were once more faced 
with the task of developing a competitive national economy in the “brac-
ing atmosphere” of the free market.54

  J. EVANS



  205

The existing merchant and emerging financial classes of the Canadas 
could find common ground precisely because their business interests were 
increasingly conditioned by the necessity of modernizing state structures 
and tearing down restrictive and dependent colonial structures. Of course, 
because the architecture of Union had been intentionally unequal, a stra-
tegic element of incorporation was necessary to solidify a common and 
stable domestic base of colonial rejection premised on capitalist develop-
ment.55 Endogenous development was to produce and supply for global 
competitive agricultural markets, requiring a dismantling of some of the 
most pernicious of colonial trade regulations. In turn, agricultural devel-
opment was to rely on infrastructure and immigration. Debt being an 
ongoing issue, it was determined that the revenue to service infrastruc-
tural debt would be found in the sale of Crown lands to create a Sinking 
Fund, a strategy that would increasingly transform the conditions stipu-
lated under the Royal Proclamation, and thus the relations of political 
subjectivity that existed between settler and indigenous populations.56

In the lead-up to the Act of Union, a central means to shore up admin-
istrative capacity, build state revenue, and ensure the continued subordina-
tion of the French element to British interests was the 1837 Public Lands 
Disposal Act. The Act abolished the practice of free grants, and sought to 
make the distribution of Crown Lands subject to a transparent and admin-
istratively robust process. Public auctions were to be the primary means of 
land disposal, followed by the possibility of private sales.57 These condi-
tions were renewed in 1839 and again in the Land Act of 1841 under 
Lord Sydenham who would become one of the main administrative 
reformers of the Dominion. Under the Act, which would last until 1853, 
Crown Reserves were sold at a cost of 8s. per acre, through the Canada 
Company, a price that required many to turn to money-lenders for credit.58

While the sale of Crown Lands to generate revenue was a central moti-
vation behind the Act, there remained a tension between the bald fact of 
selling land for revenue (potentially to speculators) and the need to ensure 
land would be used for developmental objectives. Thus, reflecting 
Wakefield’s emphasis on governmental intervention in the distribution of 
land to promote development, agents of the Crown Lands Department 
were given discretion to facilitate the purchase of lands by squatters who 
had contributed to its improvement.59

The sale of Crown Lands to generate government revenue marked the 
beginnings of market dependency, as criteria for squatters’ and settlers’ 
eventual title to land rested on “improvement” requiring capital invest-
ment. These conditions then led to a cash and credit dependency which 
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would, eventually, stimulate market dependency (either through the sale 
of labor or of agricultural commodities) to fulfill obligations to money-
lenders and to ensure their consummation of land titles.60 At the same 
time, these criteria provided the contours of racialized exclusion by distin-
guishing between deserving and underserving land occupancy, on the 
basis of physical and technical improvements. The language to justify and 
explain the systematical dispossession of the indigenous people of their 
land was beginning to take shape.

In the 1850s, legislation was passed to create Indian reservations and 
established settlers’ sovereign monopoly over the majority of land within 
the United Provinces by parceling marginal pieces of land for indigenous 
peoples. Following this, the 1857 Gradual Civilization Act allowed for 
reserve lands to be further fractured and converted into freehold plots to 
be alienated by those wishing to enfranchise and give up their “Indian” 
status.61 It was at this point, then, that the settler state began to build up 
its public coffers through a demarcation of indigenous peoples, predicated 
on racial difference. Whiteness became the mark of all the “Indian” was 
not (made explicit in the 1876 Indian Act, and Gradual Enfranchisement 
Act of 1869), and this was intimately bound with the transformation of 
property relations. To renounce a collective right to the land was to transi-
tion from “Indian” status into “whiteness” (albeit in a subordinate posi-
tion). It was on these general premises that the French and English 
Canadian elites would find common ground. This is not to say, of course, 
that the Anglo-French rift was paved over during this time—indeed it 
persists to this day. However, in order to pursue the common goal of set-
tler capitalist development, a common national goal was identified. This 
entailed the rationalization and centralization of state administrative appa-
ratuses, independent policy making, and infrastructural development to 
stimulate and aid the settlement and development of agricultural regions. 
The extant social property relations in the provinces had created a crisis in 
state financial capacity. In the context of a dismantled system of colonial 
preference, and the pressures of competitive agricultural commodity pro-
duction, the English and French merchants and landowners came together 
to adapt political and fiscal structures from the British state to local exi-
gencies. Importantly, such adaptations required the mass displacement of 
indigenous populations without their subsequent proletarianization. It 
was precisely because settler colonization entailed the imposition of alien 
sovereignty that indigenous peoples (the embodied denial of that alien 
sovereignty) were subjected to racially defined and hierarchicalized condi-
tions of political subjectivity.
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White Canada, Indigenous Elimination, 
and the Transition to Capitalism

As much as the policies around enfranchisement and land holding were 
central to the settler state’s attempt to nationalize the agricultural econ-
omy, in practice, these policies were less successful than hoped. Indeed, 
very few indigenous peoples were interested in acquiring the electoral 
rights and freehold tenure promised by enfranchisement, and this lack of 
participation meant ongoing fiscal obligation by the federal government 
to indigenous peoples, as well as the task of managing conflict between 
indigenous practices and agrarian, pastoral, and infrastructural projects.62 
Indian Commissioner Edgar Dewdney, at the time, suggested that the 
bureaucratic response could be nothing less than “sheer compulsion”.63 
As a result, recourse to increasingly draconian legal policies were enacted 
in order to enforce moral regulation on the reserve and encourage enfran-
chisement. The 1876 Indian Act, to be sure, contained a number of such 
policies, as there was a clear acknowledgement for the need to apply 
coercive pressure in order to maintain the integrity of the reserve system. 
However, subsequent amendments to the Act ratcheted up the severity 
and scope of the role of the penal system in the management of indige-
nous peoples, casting those on the reserve as inherently contra-legal, fur-
thering the codified divide between the citizen-subject and the racialized 
ward of state. Indeed, as Sherry Gavigan has argued, the application of 
criminal law to the indigenous populations on reserves was less about 
“criminalizing” such peoples and more about racializing them.64 Through 
policies such as the pass system, the prohibition of hunting, fishing, dance 
rituals, and the potlatch, fears that indigenous mobility posed a threat to 
agricultural, pastoral, and rail interests were muted. In the process, indig-
enous identity was constructed as outside of legality, contrary to the inter-
ests of the nation, and racially “barbaric”. The racial justifications for 
indigenous land theft and segregation provided the institutional and ideo-
logical means to bind together a “nation” capable of pursuing capitalist 
agricultural development.

It was on this basis, of racialized exclusions, that the ground was set for 
Canada’s capitalist transformation. Having asserted a sovereign monopoly 
over land, centralized and rationalized state fiscal resources, and (tempo-
rarily) resolved the internal manifestations of geopolitical conflict, Canada 
was positioned to advance a project of mass settlement, infrastructural 
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development and increasingly subject new farmers to the exigencies of 
competitive production. Thus, in 1872, the Canadian state was able to 
implement the Land’s Act, whereby the public monopoly of land could 
then be transformed into a public, and concerted, program of settlement 
which imposed upon farmers the condition of agricultural improvement. 
The Land Act granted plots of land to settlers for a CAD 10 administra-
tion fee and the requirement that at least six months of every year, for three 
years, must be spent cultivating the land. Only after this period would 
settlers obtain a deed.65 This public settlement scheme served as the stimu-
lus for Canada’s transition to capitalism in that it, firstly, inhibited the 
development of a class of large landowners, as the public ceiling on the 
price of land ensured a wider distribution of plots. Additionally, the price 
ceiling would prevent a return to subsistence-based agriculture, and clien-
telist or feudal forms of property relations. Secondly, the dominance of 
agrarian capitalist household production meant that the dominant class 
interests reflected at the state level were those of merchants in Montreal 
and Toronto whose reproduction relied on a protected economy. This col-
lusion of regional class interests was in large part responsible for the pass-
ing of the National Policy of 1876 under the MacDonald government.66 
The combination of public land transfers and their attendant requirements 
for cultivation, along with the small-scale and diversified ownership of 
land on the prairies created the conditions under which small-scale, owner 
operated agricultural production predominated.67

Under the National Policy, a high tariff, massive immigration and rail 
development were prioritized. The tariff made the production of wheat 
both necessary and capital intensive, thereby stimulating technological 
transformation in farming practices. On the one hand, the tariff meant that 
state revenue would have to rely on commodity exports, which at the time 
were centered on wheat.68 At the same time, the cost of Canadian-produced 
farm implements was higher than imports. Producing competitive wheat 
exports, then, became a central struggle for farmers who were faced with 
two options: either manipulate the variable component of their costs—that 
is, labor—or revolutionize the production process through a rise in the 
organic composition of capital. Because land was widely available through 
the homesteading process, inhibiting the development of a landless work-
ing class, the latter option dominated.69 Thus, distinct regional class groups 
came together in support of a nationwide policy, which was rooted in the 
(often forgotten) institutional and legal exclusion of indigenous peoples 
based on racial constructs of inferiority, barbarity, and so forth. Through 
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the National Policy, the Canadian government was then able to pursue a 
policy of infrastructural development, immigration recruitment, as well as 
control and direct the internal movement of settlers.

Conclusion

The above account has shown how social property relations, following the 
transition to capitalism in England, generated both colonial and racial 
forms of subjectivity which were crucial in the global and local reproduc-
tion of capitalist social relations in the so-called West. In the first instance, 
colonialism was the mechanism through which English capitalism was able 
to transform the global economy, precipitating the rise of competitive, 
nationally organized economies. Additionally, the ability for settler colo-
nial economies, such as Canada, to respond to these new economic imper-
atives required a revolution in property and administrative configurations 
along the model of the English state.

I have argued that the administrative and subject forms that emerged 
with English capitalism were the distinct outcome of spatially and histori-
cally contingent social property relations. When these models were 
abstracted from their histories and transposed onto a radically different 
terrain of social property relations, myriad substitutions were required. 
Importantly, the condition of subject equality and politically and fiscally 
centralized state legitimacy was impossible without a cohesive monopoly 
on national territories. This entailed both the amalgamation of French and 
British settlers under a common political subjectivity and the expropria-
tion of land from and subsequent political exclusion of the sovereign 
indigenous peoples of the territories. Without religion, history, cultural 
practice, or language to bind the French and English in a common proj-
ect—a construction of fraternity—the concept of “racial whiteness” came 
to define the national Canadian subject, where “whiteness” was the quali-
fying condition of citizen equality, freedom, and rationality.
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CHAPTER 9

The Peasantry and Tenancy-Market 
Dependence: Rural Capitalism 

in Meiji-Era Japan

Mark Cohen

Introduction

The history of Japanese capitalism traces a path that few other countries 
have managed to follow. A century and a half ago, Japan was a backwards 
agrarian economy, reeling under the trade and diplomatic pressure of the 
Western imperial powers; today it stands among the richest capitalist econ-
omies. Scholars of development have offered accounts of how the Japanese 
“developmental state” was able to superintend the country’s postwar 
“economic miracle.”1 Yet few would deny that the miraculous growth that 
began in the 1950s was built on an existing social foundation; capitalist 
industrial development had already begun in prewar Japan. This earlier 
development, starting in the 1880s, was modest compared to what came 
later, but in the late-nineteenth-century context, it is no less an excep-
tional historical event. Within the wide perspective of this volume, the 
significance of Japan’s economic trajectory in the Meiji Era (1868–1912) 
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is that it made the epochal transition from the oscillations of the pre-
capitalist economy to the tumultuous but persistent growth of capitalism. 
This chapter will offer an analysis of Japan’s transition, focused on the 
rural sector. This focus, aside from following the lead of Brenner’s seminal 
account of England,2 is based on the contentious claim that the rural 
Japanese economy did, crucially, undergo a transition to capitalism follow-
ing the Meiji Restoration of 1868.

The contentiousness of this claim lies in its opposition to the two, main, 
competing accounts of Meiji-era Japanese economic history. These two 
alternative positions—which will be surveyed below—can be concisely 
stated as arguing that no such transition occurred, either because rural 
social relations remained semi-feudal well into the twentieth century or 
because the rural economy had already been essentially commercialized 
for generations. The former—long the dominant interpretation among 
Japanese Marxists—insists that the beginnings of Japanese industrializa-
tion were nurtured by state policy within a hothouse of subsidized capital 
formation, cheap and strictly policed labor, and a captive market of gov-
ernment purchases. Industrial capitalism in Japan was thus built on top of 
an essentially non-capitalist social foundation in the countryside. The lat-
ter minimizes the transformation that occurred following 1868, based on 
the argument that the feudal regime’s nominal restrictions on peasants’ 
involvement in markets for land, labor, and various products including 
cash crops and handicrafts had, since the eighteenth century at the latest, 
lost most of their force. Peasants, long used to adapting their economic 
strategies to market opportunities, unsurprisingly jumped at the chances 
for new income opened up by foreign trade and the government’s reforms.

In this chapter, I argue that neither of these accounts can capture and 
explain the beginning of capitalist development in late-nineteenth-century 
Japan. The rural commercialization of the preceding period was not—and 
showed no signs of—a transition to capitalism. Yet, at the same time, the 
dynamism of the rural sector—in both agriculture and small-scale indus-
try—after 1868 belies an image of a stagnant, pre-capitalist agrarian econ-
omy. Instead, the Meiji state—seeking to solidify the fiscal and social base 
for its political projects, above all military modernization—ended up 
transforming the structure of relations linking landlords and tenants. The 
wealthy rural commoners who had occupied positions of patronage within 
the communal institutions of the feudal countryside were “freed” to wield 
the economic power of their property. The effectiveness of this economic 
power was given substance because the cultivating majority—most of 
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whom needed to rent at least some land to support themselves—were 
“freed” from the protective norms of what had previously been legally 
autonomous village communities.

As a case of the transition to capitalism, Japan is significant not only 
because of the country’s historical position but also for its key theoretical 
lessons. The central question that must be addressed in making sense of 
Japan’s economic history is how and under what circumstances peasants—
cultivating households that plant a mix of staple and cash crops, using 
predominately family labor—can come to participate in the characteristic 
dynamics of capitalist development. Such producers—the majority in 
Japan until the 1920s—are not dependent on the labor market to obtain 
the means of their subsistence. Instead, in Meiji-era Japan but not before, 
peasants were subjected to the discipline of competitive production 
through relations of debt and tenancy. Analytical difficulties arise because 
neither indebtedness nor the fall from owning into renting were new and 
unique phenomena—though of course the same could be said about agri-
cultural wage labor in early modern Europe. It is this apparent continuity 
in the organization of cultivation that has drawn the attention of most 
scholars of the agrarian economy of prewar Japan. The argument advanced 
here is that this apparent continuity of patterns conceals a change in their 
character.

The next two sections will consider and criticize the dominant interpre-
tations of continuity in the rural economy. The historical evidence can 
neither support the claim that the Meiji-era rural economy followed pre-
capitalist lines of development nor that the Tokugawa-era economy was 
already experiencing the beginnings of modern economic growth. The 
following section, with these points setting up the baseline that a struc-
tural transformation took place, shows how a reconfiguration of rural 
property relations was set in motion following the Meiji Restoration.

Uneven Development and Political Mediation

For the generation of Japanese radicals who confronted the authoritarian 
and militaristic state of the interwar period, the essential theoretical and 
political question seemed to be what it was about Japanese capitalism that 
made possible such an incompletely bourgeois society and political system, 
and the positions advanced in debates surrounding this question came to 
constitute the frame for academic historical research in the decades follow-
ing the Second World War.3 The answer to this question—on this point 
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nearly all the participants agreed—was deeply bound up with how one 
understood the timing and process of the transition to capitalism in Japan. 
What were the conditions of the key classes—feudal nobility, peasantry, 
and bourgeoisie—in the late Tokugawa period? What role did they each 
play in the Meiji Restoration? What pattern of class relations emerged fol-
lowing that event?

In the interpretation that emerged as dominant among historians after 
the war, the fundamental anomaly of Japanese history was that so much of 
the superstructure of feudal rule up to 1868 was so rapidly dismantled by 
a regime lacking both bourgeois leadership and the impetus of a mass 
revolutionary movement.4 The explanation for this anomaly is found, 
according to these accounts, in two points, one about the internal trends 
of social development within Tokugawa-era Japan and the other concern-
ing the international environment of the mid-nineteenth century. 
Internally, the development of merchant capital during the Tokugawa era 
began to increasingly undercut the foundations of feudal rule in the coun-
tryside, which had been premised on subsistence-oriented smallholder 
peasant farming. Nonetheless, the feudal regime remained strong enough 
to prevent the emergence of an autonomous bourgeoisie that could have 
posed a social and political threat, and in this sense, in the mid-nineteenth 
century, the first shoots of Japanese capitalism remained too “immature” 
for a proper bourgeois revolution. However, on the external side, the 
exposure of Japan to the rising force of global capitalism and imperialism 
placed the feudal ruling class—or at least some members of it—in the posi-
tion of needing to carry out certain aspects of such a revolution, in order 
to confront the threat of geopolitical subordination. To a considerable 
extent, they achieved this result, though, unsurprisingly given their social 
origin, they sought to minimize the social and economic upheaval that 
accompanied the unavoidable transformations.

Yet, according to the scholars who developed this account, Japan’s 
anomalous revolution also brought with it fateful consequences. Meiji-era 
Japan was diagnosed as having an economic structure and political institu-
tions that were hybrids of capitalist and feudal elements.5 Industrialization 
began, but it relied on the state stepping in to take an exceptionally direct 
role in the accumulation and to some extent the direction of industrial 
capital, in lieu of the underdeveloped bourgeoisie. The funding for indus-
trial capital formation was funneled from the agrarian sector by high rates 
of taxation and rent, but there was no revolution in the scale or technol-
ogy of cultivation. The income of labor, in both agriculture and industry, 
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remained extremely low, which on the one hand made elites wary of 
extending democratic rights and on the other constrained the domestic 
consumer market, thereby encouraging an imperial alliance between capi-
tal, landlords, and the state.6

This paradigm constituted a quasi-orthodoxy in Japanese historiogra-
phy for several decades. It has since been dethroned. The most sustained 
and effective criticism of it came from empirical historical research that 
often set itself up as opposing the overtly Marxist stance of the old ortho-
doxy. The next section will summarize and assess this research. Yet, at the 
same time, significant doubts can be raised against this framework from 
the perspective of the accounts of capitalism’s origins and development 
advanced by Brenner and scholars following him.

First, the view advanced of the Meiji Restoration by this perspective is 
framed by a contrast with the ideal type of a bourgeois revolution. 
However, it has become increasingly clear that the classic image of a “ris-
ing” bourgeoisie emerging to lead a mass movement to thoroughly dis-
mantle the institutions of feudal rule and replace them with those of 
capitalism describes no actual modern revolution. Thus, from a compara-
tive perspective, it reveals relatively little that the first few generations of 
leaders of the Meiji state came predominately from samurai backgrounds, 
or that the state took reactionary stances toward peasant unrest. Similarly, 
the slowness and ultimate incompleteness with which civil rights and elec-
toral representation were established can hardly be seen as evidence of a 
distinctively incomplete capitalist transition in Japan.

Second, and more centrally for the question of the dynamics of Japanese 
economic development, the claim made by the classic Marxist accounts 
was that capitalist accumulation was initially made possible merely by the 
redirection of the agricultural surplus, which was extracted by essentially 
similar means as under the feudal regime. Industrial capitalism was estab-
lished in growing, state-sheltered islands within a stagnant agrarian sea. 
Peasants were gradually pulled into the capitalist economy, but the rela-
tionship between capitalism and agriculture remained an “external” one.7 
However, on a theoretical level, the feasibility of this path of industrializa-
tion is open to doubt, for analogous reasons to those advanced by Brenner 
against the idea of early modern European cities as natural capitalist 
enclaves.8 If the social property relations in rural Japan remained basically 
pre-capitalist, what was the mechanism drawing peasants progressively 
into market exchange?
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It is on this doubt that the empirical evidence collected by revisionist 
economic historians over several decades weighs in most decisively.9 The 
agrarian sector was not an internally stagnant source of surplus but instead 
grew at a rate that kept pace with the economy as a whole into the 1910s. 
This growth was not driven solely by expanded area under production or 
intensified labor but also the increased productivity of a stable or slowly 
shrinking labor force. In a wider theoretical lens, it should not be surpris-
ing that the beginning of industrialization in Japan was supported by 
dynamism in agriculture.10 Yet, the stylized fact underlying influential 
theories of Japanese development was precisely the supposed puzzle of the 
absence of such agricultural growth. It turns out that what needs to be 
explained is the engine of the Meiji-era rural economy. The revisionists, 
for their part, have their own preferred story, but it too is flawed, as laid 
out in the next section.

The Continuity of Commercialization 
and Capitalism?

On a theoretical level, the argument of the economic historians who so 
thoroughly documented the dynamism of rural areas diagnosed as “semi-
feudal” by earlier research was that if there were no overt restraints put on 
the economic activity of peasant cultivators, then they could have been 
expected to pursue the opportunities for income that presented them-
selves in a growing market economy. Yet, they saw no reason to restrict 
this logic to only the period that followed the Meiji Restoration. Indeed, 
the revisionist account of Meiji-era growth went hand-in-hand with a reas-
sessment of the Tokugawa-era economy.11 The result was a narrative of 
Japanese economic history since the seventeenth century that disagreed 
with the existing orthodoxy on nearly every point.

According to this view, feudal institutions had over the course of the 
Tokugawa era increasingly become a thin shell covering a highly commer-
cialized, dynamic economy. Whatever the nominally restrictive laws pro-
claimed by the feudal authorities, peasants were in practice free—and 
willing—to pursue the economic opportunities that presented themselves. 
By the mid-nineteenth century, the major constraint it faced was its limited 
exposure to the opportunities available in international trade.12 The forced 
opening of Japan did compel elites to come to terms with the world mar-
ket, but in practice, what they did was merely to strip away the remaining 
feudal trappings and embrace the market economy that had been growing 
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underneath. The Restoration was thus the culmination of a long-term pro-
cess rather than a major break. Even before the Meiji state’s reforms, 
“peasants’ property rights in land approximated those of a fee-simple title 
by the end of the Tokugawa period,” and so they “were readily converted 
to the modern private-property system” following the Meiji Restoration.13 
Economically, the rural economic growth that supported industrialization 
in the Meiji era was merely the continuation of the trend of rural commer-
cialization that was apparent from the eighteenth century onward.14 The 
trend accelerated after the opening of the ports because this led to an 
immense expansion of market opportunities, most notably in rural textile 
industries that employed imported technology (such as the new cotton 
spinning mills) or were oriented to export (such as the explosion of the 
raw silk industry).15 Overall, in this view Meiji-era economic development 
was remarkably ordinary: broad-based in terms of both geography and 
sectors, beginning with labor-intensive production but gradually intensify-
ing the use of capital, and not exceptionally focused on investment or 
government spending rather than household consumption.

However, this image of continuous development is strained both theo-
retically and empirically. It rests on a slippage between the flexibility dis-
played by peasants in their struggle to eke out subsistence in difficult 
circumstances and the continual adjustment of economic activity that gen-
erates self-sustaining growth. Peasant households whose members take up 
part-time cottage industry can be said to be responding to the “incen-
tives” generated by market conditions, but their willingness to adjust labor 
patterns in this way does not imply that they will steadily expand the pro-
ductivity of that labor in either handicrafts or cultivation. What happened 
in rural Japan during the Tokugawa era was that peasants became more 
involved with commerce and industry only as part of a redistribution of 
people and economic activity away from the established cities. The urban-
ization rate began to fall in western Japan (home to the commercial and 
industrial center of Osaka) after the early eighteenth century and nation-
wide through most of the nineteenth century.16 Thus, rural commercial-
ization did not translate into structural change in the economy, with 
agriculture steadily representing an estimated 61% of output throughout 
the latter half of the Tokugawa era.17

The Meiji era brought with it both a marked acceleration of growth 
and, more broadly, a new trajectory of development. From 1874 to 1913, 
the economy as a whole grew over 60% in real terms, per capita—an aver-
age annual rate of 1.2%—and the structural shift toward industry began 
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in earnest.18 This latter trend was not merely a reversal of what came 
before, with industry and the urban economy expanding at the expense of 
rural areas. Nor was the growth exclusively centered on new export indus-
tries or those that benefited from imported technology, as would be 
implied by the explanation that the opening of the country to world mar-
kets was the decisive change. Most importantly, despite a gradual flow of 
labor into other activities, output of the staple grain rice increased by over 
1% per year through the 1910s.19

Thus, the revisionists’ insistence on a continuity of commercial growth 
obscures a decisive shift in the rate and dynamics of economic change. 
Prior to the Meiji Restoration, the gradual movement of existing industry 
from established towns into the hinterland intensified peasant labor to 
make up for reduced land availability without altering the aggregate struc-
ture of the economy. The trajectory of economic development in the Meiji 
era was fundamentally different. Steadily increasing productivity in staple 
agriculture freed labor and other resources for a surge in other economic 
sectors, in both rural and urban areas. Many of the industries that most 
benefited from this growth process were those linked with the newly 
opened opportunities of the world market, but it was not only such sectors 
that saw a transition to intensive growth. It remains, then, to identify the 
mechanisms that drove the emergence of capitalist development in Japan; 
the next section turns to this question.

Taxation and the Economic Power of Landlords

The upshot of the previous two sections is that neither of the prominent 
paradigms of research on the economic development of rural Japan up to 
the early twentieth century offer convincing explanations of the mecha-
nisms of that development. The classic arguments of Japanese Marxists 
overstated the “semi-feudal” character of Meiji-era agriculture, and the 
economic historians who have developed revisionist narratives of steady 
commercialization have to excessively downplay the acceleration of growth 
following the Meiji Restoration. In other words, neither can account for 
the transition from the de-urbanizing, macro-economically stationary 
commercialization of the Tokugawa era to the broad-based, multisectoral 
dynamism of the Meiji era.

As a starting point, it is important to note that this transition was not 
the result of an intentionally radical program of economic transformation 
adopted by Meiji-era political elites. As emphasized equally by scholars 
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advancing both major interpretations, the Meiji Restoration of 1868 was 
by no means a “bourgeois” revolution in terms of leadership, support, or 
goals. Instead, it was the product of a movement led by subordinate mem-
bers of the feudal elite, which first overthrew the feudal overlord of the 
Tokugawa shogunate and then abolished the hereditary rule of magnate 
lords over feudal domains on which the old regime had been based.20 The 
crisis that created the opening for this movement was the combination of 
typical fiscal pressures on a pre-capitalist state and the acute threat repre-
sented by the capitalist imperial powers.21 By 1868, the Western states had 
imposed on Japan the opening of several “treaty ports,” with restricted 
tariffs and extraterritorial legal rights for foreign merchants. Improving on 
the manifest inability of the old regime to muster an effective response to 
this geopolitical threat—either in terms of pursuing coherent national 
policy or of mobilizing fiscal resources—was central to the new govern-
ment’s claim of legitimacy to other members of the elite. The priorities of 
the leaders of the Meiji state were, accordingly, to secure first their admin-
istrative control of the country and second the stable fiscal base needed to 
finance military modernization aimed at improving Japan’s geopolitical 
position. Social and economic policies—including the dismantling of vil-
lage autonomy that will be central to the analysis below—were crafted in 
pursuit of these primary goals.

Not only was transformation as such not a goal of the state, the appear-
ance of continuity was further reinforced by the fact that there was only 
gradual change to the patterns of who produced what, and how, in the 
rural economy. Cultivation was carried out on a very small scale, and 
rented land was used most often to match the labor available within a 
peasant household. Wage labor constituted a limited share of the agricul-
tural workforce. Moreover, the number of these family farmers was stub-
bornly constant all the way to the middle of the twentieth century. The 
contractual terms of tenancy likewise displayed remarkable continuity. 
Rent was usually set and collected in kind, even after taxes—which contin-
ued to fall heavily on agricultural land—began to be paid in cash in the 
1870s. The level of rent was also extremely high, leaving the tenant farmer 
little more (or less) than a subsistence income, and thus in the Meiji era, 
there was little greater scope for capital accumulation by farmers them-
selves than there had been earlier.22 Thus, on all of these grounds, it might 
seem that whatever one’s judgment of the economic tendencies of agricul-
ture prior to the Meiji Restoration, similar tendencies were likely to con-
tinue afterwards.
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However, these continuities concealed a very important shift in the 
relations between landlords and their tenants, based on a fundamental 
change in the character of landlords’ ownership of property. The Meiji 
state in the 1870s took up, as the feudal rulers had not, the role of recog-
nizing, guaranteeing, and enforcing the ownership of land by individuals. 
Previously, the regulation of landownership was the responsibility and pre-
rogative of the villages themselves.23 The members of each village were by 
no means equal, in terms of either status or wealth. A few prominent 
households were employers, lenders, and landlords—and in some cases 
merchant-brokers—to their poorer neighbors. The village, as a commu-
nity, enforced expectations that tenants and debtors would work diligently 
to pay their obligations to the patron families. Yet, this enforcement of the 
interests of the patrons was built fundamentally on the consent of the vil-
lage residents as a whole. Landlords had access to no independent force to 
threaten recalcitrant debtors and tenants, either held personally by them 
or to which they could appeal outside the village.24

The feudal rulers, prior to the Meiji Restoration, had little interest in 
acting as arbiters of property rights within villages. The political problem 
to which the Tokugawa-era political system offered a solution was the 
instability of relations within the ruling class, which had produced decades 
of rebellion and civil war in the sixteenth century. Central to the solution 
that resulted in the long “Pax Tokugawa” was the pruning and institu-
tional and spatial concentration of the warrior nobility. Instead of being 
scattered across the countryside on fiefs, samurai in each domain were 
pulled into the “castle town” that was the seat of their liege-lord’s rule. 
Internal to the villages, it was this policy of “separating warriors and peas-
ants” that left social and economic inequalities in the villages, while deny-
ing landlord families—often claiming status as descended from or formerly 
affiliated to rural samurai—the freedom to hold coercive capacity on their 
own. On the other side, rather than being controlled by individual samu-
rai, the villages were governed by the administrations of, in effect, small-
scale absolutist states with populations from a few tens of thousand to 
several hundred thousand. This government was, moreover, relatively 
hands-off—decrees and tax demands were handed down to the villages as 
units, which were largely responsible for maintaining order and distribut-
ing and collecting taxes internally.25

This was a cheap and, from the evidence of over two centuries without 
a major armed rebellion, remarkably stable method of rule. It also proved 
a system with space for enrichment for a few well-placed members of the 
rural population. Their role was to act as patrons and intermediaries for 
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their poorer neighbors. When a peasant family had a bad year and was 
unable to cover its share of the tax burden, it could borrow from a better-
off family, with the sanction of the village community as a whole. From the 
perspective of the community, this procedure threw the struggling family 
a lifeline—desirable because it forestalled the reduction in the number of 
households across which the annual tax burden was distributed—while 
enforcing the expectation that each household needed to be responsible 
for its proportionate contribution to taxes. Such loans were secured with 
a fraction of the borrowing family’s land, and if—not uncommonly—the 
borrower was unable to muster the extra income to repay the principal of 
the loan in addition to the new burden of interest, the debt relationship 
typically transformed directly into one of tenancy.26

These tenancy relations continued to be regulated and enforced by the 
village community. Officially, the feudal rulers did not recognize the right 
of peasants to “permanently alienate” their land, but in practice they just 
stayed out of transactions and relations within each village.27 Yet, this situ-
ation also represented a key constraint on the landlords’ side. As just men-
tioned, village members as a collectivity shared a strong interest in the 
continued viability of each member household so as to maintain the distri-
bution of the tax burden. Landlords’ efforts at rent collection needed to 
accommodate this interest. The way this manifested itself was not in the 
nominal rate of rent—often stated as a volume of rice that made up two-
thirds or more of a normal harvest, though this included the rice that 
would be paid as taxes.28 Instead, its effect could be seen in the amount of 
actual rent collected each year, which was usually reduced by adjustments 
granted by the landlord and by simple non-payment. Table 9.1 presents 
examples of the range and average payment rates—the actual volume of 
rice collected over the formal rent level—from the record-books of 
Tokugawa-era landlords studied by historians. As will be seen shortly, 
these wide fluctuations, averaging around two-thirds and three-quarters, 
would not persist into the Meiji period.

Table 9.1  Examples of rent collection in the Tokugawa era29

Modern-day prefecture Time period Payment rate range Average

Hyogo 1758/’72/’81/’84 70.1%–80.3% 74.3%
Yamagata 1817–1841 5.3%–97.8% 69.0%
Niigata 1825–1861 21.8%–86.0% 60.9%
Okayama 1856–1867 62.7%–88.6% 79.4%
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Put in another way, political and economic relations remained fused 
together in the villages of Tokugawa-era Japan, because of each village’s 
collective responsibility for the payment of feudal dues to the warrior 
nobility. The significance of the Meiji state’s Land Tax Reform, carried out 
over several years beginning in 1873, was that it broke this fusion and 
ended up offering landlords the independent enforcement mechanism 
they had previously lacked. The state’s interest in reform was of course 
strictly fiscal—political elites wanted to secure a stable cash income, instead 
of the fluctuating payments in kind that the new regime inherited from the 
old and to regularize tax policies and the collection apparatus nationally to 
replace the patchwork feudal system.30 To achieve this, the basis for tax 
assessment was switched from the village harvest to the cash value of indi-
vidual households’ landholdings. To determine each taxpayer’s annual 
obligation, prefectural officials in cooperation with local representatives 
surveyed land value and ownership, issuing deeds for each plot, which 
would subsequently be the marker both of tax responsibility and basically 
unlimited property rights.31

In principle, the interests of landlords, owner-cultivators, and tenants 
could coincide with respect to the land tax reform. Because valuations 
were generally based on benchmark estimates of yield for each prefecture, 
county, and village, all rural residents who owned any land whatsoever—a 
category that included most tenants—would prefer to push down land 
value assessments. In some regions, notably in Okayama and Niigata pre-
fectures, landlords organized campaigns to resist the government’s 
attempts to impose a valuation standard that met expected revenue tar-
gets. However, the governments’ fiscal demands eventually prevailed, and 
a major reason was the latent class conflict between landlords and tenants. 
In Okayama, there was distinct reluctance by landlords to overtly mobilize 
the mass of the peasantry, for fear that it would turn against them.32 In 
Niigata, tax reform officials themselves made the argument to opposi-
tional landlords that they should accept the government’s assessment 
because any increase could simply be passed on to their tenants in the form 
of higher rents. After all, if tenants objected, they could simply be evicted, 
“and since the tenants do not know any trade other than farming, after a 
year away from cultivation, by the second or third year, unable to stand 
their hunger and thirst, when they once again entreat the landlord, the 
increase in rent will go according as the landlord wills.”33

Indeed, this rather blunt official advice leads to a further point: the 
Meiji state explicitly renounced any desire or authority to intervene in 
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what it saw as private transactions of sale, debt, or tenancy. The govern-
ment made no provision for customary rights of tenants, and most often 
landlords were awarded unilateral ownership.34 More generally, the new 
government liquidated the regulatory authority of the village community 
and refused to legally recognize the norms regarding tenancy and rent 
that it had previously enforced.35 In 1875, local officials asked for Tokyo’s 
opinion on tenants’ customary rights and received an unequivocal response 
that “perpetual” tenancy had no legal basis and that once officials had 
determined who owned the land, “increases or decreases in rental pay-
ments should be determined by private settlement between landlords and 
tenants.”36 A significant number of disputes regarding the latter point 
arose in the late 1870s in response to a national reduction in the land tax 
rate issued by the government; tenants demanded that landlords pass on 
at least part of the savings to them in the form of lower rent. In one law-
suit filed in Kōchi prefecture in 1877, the Supreme Court initially ruled 
that half of the reduction should be passed on to tenants but after a second 
hearing reversed itself, setting the firm precedent that tax law had no bear-
ing on the private contracts setting rent levels.37 Thus, the administrative 
and judicial arms of the state established clearly the principle that land-
lords’ control of the land was complete and tenants’ access to it was strictly 
conditional on landlords’ contractual agreement. Tenants could and did 
protest against “landlords strongly asserting their interests as land own-
ers,” for instance, by “dispossessing tenants of their customary rights or 
arbitrarily increasing rents.”38 However, the state was now firmly standing 
behind the landlords, and when poor peasants resorted to more violent 
means of resistance against their creditors and landlords, it proved itself 
ready and able to quickly put down the rebellions.39

The effect of landlords’ consolidated property rights manifested in their 
efforts to collect rent. The basic format of rent collection remained the 
same—a fixed nominal rate against which reductions were offered based 
on harvest conditions—but the large and variable reductions seen in the 
Tokugawa era shrank and stabilized from the 1880s onward. In account 
books studied by historians and periodic surveys of tenancy conditions 
carried out by the government, the ratio between contractual rent and 
collected payments settled at a predictable level of 90% or more. Table 9.2 
presents examples from individual landlords’ records analyzed by histori-
ans. A nationwide survey—based on county-level reports of prevailing 
yields and contractual and actually paid rental rates for 1908 to 1912—
shows an average of 92% of the contractual rent being paid on middle-
grade rice paddy.40 Moreover, this was not driven by any easing up on the 
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contractual rents being imposed by landlords. Through the Meiji period, 
rent levels kept pace with—or even slightly outpaced—the steady increase 
in the productivity of land.41

The significance of this stabilization of rent collection was that it deci-
sively reoriented the pressures facing cultivators. The village community 
had previously disciplined cultivators according to prevalent norms for 
diligent cultivation, but beyond this point, landlords were expected to 
accommodate the subsistence needs of tenants. This was why they had to 
accept such inconsistent levels of rent payment. However, by the 1880s, 
the situation was quite different. Tenants’ access to land came to depend 
on their success in meeting the prevailing levels of agricultural productiv-
ity. Rent was the price of this access, determined by how much income, 
socially, it should be possible to extract from a plot of land. Peasant culti-
vators who needed to rent land to operate a viable farm were thus depen-
dent on this rental market, and this brought with it the imperative for 
increased productivity that follows from market dependence.

This change in the balance of power between landlords and tenants was 
accompanied by an overall expansion of tenancy and increased concentra-
tion of land in the hands of landlords. The process by which land came to 
be cultivated by tenants was not fundamentally different from what it had 
been in the Tokugawa era. On the one hand, the vast majority of the new 
land brought under cultivation was tenanted; the area of irrigated paddy 
increased by 216,000 hectares (8%) between 1880 and 1910.43 On the 
other, peasants lost ownership of plots of land pledged as collateral to 
loans on which they defaulted, with a notable acceleration during the 
deflationary episode of the early 1880s.44 The result of this process was not 
the proliferation of farmers whose only access to land was through tenancy, 
let alone of landless farm laborers—though the number of the former if 
not the latter certainly increased—but instead the deepening of a pattern 
in which the plurality of cultivators combined some land ownership with 

Table 9.2  Examples of rent collection after the land tax reform42

Prefecture Time period Payment rate range Average

Okayama 1879–1887 56.0%–99.8% 90.0%
Okayama 1884–1914 45.8%–98.4% 87.0%
Okayama 1907–1920 81.5%–94.8% 89.3%
Shiga 1895–1918 58.5%–100.0% 87.0%
Shizuoka 1905–1915 61.5%–94.5%

94.5%–100.0%
86.4% (paddy)
98.0% (dry)
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tenancy. In 1912, including pure tenants, over half of cultivating house-
holds owned less than half a hectare, but the median cultivator worked 
between one-half and one hectare. Even if most cultivators owned some 
land and just over half of the land, by area, was cultivated by its owners, 
over two-thirds of cultivators rented at least some land.45

Thus, a vast majority of cultivators faced the pressure of rent that was 
rising to capture the steady growth in the prevailing productivity of land. 
This pressure forced cultivators to adopt strategies to maximize the income 
earned by household members. First, the traditional pattern by which 
more land or agricultural output was simply soaked up by a growing rural 
population was broken. Despite continued expansion of arable land and 
accelerated population growth overall, the number of cultivating house-
holds and the agricultural labor force ceased growth completely and even 
began to edge downward in Japan’s three main islands.46 Second, peasants 
needed to pursue what opportunities they could find to make their labor 
more lucrative. On the one hand, this meant the more intensive deploy-
ment of the labor of household members, which created the pool of work-
ers essential to the rural-led industrialization of the Meiji era. On the other 
hand, cultivators adopted improved techniques that yielded a steady 
increase in labor productivity.

The suite of techniques that drove the productivity increases of the 
period, which has come to be known as the “Meiji agricultural methods” 
(Meiji nōhō), was based on refinements of practices that had made their 
appearance in a much more limited way in the Tokugawa era.47 Its key ele-
ments were improved seeds; more careful nursing, transplanting, and 
weeding; the use of controlled irrigation to enable deep plowing with ani-
mal power as well as double-cropping; and ever-intensifying application of 
fertilizer.48 This trajectory of development was adapted to the small scale of 
Japanese agriculture, and it relied more on increasing current inputs than 
on adding more fixed capital. Indeed, the pathways through which the 
rural population pursued increased income in the Meiji era paralleled those 
followed by earlier generations needing to intensify their labor to increase 
the income they could squeeze from a given plot of land to compensate for 
increasing population-land ratios. What set Meiji-era agriculture apart 
from its Tokugawa-era past—or from other cases like France as seen in 
Miller’s chapter in this volume or eighteenth-century China as shown by 
Brenner and Isett49—was that the fitful development of new techniques 
became a steady stream driving increased productivity not only of the land 
but also per worker.50 This new trajectory of rising productivity was in turn 
essential in supporting structural change in the overall economy.
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There was one additional piece of the puzzle. As much as peasant culti-
vators were pressed to find new ways of improving their productivity, the 
truth is that their economic conditions (including the rent and taxes they 
had to pay) did not leave them with the financial leeway to undertake the 
upfront investment needed to innovate production techniques them-
selves.51 Instead, the Meiji-era growth dynamic relied on there being a 
steady stream of improvements that smallholders could adopt incremen-
tally. Opportunities for off-farm employment likewise depended on ongo-
ing capital investment that peasants obviously could not make themselves. 
On both sides, landlords played a central role. In agriculture, it was espe-
cially the smaller or medium-scale landlords who cultivated some portion 
of their holding directly who were also the farmers with the resources to 
experiment through trial-and-error in the selection of crops, techniques, 
and seeds, and it was their activity that drove the impressive improvements 
in productivity seen in the era.52 Landlords were also important investors 
and entrepreneurs in the industries that expanded rapidly beginning in the 
1880s, including textiles and finance.53

The significance of this is that it represents the other pole of the trans-
formation of rural property relations set in motion by the Land Tax 
Reform. Not only did peasants lose the backing of village institutions for 
their access to land but landlords were freed simultaneously of the privi-
leges and burdens that came with their positions in these institutions. The 
Meiji era was one of immense opportunities for the growth of wealth—for 
those landlords and merchants who were willing and able to take them. 
Many did, but far from all, and it was not only peasant cultivators who 
found themselves pressured to sell their land or losing it to foreclosure. 
Many large landlords built their estates with land acquired from other 
landlords in addition to from smallholder peasants.54 Thus, in sum, follow-
ing the Meiji Restoration, the character of landownership and of tenancy 
had changed so as to bring to bear the imperatives and dynamics of capi-
talism on both owners and cultivators.

Conclusion

This chapter has adopted the theoretical framing of Brenner’s account of 
the transition to capitalism to intervene in long-standing debates over the 
beginning of economic development in Japan—in particular in Japanese 
agriculture—in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. The 
mid-century orthodox interpretation saw Meiji-era Japan as a hybrid social 
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formation: capitalist industrialization built on top of a fundamentally 
“semi-feudal” agrarian structure, resulting in various instabilities and 
imbalances that it fell to the state to manage. This characterization became 
the target of criticism by revisionist economic historians, who offered 
instead a picture of a thoroughly “normal” beginning to Japanese indus-
trialization that was basically continuous with the commercialization of 
the Tokugawa era. I have argued that as a descriptive account of the eco-
nomic dynamics of Meiji-era Japan, the revisionists are far closer to the 
truth, but their claim of “continuous commercialization” fails to account 
for the immense shift in the trends of economic growth and development 
after the 1870s. My contention instead is that the Meiji state’s policies 
involved with dismantling the system of feudal domains and instituting a 
new, direct land tax fundamentally altered the balance of power, in rural 
areas, between those who owned land and those who produced their live-
lihoods by working it. Cultivators became dependent on markets—above 
all, a competitive rental market—for their survival, while for the first time 
the state provided the political framework to enforce the economic power 
of property owners. The result was an increase in the economic risk faced 
by the rural poor but also the imposition of pressure to continually improve 
productivity in cultivation and other rural economic activities.

What the earlier Marxist accounts surely got right was to insist on the 
decisive importance of the new, post-Restoration relationship between 
landlords and the state. However, I characterize this relationship in a very 
different way. Landlords constituted the social base for the Meiji state in 
the sense that they were a crucial—and initially leading—node in the capi-
tal accumulation without which political elites’ program was impossible. 
In terms of political institutions, substantial landowners constituted a 
large share of the electorate for the Diet beginning in 1890, setting them 
up as the main negotiating partners for state elites in securing increased 
tax revenue. In contrast, the image presented by earlier Marxist accounts—
typically under the headings of “semi-feudal” tenancy and “parasitic” 
landlordism—centered on landlords’ supposed “extra-economic” 
authority, based on village social institutions and the political power of the 
state.55 Indeed, according to this theory, the “landlord system” in Japanese 
agriculture represented a distinct mode of production, for which state 
power “became the indispensable intermediary joining” it with develop-
ing industrial capitalism.56 However, as argued above, this view belies the 
dynamics of capital accumulation and intensive growth in the rural sector 
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itself. It is simply not the case that there was a “stagnation” in agriculture 
that could only be explained by the persistence of a distinctive, non-
capitalist agrarian structure.

The explanation for the growth dynamics of agriculture, and the rural 
sector more broadly, can be found in the transformation of rural social 
property relations following the Meiji Restoration. In the Tokugawa era, 
landlords who formerly had often at least been on the edges of the knightly 
class were “disarmed” and thereby prevented from directly exerting coer-
cive power over the peasantry in the manner of pre-capitalist elites. In this 
respect, their economic wealth could be said to have been “separated” 
from political power. Yet, what was missing, from the perspective of the 
“separation of the economic and the political” that is so essential to capi-
talist social property relations,57 was a political framework to enforce their 
“strictly economic” rights to their property. Instead, the peasantry contin-
ued to defend its claim to subsistence from the land, enforced by commu-
nal institutions, and so the landlords had to settle for, as it were, vicariously 
relying on the coercive power of the feudal rulers in their position as inter-
mediaries between lords and peasants. The Meiji state thus in effect needed 
only to finish the second half of the job, which it did through the disestab-
lishment of the peasant community’s legal authority over the land as part 
of the land tax reform.

The resulting growth did build on existing economic patterns, but it is 
a mistake to see Meiji-era development as a mere continuation of previous 
trends of commercialization. This point is linked to the nature of capitalist 
growth. At the risk of repeating a claim made repeatedly in this volume, 
the rules of reproduction generated by capitalist social property relations 
tend to lead, on aggregate, to the consistent rising of productivity despite 
periodic booms and recessions. Precisely how productivity increases will 
come about—producing what goods, with what kind of technology—
depends on the circumstances of effective demand and the availability of 
factors of production. Thus, given a capitalist economy, it is not incorrect 
to say that Japan’s economic growth and industrialization depended sub-
stantially on opportunities presented by the interaction of previously 
developed commercial patterns, demographic and ecological conditions, 
and the world market. Yet the confluence of conditions like the three just 
listed do not, in themselves, cause sustained growth. Instead, it was only 
within the compulsion of market dependence in capitalism that they 
became the means of development. Market dependence compels people 
throughout the economy to seek out what opportunities they can find, 

  M. COHEN



  233

and in addition to newly opened possibilities, these can just as easily come 
from avenues that were overlooked or not fully exploited before, as with 
the growth in rice productivity in Meiji-era Japan. It is this multifarious-
ness of growth in capitalism that generates self-sustaining development, 
rather than discrete but limited bursts of expansion to take advantage of 
particular shifts in economic conditions. The rural commercialization of 
the Tokugawa era was an example of the latter.

At the same time, if the theoretical argument is accepted that market 
dependence is a crucial structural feature that makes for capitalism’s dis-
tinctive dynamics, it is important to not place excessive emphasis on any 
one institutional form of such dependence. In other words, a lesson of 
Japan’s Meiji-era experience is that it is possible for direct producers to 
become subject to the competitive imperatives of capitalism through 
dependence on different markets, and in different ways, than in the more 
well-known capitalist transitions. The logic of the relationship between 
tenant and landlord can end up being quite close to that between capitalist 
and wage laborer, even if the direction of payment is ostensibly reversed. 
Just as capitalist employers hire (and will continue to employ) wage work-
ers only insofar as the workers produce commodities with sufficient pro-
ductivity to give to the owners the market rate of return on their property 
in capital, so do tenants who lack customary rights to subsistence need to 
be sufficiently productive to earn for landlords the market rate of return 
on their property in land. That various conditions led landlords to lease 
their land in small plots to peasant households, rather than in large tracts 
to tenant farmers who hired wage labor, does not change the essential 
character of the relations.

Finally, I should note one gap in this chapter’s analysis, which points to 
an important avenue of research not just on the case of Japan but within 
the wider project influenced by Brenner’s work. Here, I have skirted 
around what, for the earlier “debates on Japanese capitalism,” was the 
essential question—the link between capitalism and Japan’s authoritarian 
and imperialist state. These were originally, after all, disagreements over 
political strategy among Japanese radicals: the thesis of the incompleteness 
of Japan’s transition to capitalism was presented as a diagnosis of the polit-
ical situation.58 By challenging the supposed survival of non-capitalist rela-
tions in agriculture that allegedly required a unique kind of state mediation 
between that sector and nascent industrial capitalism, my argument casts 
doubt on this diagnosis. Yet this was only the answer offered by the earlier 
accounts, and I have not in this chapter presented an alternative response 
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to the original question. Prewar Japan’s authoritarianism was perhaps less 
of an anomaly that Japanese radicals seemed to think; the premise that 
capitalism naturally tends toward liberal democracy is unsupported by the 
historical record.59 Nonetheless, the theory of capitalist social property 
relations that has done so much to clarify our understanding of the transi-
tion to capitalism, as seen in the studies in this volume, has room to 
develop toward giving an account of how the transition then reverberates 
on state institutions, especially in the militaristic and imperialistic world 
environment of the eighteenth, nineteenth, and early twentieth 
centuries.
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Kakudai,” in Nihon Keizai No Nagai Kindaika: Tōchi To Shijō, Soshite 
Soshiki, 1600–1970, ed. Masaki Nakabayashi (Nagoya, Japan: Nagoya 
Daigaku Shuppankai, 2013), 23–24.

28.	 For instance, as seen in what is now Niigata prefecture, Kiyoshi Nakayama, 
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Kindaiteki Tochi Shoyū (Tokyo: Dōseisha, 2007). The back of the docu-

  M. COHEN



  237

ment included the following statement: “The Japanese citizen who holds 
this deed has the right to freely employ or hold this land, as well as the 
right to sell, transfer, mortgage, or pawn it.” Quoted in Takeo Ono, Meiji 
Zenki Tochi Seido Shiron (Tokyo: Yu ̄hikaku, 1948), 220.
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CHAPTER 10

Rural Property Relations and the Regional 
Dynamics of Brazilian Capitalism

Chris Carlson

Brazilian economist Edmar Bacha once referred to his country as 
“Belindia”—a mixture between a small, wealthy country like Belgium and 
a large, poor country like India, all rolled into one.1 This metaphor might 
seem like an exaggeration, but it is not totally inaccurate. In many ways, 
Brazil is an amalgamation of two or more very different societies co-
existing within the same country. The social and economic structures vary 
significantly from one region to the next, especially between the northern 
and southern regions, and this has had major consequences for the coun-
try’s historical development.

In some ways, Brazil’s development process is comparable to the United 
States, loosely divided along North-South lines. However, in Brazil it is 
the Southeast that became the wealthier, more industrialized part of the 
country. The Northeast has remained poor and underdeveloped to this 
day. Much of the Northeast still maintains a social structure heavily shaped 
by its history of slavery and plantation agriculture, whereas much of the 
Southeast came to be characterized by smallholder agriculture, and rapid 
industrialization by the early twentieth century. The result is that Brazil’s 
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Northeast region is today, with a population of nearly 60 million people, 
the largest concentration of mass poverty in the Western Hemisphere. 
Meanwhile, Brazil’s Southeast is by far the wealthiest and most industrial-
ized region in Latin America.

These very stark regional differences have often been overlooked when 
discussing the development of capitalism in Brazil. Scholars have tended to 
view capitalism as having arrived in Brazil as a result of colonialism and 
Brazil’s insertion into the world economy. Others see it as the result of the 
transition from slavery to wage labor in the nineteenth and the proletarian-
ization of the peasantry in the twentieth century. In either case, the transi-
tion is seen as having occurred, uniformly across Brazil in a similar fashion.

In this chapter, I argue that there are significant differences in how and 
when capitalism emerged in the various regions of Brazil, and these differ-
ences are key to understanding the vast divergence in development out-
comes. In the Southeast, the transition occurred in a manner similar to the 
Northern United States, with an expanding frontier of family farms where 
access to land was mediated by market mechanisms.2 This led to capitalist 
property relations, with producers subject to market discipline and a 
dynamic of specialization, innovation, and accumulation.3 In the 
Northeast, wealthy and powerful elites appropriated land outside of mar-
ket mechanisms, leaving them free to allow their land to be underutilized 
or sit completely idle. These differences have had enormous consequences 
for the development trajectory of each region.

This chapter provides an account of the development of rural property 
relations in the Southeast and Northeast regions of Brazil. I argue that the 
key difference between these two regions was the predominant forms of 
land appropriation that came to characterize the rural economy by the 
early twentieth century. This led to a very different rural productive logic 
in each region, which greatly impacted their subsequent trajectories in 
terms of industrialization. After a brief review of the debate on the origins 
of capitalism in Brazil, I attempt to show that an account based on the 
development of rural property relations allows the most complete under-
standing of the stark regional differences that continue to characterize 
Brazil to this day.

The Origins of Capitalism in Brazil

The question of how and when capitalism first emerged in Brazil was at the 
center of debate among Brazilian scholars in the twentieth century, espe-
cially between Marxists and other leftists concerned with the country’s 
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relative underdevelopment. To these intellectuals, the question was crucial 
not only for understanding the roots of Brazil’s economic “backward-
ness”, but also for developing adequate political strategies to transform the 
economy and set it on the path to greater prosperity. Depending on their 
view of how far capitalism had advanced within the country, scholars often 
came to very different conclusions about what the key causes and potential 
solutions were for the country’s major social problems.

One of the earliest contributions to this debate came out of the Brazilian 
Communist Party (PCB) in the 1940s and 1950s. The “feudal current”, 
mostly members of the PCB, argued that the dominance of “feudalism” or 
“semi-feudalism” in the Brazilian countryside was the root cause of under-
development.4 The predominance of large estates and their use of various 
forms of non-capitalist labor relations was evidence the vestiges of feudal-
ism inherited from the days of colonialism were still present. Portugal 
purportedly exported its feudal system to the colonies, and this system 
persevered well into the twentieth century, as extra-economic forms of 
control over labor kept workers tied to the large estates in situations of 
virtual servitude.

This understanding of the problem led these scholars to the conclusion 
that a thorough land reform was needed in order to “uproot and destroy, 
in our agriculture, the feudal type of relations of production …”.5 It was 
the pre-capitalist relations in agriculture that were the fundamental limit-
ing factor on the country’s economic development, as they greatly 
constrained the purchasing power of the rural masses and, thereby, pre-
vented the expansion of a domestic market to fuel industrialization. 
Dividing up the large estates and eradicating the backward labor regimes 
would allow for a capitalist transformation of the countryside, and the 
Communists called for an alliance with the “national bourgeoisie” to chal-
lenge the landed classes and assist in ushering in capitalist relations. This 
view lost credibility, however, when in 1964 the bourgeoisie and landed 
classes united against the workers and peasants behind a repressive military 
coup d’état.

In response to the feudal current, another perspective arose that was 
influential on the Brazilian left for much the rest of the twentieth century. 
From this perspective, Brazil’s agricultural sector was not “feudal” or 
“semi-feudal” as others had claimed, but rather had been capitalist from 
the moment Brazil became incorporated into the colonial mercantile sys-
tem and began exporting goods on the world market.6 Any seemingly 
pre-capitalist characteristics in the countryside were argued to instead be 
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capitalist, or at least functional to capital accumulation in the cities, and 
therefore not a barrier to industrialization.7 This view overlapped with the 
emerging dependency perspective, which sought to explain underdevelop-
ment as the product of imperialism and integration into the capitalist 
world economy, and not on a pre-capitalist history in Brazil.8

From the dependency view, it was the workings of capitalism itself that 
progressively underdeveloped the countries of the periphery, as the global 
economy siphoned off wealth from poor countries to the rich countries, 
and relegated poor countries to the periphery of the international division 
of labor. The large rural estates and various forms of tenancy that earlier 
scholars had pointed to were not seen as representing vestiges of feudal-
ism, but rather had been capitalist since the colonial period due to their 
involvement in commodity production for the market and their incorpora-
tion into the international division of labor. Therefore, from this point of 
view, there was no need to usher in capitalist relations or seek capitalist 
transformation in the countryside. Rather, global capitalism was the 
primary barrier to development, and, therefore, socialism was the only 
likely solution.9

Along these same lines were those who criticized the nature of the 
Brazilian bourgeoisie and questioned whether Brazil had really experi-
enced a “bourgeois revolution” that would lead to full-fledged capitalist 
development. From this view, Brazilian social relations had long been 
capitalist, yet there had been a partial transition out of “mercantile” or 
capitalism, and thus Brazil’s bourgeoisie remained “dependent” on for-
eign capital and unwilling to lead the fight for democracy and develop-
ment.10 The incomplete industrialization process was not due to the 
persistence of backward social relations in the countryside, as the feudal 
current had claimed, but rather was the product of the dependence on and 
collaboration with multinational corporations that were progressively pen-
etrating Brazil’s domestic market in the second half of the twentieth cen-
tury.11 In other words, the crux of the problem still had to do with Brazil’s 
international trade relations and position in the world economy, not the 
persistence of pre-capitalist relations of production.

Subsequent studies on the social relations in agriculture, however, at 
least partially challenged these dependency interpretations, and provided 
support to certain aspects of the feudal thesis. Various scholars showed 
that, in fact, pre-capitalist or non-capitalist labor relations had persisted in 
agriculture until well beyond the end of slavery and that the transition to 
wage labor on the large estates was a fairly recent phenomenon.12 After the 
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abolition of slavery in the late nineteenth century, various forms of labor 
tenancy, sharecropping, and debt peonage were used by landlords to keep 
workers tied to the large estates in both northern and southern Brazil, and 
this persisted until well into the twentieth century in most places. This did 
not mean that social relations in the countryside had been “feudal”, as the 
feudal current claimed, but it did support the notion that there had been 
an incomplete development of capitalist relations in rural zones. In the 
Northeast, the transition to wage labor in agriculture did not occur until 
the 1960s and 1970s and has still not fully occurred in some places.13

This relatively late transition to wage labor has led many contemporary 
scholars to view the 1960s and 1970s as the beginning of capitalist agri-
culture in Brazil. As traditional sharecropping and labor tenancy regimes 
were slowly phased out, there was a certain modernization in terms of the 
technology and methods of production used on the large estates, and agri-
culture throughout the country became increasingly capitalized in the sec-
ond half of the twentieth century. This has come to be seen by many as 
evidence that capitalist relations finally penetrated the Brazilian country-
side around this time, as the traditional landholdings transitioned to capi-
talistic enterprises characterized by modern forms of labor relations, and a 
certain rationalization of production began to occur.14

Indeed, today there is little debate on the nature of productive relations 
in the Brazilian countryside. It is generally assumed among scholars that 
agriculture is fully governed by capitalist dynamics and that capitalist mod-
ernization is now running its course. In fact, many now see agricultural 
modernization as part of the problem in rural areas, as it expels workers 
from the land and reduces employment in agriculture, thus worsening 
urban unemployment and poverty.15 Therefore, the focus of many scholars 
has shifted more to the distribution of land, rather than the specific social 
relations or productive logic on the land. Extreme land concentration is 
seen as the primary cause of poverty, as it concentrates wealth, while at the 
same time condemning the vast majority of the rural population to pre-
carious conditions. The obvious solution, therefore, is land reform and the 
widespread redistribution of land to the landless masses.

What none of these various interpretations can account for, however, 
are the vast regional differences within Brazil and the fact that some 
regions did, in fact, develop highly productive, modernized agriculture 
from relatively early on, while other regions remained stagnant and 
undercapitalized throughout the twentieth century. In the Southeast, for 
example, a clear process of capitalist development in agriculture was set in 
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motion in the early twentieth century, long before the decline of labor 
tenancy and the generalization of wage labor in the countryside. 
Meanwhile, in much of northern Brazil, modernization has been much 
more drawn-out and episodic, even after the transition to capitalist labor 
relations in the second half of the twentieth century.

In other words, the changes in labor relations in agriculture cannot 
explain the very different dynamics that developed in agriculture at differ-
ent times and in different places in Brazil. Although the feudal current was 
correct to point to the persistence of certain non-capitalist productive rela-
tions in the countryside, this does not explain why certain regions of the 
country became much more dynamic than others from relatively early on, 
despite the relative absence of capitalist labor relations. Likewise, the 
dependency-inspired approaches that focus on the international division 
of labor and Brazil’s position in the capitalist world economy cannot 
explain why these factors affected the country so unevenly from one region 
to the next. Indeed, both the coffee economy of the Southeast and the 
sugar economy of the Northeast were heavily integrated into the world 
economy as primary exporters. Yet, one experienced rapid development in 
the twentieth century, while the other did not. This stark regional diver-
gence simply cannot be adequately explained within the framework of 
dependency theory, or by a focus on changes in rural labor regimes.

A much more lucid account of the development of capitalism in Brazil 
can be had by looking at the historical development of rural property rela-
tions in the various regions of the country. Despite similarities in terms of 
labor regimes and integration into the world economy, the property rela-
tions in agriculture—the specific relationships between rural producers 
and their land—developed quite differently from one region of Brazil to 
the next, and this can go a long way toward explaining the differences in 
each region’s process of modernization. Starting in the late nineteenth 
century, important changes began to occur in and around the coffee econ-
omy of São Paulo, leading to a dynamic agricultural sector that would 
drive a process of industrialization and development in the Southeast. 
Meanwhile, throughout much of the Northeast, the rural property rela-
tions changed very little during the twentieth century, even as the labor 
regimes and capital intensity of agriculture were significantly altered. This 
led to a much more conservative process of modernization in the Northeast 
and has greatly hindered its economic development to this day.

The key to understanding these differences is in the predominant forms 
of land appropriation that came to characterize each region by the late 
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nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Along the coffee frontier in the 
Southeast, certain changes began to emerge in how agricultural land was 
being acquired, leading to new property relations fundamentally distinct 
from much the rest of the country. These distinct property relations, in 
turn, resulted in very different production strategies among rural produc-
ers, and, thereby, a very different overall productive logic in the rural 
economy. In the Northeast, on the other hand, land appropriation 
remained dominated by wealthy elites and landlords who were not market-
dependent, and therefore a similar transformation in property relations 
never occurred, leaving the agricultural sector to continue under a logic of 
low productivity and lack of investment. In the next section, I briefly trace 
the history of land appropriation in Brazil and attempt to show how the 
development of distinct rural property relations in the Northeast and 
Southeast led to key differences in the rural productive logic of each region 
and, thereby, their overall economic development.

Rural Property Relations in Brazil

The colonial system of land appropriation in Brazil was, in many ways, a 
product of the feudal system in Portugal. For the first three centuries after 
the arrival of the Portuguese, land in Brazil was distributed by the crown 
and its agents and was largely appropriated outside of any market mecha-
nisms. The colony was divided into hereditary fiefs known as capitanias 
under the control of Portuguese nobles, and land within each capitania 
was distributed to potential settlers by land grants known as sesmarias, a 
system devised to distribute land in Portugal after the Black Death. 
Though the feudal system was never really transported to Brazil, vast 
swaths of land in Brazil were granted through the sesmaria system to any-
one who possessed the necessary capital to invest in its cultivation, usually 
with unclear dimensions or boundaries dividing one land grant from 
another.16

Immediately, this system created a particular type of property relations 
that was not conducive to economic development. Despite the crown’s 
intent to encourage intensive cultivation, the predominant way in which 
land was appropriated had the opposite effect. Because nobles and land 
grantees received the land at little cost to themselves, they were under 
little pressure to use the land effectively by making investments in its cul-
tivation or maximizing output. Instead, they tended to utilize only a small 
portion of the land granted to them, leaving large areas uncultivated and 
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virtually abandoned. This became a problem that the crown would deal 
with throughout the colonial period and to which a good solution would 
never be found. Even when threatened with the revocation of their land 
grants, grantees often made no attempt to increase investment.17

Instead of investing in intensive agriculture, many grantees channeled 
their profits into less risky, more profitable endeavors such as colonial 
trade or other urban businesses in the coastal cities. Much of their unused 
land in the countryside was eventually reverted back to the crown and 
became known as the terras devolutas, or “returned lands”. This was the 
beginning of a pattern of land use and investment that would continue in 
various forms until well beyond the colonial period. Large landholders 
would seldom use their land effectively, while those without land grants 
would engage in other forms of non-market land appropriation, such as 
squatting on unused portions of the sesmarias or occupying the terras 
devolutas without any title to the land. These various types of informal 
land appropriation, known as posse, became a common way of acquiring 
land for both large and small landholdings, and led to production strate-
gies very similar to the sesmarias.

Throughout the colonial period, those with capital to invest in slaves 
and sugar mills typically occupied the coastal areas and river valleys and set 
up production for export to European markets. Meanwhile, cattle ranch-
ers slowly occupied vast areas of the interior, using the land very exten-
sively and without clear boundaries or titles to the land. Those without 
capital to invest generally cleared their own plots of land on the margins of 
the large sugar and cattle plantations and engaged in subsistence produc-
tion. Over time, this created the latifundia-minifundia agrarian structure 
so common throughout Latin America, characterized by large-scale plan-
tation production occupying the vast majority of the land, and smallholder 
subsistence production squeezed into the interstices.

This situation would go largely unchanged until after independence in 
1822, when local authorities did away with the sesmaria system and made 
various attempts to control the informal appropriation of land. The 1850 
Land Law, for example, created an institutional framework for land mar-
kets and the buying and selling of land. Instead of distributing land via 
land grants, all public land was now to be sold in public auctions, and all 
irregular land being held as posses or sesmarias would have to be surveyed 
and registered with the Brazilian state to assure its legitimacy. However, 
while the 1850 law allowed for land to be legally bought and sold on the 
market for the first time, the newly formed Brazilian state did not have the 
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institutional capacity to enforce it, and, therefore, informal occupation 
continued to be the primary form of land appropriation for many years to 
come.18

It was not until the end of the nineteenth century that this would begin 
to change, as the decreasing availability of vacant, well-located land meant 
market purchases were slowly becoming the predominant form of land 
appropriation in many regions. However, the lack of land titles and clear 
boundaries meant creditors were hesitant to loan money for the purchase 
of land, and laws dating from the colonial period made foreclosure against 
landowners difficult and expensive.19 This meant that only those with con-
siderable resources such as urban merchants and large landowners were 
generally able to acquire land on the market, as smallholders could seldom 
use land as collateral to obtain mortgages. This not only worsened the 
concentration of land in the hands of the elite, but it also perpetuated a 
kind of property relations similar to that of the colonial period.

Though by this time land appropriation was increasingly taking place 
via the market, the fact that this process was dominated by wealthy elites 
ended up recreating a relationship to the land in which low-intensity, low-
investment productive strategies were still very much the norm. Large 
landowners and urban merchants engaged in various economic activities 
in the cities generally had a certain amount of wealth, and thus their eco-
nomic survival seldom depended on maximizing the output of their land-
holdings. Land was purchased as a speculative investment, or as a source 
of income that could be channeled into other economic activities, without 
requiring major investments in intensive cultivation. In other words, even 
though much of the elite were purchasing land on the market by the late 
nineteenth century, they were still under little market pressure to maxi-
mize the output of their land, and production strategies that channeled 
investment away from productivity continued much like before.

By the end of the nineteenth century, a highly concentrated, plantation-
based agrarian structure was well established up and down the eastern 
coast of the country, both in the sugar-producing Northeast and in the 
coffee-producing Southeast. With the decline and eventual abolition of 
slavery, large landowners increasingly secured laborers for their plantations 
through various forms of labor tenancy and sharecropping, and most for-
mer slaves remained on the plantations as tenants known as moradores. 
Yet, there were still massive amounts of high-quality frontier land in the 
interior of the country that had not been claimed or occupied by settlers, 
especially along the expanding coffee frontier in the Southeast. This left 
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open the possibility for new forms of land appropriation to emerge, and, 
indeed, many smallholders in the Southeast began to acquire land of their 
own around the turn of the century. It was here that, for the first time, 
capitalist property relations emerged in the Brazilian countryside.

The Transition to Capitalism in the Southeast

Although Southeast Brazil would eventually become the center of Brazilian 
capitalism in the twentieth century, this was far from obvious at the end of 
the nineteenth century. The rural property relations were initially very 
similar to much the rest of the country, as land appropriation had taken 
place through the sesmaria system until well into the nineteenth century. 
Many of the first landholdings in and around São Paulo were granted to 
wealthy merchants and government officials speculating in land, and these 
were then subdivided and sold off to planters as the plantation economy 
expanded into the frontier zones of the state.20 The booming coffee econ-
omy of the late nineteenth century led to a process of frontier expansion 
and meant that money could be made through land deals in which specu-
lators would acquire title to land in the interior and then sell to those 
looking to establish coffee plantations. Informal posse of land was also 
common throughout the region, and powerful landowners often 
determined how land was to be appropriated by virtue of their control 
over the process of legitimating claims.21

While plantation owners in the expanding coffee economy often pur-
chased land from speculators, it was usually sold for relatively low prices 
that did not reflect its quality or potential productivity. Land markets were 
fairly undeveloped until well into the nineteenth century, as land was 
abundant and generally not considered to be a valuable commodity. 
Indeed, lenders would seldom accept land as collateral for loans, instead 
using slaves and the debts of tenant laborers as mortgage security on plan-
tations.22 This meant that even when planters were indebted to lenders, 
there was little to compel them to use their land intensively, and they often 
left large tracts of their holdings entirely uncultivated or under extensive 
cattle grazing.

Much like the sugar and cocoa plantations in other parts of Brazil, cof-
fee plantations in the Southeast seldom specialized production, but rather 
used various parts of their land for the production of various goods such 
as staple foods, cattle, cotton for clothing, and sugar cane. Little effort was 
made to maximize output or preserve the fertility of the land, as planters 
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could simply move on to new lands when the soil became exhausted.23 
Instead of investing profits back into improving the productivity of their 
plantations, coffee planters tended to channel investment into acquiring 
more land, or into commerce, banking, and real estate in the cities.24 In 
other words, the coffee economy of the Southeast region began with 
much the same logic as the plantation economies in other regions of Brazil, 
characterized by extensive production strategies, concentrated landowner-
ship, and the channeling of investment away from productivity.

What eventually brought change to this system were the growing labor 
needs of the plantation economy as the coffee frontier expanded west-
ward. As the supply of slave and tenant laborers became ever scarcer over 
the course of the nineteenth century, it became clear to many planters that 
something needed to be done to provide the needed labor to keep their 
plantations operating. Internal traffic of slaves from northeastern Brazil 
had provided a partial solution after the end of the African slave trade in 
the mid-nineteenth century. Yet, by the second half of the century, the 
promotion of immigrant labor was increasingly seen as the only viable 
solution to the labor shortages, and many plantation owners began experi-
menting with various schemes to attract immigrants from Europe.25 These 
efforts would eventually lead to a major influx of immigrants to Southeast 
Brazil and would have unforeseen consequences with respect to rural 
property relations.

Coffee planters sought the aid of the state to facilitate the immigration 
process, and the government of São Paulo began subsidizing the transpor-
tation costs of European immigrants who would sign labor contracts with 
the coffee plantations. The labor contracts usually included some kind of 
payment for the worker to tend a section of coffee groves on the planta-
tion, along with housing and a subsistence plot for the family to grow 
subsistence crops. As time went on, planters and state authorities realized 
they would not be able to attract enough labor from Europe without 
offering better working conditions, and thus labor contracts became more 
generous, and conditions on the plantations slowly improved. By the 
1870s, immigration into São Paulo was undergoing a sustained expansion, 
with the large majority of the immigrants coming from Italy in the first few 
decades and tens of thousands of Spanish and Portuguese immigrants con-
tributing to a second wave in the early twentieth century.

State authorities had somewhat contradictory motives for promoting 
European immigration. On the one hand, the state needed to supply the 
dominant plantation economy with labor, and immigrant labor was seen 
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as the only feasible way to do that. However, on the other hand, it was 
viewed to be in the state’s interests to facilitate the settlement of the vast 
territory of the interior and to establish European-style smallholder agri-
culture, which was seen as more productive than plantation agriculture. 
This presented a dilemma for state authorities, for if immigrants could 
acquire their own land in São Paulo, then they would not work on the 
coffee plantations and thus would not provide a solution to the labor 
problem. Indeed, planters were pushing for laws to make it difficult for 
immigrants to acquire frontier land so that they would be forced to work 
for them.26 Yet, most European immigrants were looking to go places 
where they could acquire land of their own, and, therefore, it would be 
difficult to attract them to Brazil without at least offering them this 
possibility.

In the end, the state tried to do both things, continuing to subsidize 
the immigration of those who would work on the plantations while also 
offering plots of land to colonists in various immigrant “colonies” around 
the state. But eventually state policy would become subordinated to the 
needs of the dominant plantation economy, and the state-sponsored colo-
nization schemes were molded to serve the interests of planters. Immigrant 
colonies ended up being few and far between and were mostly located 
near large plantations with the purpose of serving as a reserve labor source 
to supply seasonal workers to coffee plantations. In addition, colony plots 
were sold at prices that most immigrants could not afford upon arriving to 
Brazil.27 In other words, both the state and coffee planters initially tried to 
make it difficult for immigrants to acquire land, so that they would be 
forced to work on the plantations.

However, despite the various efforts to prevent it, many immigrants 
began acquiring land in São Paulo’s frontier zones by the early twentieth 
century. The more generous labor contracts and improved working condi-
tions that were necessary to attract waves of immigrants to work on São 
Paulo’s plantations were also what eventually gave many plantation work-
ers the possibility to acquire land of their own. After working on the coffee 
plantations for a few years to save up money, wave after wave of immigrant 
laborers began to move off the plantations and purchase land of their own 
on the frontier, only to be replaced by a new wave of immigrants coming 
into the country to work on the plantations. As one state authority 
reported in 1904:
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… the coffee planter is constantly searching for laborers to replace those 
who, after a few years, having finished the last harvest and calculated their 
gains, go off in search of realizing the most natural and just aspiration of a 
rural worker: to possess, for himself and his family, a place where the plow-
ing and sowing are for only his own benefit.28

A few years later another would report:

The end of the harvest results in a general relocation of the agricultural 
workers. The colonos are truly nomadic … It is no exaggeration to say that a 
third of all families employed in coffee cultivation move [off the plantations] 
each year …29

It was this dynamic of plantation laborers saving up money and then 
moving off the plantations to buy land of their own that led to new pat-
terns of land appropriation in Brazil’s Southeast. The high demand for 
land from immigrant laborers meant that land began to be treated as a 
valuable commodity to be divided up and sold off. As a rapid increase in 
market sales began to take hold, land on the frontier would no longer be 
appropriated according to the prerogatives of powerful landowners and 
merchants, but rather would begin to be sold piecemeal on a competitive 
market. This appears to have happened through two separate processes. 
First, private landowners began to divide up and sell off excess or unused 
portions of their plantations, often with help from the state. Then, soon 
after, new entrepreneurs in the form of colonization companies began to 
buy up frontier land, divide it into plots, and sell it off to settlers.

After 1910, dozens of Brazilian and foreign-owned firms began operat-
ing in the western and northwestern parts of São Paulo state, founding 
new municipalities, and dividing up lands along the edges of the advanc-
ing railroad lines. One of the first of these companies was the San Paulo 
Land & Lumber Company, a firm of British and Brazilian investors that 
started with the purchase of 15,600 hectares in 1912. By 1922, advertise-
ments in local newspapers were reporting that the company had sold more 
than 2000 plots of land of between 10 and 500 hectares to immigrants 
from Spain, Portugal, Italy, Germany, and Austria.30 Various Japanese 
firms were also involved in colonization efforts, doing everything from 
transporting families from Japan, to purchasing state lands and dividing 
them into plots, and then selling those plots to the incoming families.31 
Railroad companies also got involved, selling off plots along the railway 
lines as they expanded out into the frontier.
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This new pattern of land appropriation via competitive market sales led 
to fundamentally new property relations in the frontier zones of central 
and western São Paulo. The high demand for land from waves of immi-
grants caused land to experience a “fantastic jump” in prices, as its cost 
began to reflect the land’s fertility and potential output.32 In addition, 
land sold to immigrant smallholders was typically purchased through 
mortgages paid over a period of several years. This created a relationship 
of market dependence between landholders and their land where the abil-
ity to maintain possession of the land depended on their ability to continu-
ally produce a competitive level of output and sell that output on the 
market. Thus, in order to pay for their land, producers were forced to 
specialize production for the market and to channel investment back into 
the productivity of the land to remain competitive and assure their eco-
nomic survival.

The same pattern of colonization that began in western São Paulo would 
characterize the process of frontier expansion throughout Southeast Brazil 
during much of the twentieth century. Companies such as the Companhia 
de Terras Norte do Paraná and the Companhia Viação São Paulo-Mato 
Grosso carried the colonization activities over into the bordering states of 
Paraná and Mato Grosso. The incessant dividing up of land into plots to be 
sold to smallholders transformed vast areas of these southeastern states 
from uncultivated backlands and extensive cattle ranching to flourishing 
centers of smallholder agriculture. Meanwhile, the development of this par-
allel economy based on smallholder agriculture began to weaken the domi-
nance of the old plantation economy and would eventually lead to much 
larger transformations in and around the state of São Paulo.

As the countryside became increasingly dominated by independent 
farmers compelled by market forces to specialize production and maxi-
mize productivity, this led to rising agricultural productivity and a major 
expansion in the production of various agricultural goods for the market, 
such as grains, cotton, fruit, and livestock. This supplied many of the agri-
cultural inputs for a budding industrial sector in the cities, while also creat-
ing an ever-growing demand for industrial goods from this new class of 
rural consumers that were increasingly purchasing their subsistence needs 
and farm inputs on the market. Indeed, it is argued that it was the devel-
opment of this new class of agricultural producers in the countryside that 
was the basis for the rapid industrialization of São Paulo in the first decades 
of the twentieth century, as new industries emerged to meet the demand 
of this growing domestic market.33
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New business opportunities created by the changing rural economy 
also led to important shifts in the investment decisions of much of São 
Paulo’s traditional elite. For example, as the coffee frontier expanded ever 
westward, one group of prominent coffee planters began to shift their 
investment toward transportation infrastructure, founding a major rail-
road company, the Companhia Paulista de Estradas de Ferro, to transport 
coffee to the coastal ports. Then, as the dynamics of the land market began 
to change with the influx of immigration, the same investors founded a 
colonization company, the Companhia de Agricultura, Imigração e 
Colonização, to divide up large landholdings into small plots and sell them 
off to immigrant smallholders, often along the lines of their growing rail-
road network.34 Several years later, when the burgeoning smallholder 
economy once again presented new opportunities, the same investors got 
involved in farm mechanization and agricultural infrastructure projects 
directed toward this new class of rural producers.

Indeed, the industries leading the growth in the first decades of the 
twentieth century were, in large part, those sectors associated with the 
burgeoning small and medium-sized producers. Industries such as cotton 
textiles and food processing expanded rapidly and began to rival coffee’s 
predominant position as the state’s economy became increasingly inte-
grated and diversified. The number of cotton mills more than doubled 
between 1900 and 1915, and the value of total industrial input also nearly 
doubled in the same time period.35 With the development of consumer 
goods industries—such as textiles, beer, soft drinks, shoes, hats, and furni-
ture—a capital goods industry began to develop by the 1920s to supply 
these local industries with production-related inputs.36 By 1940, the state 
of São Paulo possessed the largest agglomeration of manufacturing capac-
ity in all of Latin America, and, in contrast to plantation economies 
throughout the rest of the continent, the manufacturing sector quickly 
eclipsed other sectors, including coffee, in the first decades of the twenti-
eth century.

In other words, the emergence of capitalist property relations in the 
rural areas of São Paulo led to the transformation of the local economy 
from one almost entirely dependent on a single agricultural export—cof-
fee—to a highly diversified and industrialized economy in the first half of 
the twentieth century. Rising agricultural productivity led to rising income 
per capita in the countryside, fueling demand for industrial goods and 
spurring the rapid growth of other sectors of the economy. This resulted 
in a sustained process of industrialization largely centered around the state 
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of São Paulo, and one that would remain concentrated in this region for 
much the rest of the twentieth century. By the end of the century, the state 
of São Paulo had an economy that was, all by itself, the second largest 
economy in all of South America, with among the highest standards of 
living of any Latin American country.

This contrasts greatly with much the rest of Brazil, and especially the 
Northeast region, which remained one of the poorest areas in Latin 
America throughout the twentieth century. Whereas the state of São Paulo 
eventually came to account for more than a third of Brazil’s total GDP, 
and over 40 percent of all industry, the nine states that make up Brazil’s 
Northeast altogether only accounted for about 15 percent of GDP and 
around 10 percent of the nation’s industry, despite a significantly larger 
total population.37 As will be explained in the next section, this is largely 
due to the fact that the rural property relations in the Northeast under-
went a very distinct evolution from that of Southeast Brazil, with enor-
mous consequences for the region’s overall development process.

An Incomplete Transition in the Northeast

Unlike in the Southeast, in Northeast Brazil there was little need to import 
immigrant labor after the decline of slavery in the second half of the nine-
teenth century. Without a rapidly expanding frontier of plantation agricul-
ture, most landowners were able to secure labor locally through various 
tenancy arrangements, and they began to sell off their slaves to coffee 
planters in the Southeast when they were no longer needed. Natural pop-
ulation growth, together with concentrated landownership in the hands of 
the elite, meant that there was by this time enough of a landless popula-
tion so that landowners could secure laborers by offering them access to 
plots of land on their plantations in exchange for labor, and this led to the 
eventual replacement of slaves by labor tenants known as moradores.

Moreover, by the turn of the century, most of the best land in the 
Northeast had already been claimed, and little public land remained for 
the taking. This meant that there was less chance that immigrants would 
be able to acquire land of their own and become independent farmers.38 
Any newcomers to the region would likely be forced to work for the sugar 
planters or cattle ranchers, and, unlike in São Paulo, they would have less 
hope of eventually escaping that fate by moving off the plantations onto 
their own land.39 For this reason—and probably for reasons related to the 
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tropical climate—there would be no significant waves of immigrants to the 
Northeast around the turn of the century and thus no impetus for dynamic 
land markets and the related changes in property relations that occurred in 
the Southeast.

Instead, land appropriation in the Northeast remained dominated by 
elites like urban businessmen, merchants, and large landowners through-
out this period and well into the twentieth century. As the sugar industry 
transitioned from the more primitive sugar mills powered by animal and 
water power (engenhos), to more modern steam-driven plants (usinas) 
around the turn of the century, there was also a transition to ever-larger 
productive units as the usinas absorbed many of the engenhos in their 
immediate orbit. This occurred through a process in which plantation 
owners and urban investors took advantage of government incentives and 
cheap credit to establish modern sugar plants throughout the countryside 
and then acquire massive amounts of the surrounding farmland once 
occupied by the engenhos.40

In the drier interior, where sugar production was not feasible, massive 
cattle ranches and cotton farms operating on the basis of sharecropping 
solidified their control over the vast majority of the land. Though most of 
this land was originally acquired through colonial land grants, by the end 
of the nineteenth century, wealthy elites from the cities were also buying 
up large tracts of land in the interior. This was not to be used for intensive 
agriculture, but rather as investments used as a hedge against inflation and 
to store wealth accumulated in other economic activities. Often times 
these large tracts of land remained virtually abandoned or were used very 
extensively as free-range cattle ranches, with little investment in improve-
ments or the intensification of production.

In places that were not being used for large-scale commercial agricul-
ture, smallholders managed to obtain a small portion of the land. Landless 
peasants would often squat on unused or marginal land, using it for sub-
sistence crops like beans and corn. Their access to credit was limited, since 
they had generally squatted on land to which they had no title and could 
not prove ownership. Even when peasants did formally purchase land, 
banks would seldom accept their small plots as collateral for loans and 
generally preferred to only lend to large landholders. This meant that 
smallholders in the Northeast seldom acquired land through market 
mechanisms like mortgages or long-term rental agreements in which their 
possession of the land depended on their ability to maintain a competitive 
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level of output. As a result, there was little to force them into market spe-
cialization and capital accumulation as occurred among smallholders in 
the Southeast by the early twentieth century. Instead, in the Northeast 
smallholders generally adopted low-risk production strategies that priori-
tized subsistence over market production and invested little in raising 
productivity.41

The continuation of these various types of land appropriation through-
out the twentieth century perpetuated and recreated property relations 
that allowed for a continuation of a low-productivity logic of production. 
Unlike agricultural producers in the Southeast, who were compelled by 
market forces to continually maximize productivity, in the Northeast land-
holders were generally under little market pressure to maximize produc-
tivity and therefore did not systematically channel investment back into 
improvements. This was especially the case among the large landowners 
who occupied the vast majority of the land. As members of the economic 
and political elite, these landowners seldom depended on increasing the 
productivity of the land to assure their economic survival. They had wealth 
from a range of business activities and had privileged access to state 
resources and loans, meaning they could channel their profits away from 
agriculture into consumption or commerce, with little risk of losing their 
landholdings. Land was used as a basis to expand their wealth, by channel-
ing profits and credits into other investment opportunities, while leaving 
vast areas of fertile land under low-intensity production.

Indeed, technology in sugar production in the Northeast changed little 
for centuries before the emergence of the usinas around the turn of the 
century. The adoption of new technology took place only when the state 
began to provide major incentives at the end of the nineteenth century. 
Even then, the agricultural side of production changed very little. Planters 
seldom made investments in improvements such as irrigation, fertilizers, 
or new crop varieties that would improve the productivity of their land. 
The same variety of sugar cane planted by the Portuguese in the sixteenth 
century was still widely grown three centuries later, even though improved 
varieties and technologies were well known in other parts of the world.42 
Resistance to new varieties continued well into the twentieth century, 
while mechanization in soil preparation, harvesting, and irrigation was 
only sporadically adopted. Growth in total output was seldom the result of 
improving the productivity of land or laborers, but rather took place 
through the expansion of internal frontiers, for example, the expansion of 
cultivation onto unused lands on the plantations.43
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By the mid-twentieth century, large landowners were beginning to 
adopt certain modern technologies. Yet they were still far from maximiz-
ing the productivity of their land. This led to what scholars have termed 
the “conservative modernization” or “pseudo-modernization” of planta-
tion agriculture. Certain improvements were adopted on large farms, yet 
the low-intensity production strategies often continued relatively 
unchanged. In sugar production, the use of fertilizers and pesticides 
greatly increased in the second half of the twentieth century, yet soil prep-
aration remained primitive, and planting and harvesting continued to be 
manual in most places. Yields slowly increased, but remained significantly 
lower than those of the sugar plantations of São Paulo, where technology 
was constantly updated and mechanization was more widespread. Likewise, 
in cattle ranching, vaccines and planted pastures were increasingly adopted 
by the 1970s and 1980s. Yet the total output per hectare increased only 
slightly, while vast areas of fertile land apt for more intensive, higher-value 
crops remained under extensive cattle grazing.44

This same logic of production has continued into the twenty-first cen-
tury. Despite the rise and fall of various elite groups over the years, the vast 
majority of the land still remains in the hands of the old elite, and most of 
the major sugar mills continue to be controlled by descendants of promi-
nent landholding families. These elite groups have wide-ranging economic 
empires, yet they are well known for leaving large portions of their land-
holdings virtually unused or under low-productivity activities. In 2010, 
the national land reform agency reported that between 75 and 85 percent 
of all large landowners’ land in the Northeast was considered “unproduc-
tive”.45 This meant that the vast majority of the large landowners’ land did 
not meet even the minimum level of productivity or land use requirements 
as determined by federal law. By contrast, only 33 percent of large land-
holdings in the state of São Paulo were considered “unproductive”, and 
this is despite the fact that productivity requirements are much more strin-
gent for the Southeast region.

Among smallholders in the Northeast, the overall logic of production 
has also continued much as before, even though their situation was slowly 
eroded in the second half of the twentieth century. Demographic growth 
and the continual subdivision of small farms resulted in decreasing plot 
sizes for most small farmers, eventually rendering them inadequate for 
subsistence purposes. This meant that most smallholders were forced to 
find other forms of income outside of agriculture in order to supplement 
farm income, and most began selling an ever-greater portion of their 
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production on the market. Nevertheless, smallholders’ land generally 
remained under traditional methods of production, with little investment 
in modern technologies or improvements.46 Although state policies have 
greatly increased the availability of credit among small farmers, most have 
continued to prefer low-input, low-risk production methods rather than 
take on the necessary debts for investment in modern inputs and more 
intensive production.47 Thus, even though small farms are generally more 
productive than large farms, they have also remained locked into a logic of 
low productivity.

In other words, the specific property relations that developed histori-
cally in the Northeast have caused both small and large producers to 
engage in production strategies that involve low investment in productiv-
ity and, therefore, have cut short the process of capital accumulation in 
agriculture. This is linked to the various ways in which land has been 
appropriated in this region, outside the constraints of competitive land 
markets and market competition, which has freed producers from the 
pressure to systematically invest in new technologies and increase produc-
tivity. This has translated to low productivity in the agricultural sector as a 
whole, greatly limiting income growth among the rural masses and inhib-
iting the growth of other sectors of the economy, such as industry.

As a result, the industrial sector in the Northeast has long been far 
smaller and less dynamic than its counterpart in Southeast Brazil, and 
many scholars agree that this has its roots in the particular social structure 
and productive logic that resulted from the underlying agrarian economy. 
Highly concentrated land ownership translated into high levels of inequal-
ity and, therefore, a relatively small group of potential consumers with 
significant purchasing power.48 Meanwhile, low agricultural productivity 
led to low wages in rural zones, which also put downward pressure on 
wages in urban zones. This resulted in a rather narrow local market for 
industrial goods in the Northeast, despite a relatively large population, 
and, therefore, less investment in local production of industrial goods.

Those industries that did emerge in the Northeast have been almost 
entirely concentrated in low-tech, labor-intensive production, mostly of 
low-value, non-durable goods like textiles and food processing. Few of the 
more modern, high-tech, non-durable, or capital goods industries that are 
common in the Southeast region have never gained much traction in the 
northeastern states. This is also due to the general characteristics of the 
local market in the Northeast and the lack of economies of scale for higher-
value industrial goods. Meanwhile, weak demand for industrial goods has 
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led to oligopolistic market structures in which only a few firms dominate 
the market in each sector. This often results in a kind of “peaceful collu-
sion” between industrial firms in the Northeast, and a lack of competitive 
pressures, which only further reduces the dynamism of the industrial sec-
tor and curtails industrial growth.49

The end result is that the Northeast remains vastly less industrialized 
than the southern regions of Brazil, and its economy remains far less diver-
sified, still very dependent on the production of primary goods like sugar, 
cotton, and cattle. Total manufacturing output in the Northeast today is 
less than one-fifth of what it is in the Southeast region, and only about 
one-fourth in per capita terms. Whereas changes in rural property rela-
tions in the Southeast spurred high-productivity agriculture and rapid 
industrial growth in the first decades of the twentieth century, the per-
petuation of certain property relations in the Northeast impeded produc-
tivity growth in agriculture and thereby cut short the industrialization 
process. This was the primary factor at the root of the development differ-
ences that began to appear on a regional level in Brazil around the turn of 
the twentieth century and which have continued to this day.

Conclusion

The Brazilian case provides strong support for a property relations-centered 
account of the development of capitalism. Other frameworks that focus on 
the international division of labor, or on the changing labor regimes, can-
not adequately explain the drastically different outcomes that characterized 
the various regions of the country in the twentieth century. Both Northeast 
and Southeast Brazil were similarly integrated into the international divi-
sion of labor as exporters of primary goods, yet one region experienced 
economic development and rapid industrialization, while the other did 
not. And while the transition toward proletarianized labor differed in vari-
ous ways from one region to the next, these differences do not explain the 
regions’ different economic paths, as the particular logic of production in 
agriculture in each region remained relatively constant throughout the 
twentieth century, despite the changing labor regimes.

A more important variable for examining the regional dynamics of 
Brazilian capitalism are the property relations that came to characterize 
agriculture in each region. It was these relations—the specific relationships 
between landholders and the land—that largely determined the particular 
investment and reproduction strategies of agricultural producers in each 
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place, and, thereby, the overall productive logic of the rural economy. 
These relationships were greatly influenced by the predominant forms of 
land appropriation that were carried out in each region, which by the 
twentieth century were fundamentally different in the Southeast and the 
Northeast. Capitalist property relations first emerged in the state of São 
Paulo when land appropriation became dominated by smallholder farmers 
and competitive land markets, and this then spread throughout much of 
the Southeast and beyond. Meanwhile, in much of the northern part of 
the country, such a transition never took place, and land appropriation 
continued to be dominated by wealthy elites and subsistence smallholders 
not subject to the same constraints as producers in the Southeast. This 
fundamental difference set the two regions on very different economic 
paths, and would result in the creation of two very different societies 
within the same country.
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If there is one argument in the field of Turkish Studies that unites different 
currents more than any other, it is that the Ottoman Empire, and its pri-
mary heir, Turkey, transitioned to capitalism during the late nineteenth 
and early twentieth centuries. Drawing on Political Marxism, this chapter 
provides a theoretical critique of this framework and offers a new peri-
odization of the transition to capitalism in Turkey. In contrast to the con-
ventional interpretation, I argue that there was no transition to capitalism 
in Turkey until the 1950s, and that the late Ottoman Empire (1839–1918) 
and early Turkish Republic (1923–1945) pursued a non-capitalist path to 
modernity. While the transition to capitalism began in the 1950s, capitalist 
development was limited and protracted. In addition, the period after the 
1950s witnessed the rise of a new capitalist class in provincial Anatolian 
towns. Disgruntled by their systematic exclusion from the state-generated 
economic rents, commercial groups of Anatolian towns organized them-
selves in and through the Islamic “National View” Movement (NVM). 
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The movement, pace its conventional interpretations, neither supported a 
“petty bourgeois” or statist capitalism, nor was it simply an Islamic critique 
of the developing market society. Instead, the movement envisioned a 
novel political space as the foundation of a capitalist industrialization strat-
egy unencumbered by earlier Republican policies. Although the NVM was 
unable to take control of the state, its conservative capitalist heritage was 
appropriated by the Justice and Development Party, which has led to an 
unprecedented consolidation and deepening of capitalist social relations in 
Turkey since the beginning of the new millennium.

Market Dependence: The “Politics” 
and the “International” of Capitalism

Different theoretical starting points usually inform different conceptions 
of capitalism, which in turn provide competing answers to the problem as 
to how, where and when capitalism emerged and expanded. The debate 
on the spatial and temporal origins of capitalism continues; however, 
much that has been written about the origin of capitalism is consistently 
hamstrung by two methodological problems. First, many theories of the 
development of capitalism assume rather than explain capitalism’s origins. 
The presence of trade, wage labor and private property are taken to be the 
necessary precursors of capitalism. The problem is, as Ellen Wood famously 
put it, this tends to presume the prior existence of capitalism (in some 
embryonic form) in order to explain its emergence. Capitalism clearly 
increases the volume of production, commerce and the size of a commodi-
fiable workforce. However, they collapse capitalism’s consequences and 
causes.

Second, the simple equation of capitalism to wage labor or trade fails to 
capture the historically and spatially changing dynamics of the transition 
to capitalism. Identifying capitalism with wage labor, for example, tends to 
obscure the fact that under certain socio-legal and international circum-
stances non-wage forms (such as commodity production based on non-
waged family labor) “can and have permitted a more or less direct transition 
to capitalism” without widespread dispossession of the workforce.1 As 
such, the problem with conventional accounts is not only the circularity of 
their argument, but their recurrent tendency to posit certain societies as 
ideal types and judging other societies based on the extent to which they 
conform to or diverge from a pre-given and static norm of capitalism.
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Read together, we need a concept of capitalism that both avoids circular 
explanations of capitalism’s origins and captures the international and his-
torical conditions of the transition to capitalism. Political Marxism (PM) is 
able to provide precisely such a specific and dynamic conception of capital-
ism by drawing attention to the “political” and the “international” aspects 
of the transition to capitalism. PM contends that the transitions to capital-
ism cannot be understood as the quantitative extension of any “economic” 
phenomena, but are best understood in terms of socially and temporally 
varying ways of organizing human relations and the institutions that pro-
duce the historically specific forms of “market dependence”.2 Put differ-
ently, the transitions to capitalism did not follow a universal pattern, but 
all transitions, in principle, presuppose a strategic political intervention 
into the conditions of access to land and the elimination of non-market 
survival strategies.3 By focusing on the political/legal/institutional 
moment of the origin of capitalism, PM diverts our attention from the 
transhistorical development of commerce, wealth or wage labor. It argues 
that only when people are compelled to depend on the market for their 
means of subsistence, they are systematically forced to alter the conditions 
of production, increase “the ratio of unpaid labor to paid” and to shape 
the space and scale of production according to the requirements of profit-
ability and competitiveness. As such, capitalism as market dependence 
does not presume capitalism existence, but explains capitalism’s rise 
through the interventions into the political and institutional structure 
governing social reproduction.

What is more, PM emphasizes the “international,” accommodating the 
socio-temporally changing and internationally determined conditions of 
capitalist transitions. PM insists that there can be no single path to capital-
ism because of the changing inter-societal context and variations in social 
reactions from “below”. For “once breakthroughs to ongoing capitalist 
economic development took place in various regions these irrevocably 
transformed the conditions and the character of the analogous processes, 
which were to occur subsequently elsewhere”.4 While market dependence 
signifies the minimum socio-legal prerequisites of the existence of capital-
ist social relations, their forms vary. Depending on past socio-institutional 
legacies and the timing and international context of capitalist transition, 
the mechanisms that ensure market dependence take different forms. As a 
consequence, PM neither sets up pre-given norms for the transition to 
capitalism, nor does it treat subsequent transitions as counter models to 
privileged ideal types. In sum, PM has a potential to save “modernity” 
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from the straitjacket of ever-present and static conceptions of capitalism, 
providing an understanding of the social content, tempo and multi-
linearity of world historical development.

“Petty Commodity Production” Route 
to Capitalism?: The Late Ottoman Empire and Early 

Republican Turkey (1850–1950)
In the conventional historical sociological analysis of the late Ottoman 
Empire and early Republican Turkey, capitalism is almost unanimously 
presumed to be there starting from the nineteenth century, based on the 
intensification of commercial relations with capitalist Europe. Capitalism, 
albeit in a “peripheral” or “underdeveloped” form, is assumed to have 
developed merely by virtue of the commercial ties linking the Empire to 
the capitalist “world-system”. For example, a large group of scholars who 
have written extensively on Turkey from World-Systems Theory (WST) 
and Dependency Theory perspectives have especially employed this con-
ception. While some of these scholars presume a direct and necessary rela-
tion between the rise of large commercial farms and the rise of capitalism,5 
more nuanced works shift their focus from big farms to “petty commodity 
production”. Their argument is that alongside the emergence of large 
landholdings cultivated by sharecropping peasants, the dominant institu-
tion in agriculture remained small family farms; this implies that the vast 
majority of agricultural producers, who used to be subsistence farmers, 
turned into “petty commodity producers” in the course of the nineteenth 
century. Petty commodity producers, instead of a commercially oriented 
landed elite, became the main catalyst of the rise of capitalism in the late 
Ottoman Empire and early Republican Turkey.6 The character of petty 
commodity production, so goes the argument, was initially shaped both 
by the dominance of “merchant capital” that preferred to “expand its area 
of operation within existing social relations” and “the redistributive pre-
capitalist concerns of the Porte”, which together “conditioned and influ-
enced the pattern of installation of commodity production” in the form of 
peasant households.7 Likewise, in the early Republican period, the state 
actively promoted the further enrichment of the petty commodity produc-
ers (as well as big landlords), which not only fostered the production of 
crops necessary to industrialization but also created a stable base for the 
deepening of the internal market.8 Thus, from the mid-nineteenth century 
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to the mid-twentieth century, partly driven by world market conditions 
and partly by state support programs, the level of “marketization” 
increased on middle holdings, ultimately leading to the consolidation of 
“an autonomously functioning economy” ruled by market imperatives or 
the “law of value”.9

In short, a form of capitalism based on “petty commodity production” 
seems to have taken root from the nineteenth century onwards. Clearly, 
depending on the larger socio-institutional context of social reproduction, 
the existence of small producers may not necessarily preclude the develop-
ment of market dependence among agricultural producers.10 For this, 
however, two conditions must be present. First, the reproduction of pro-
ductive units organized as small family farms must increasingly depend 
upon commodity production. This requires the increasing elimination of 
non-market access to land and the promotion of policies that would enable 
the peasantry to increasingly shift the majority of their labor time from 
subsistence-first agriculture to commodity production (through, e.g., pro-
vision of credit, stabilization of food supply, building of irrigation net-
works, transport facilities, etc.). Second, in a context of labor scarcity, 
peasant production in sharecropping arrangements provides large land-
owners with a low-cost option for securing harvest labor. And indeed, 
when the sharecropping unit is relatively big and the land/labor ratio is 
relatively high, one can expect fairly continuous involvement in commod-
ity production. Despite extensive participation in the market, however, for 
sharecropping to be considered a capitalist form of social labor, the land-
lord and sharecropper, in principle, must be able and willing to organize 
the labor process according to the dictates of market competition. This, in 
turn, requires available land in a given area to be held under the monopoly 
of the landlord class. For it is ultimately the landlord class’ monopoly on 
land and the resultant closure of access to free or inexpensive land that 
would force the sharecropper to be more willing to cooperate with the 
landlord, to increasingly specialize and fully engage in commodity produc-
tion. Unless these conditions apply, and especially if land clearance is a 
viable option for the sharecropper, higher yields that could be produced 
by increased utilization of labor-saving tools and techniques would not 
only benefit the sharecropping landlord but would also help sharecroppers 
pay off their debts and become “independent” peasants again. With no 
monopoly over land and no access to an alternative labor market, the 
sharecropping landlord would be more likely to choose not to invest in 
the means of production that could otherwise cause him to lose his only 
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source of labor. As such, sharecropping put definite limits on the transfor-
mation of the labor process, deterring the introduction of labor-saving 
techniques and the capitalist reorganization of production.

Therefore, for petty commodity production and sharecropping to be 
considered (proto)capitalist forms of social labor, we need to be able to 
show that the social reproduction of agricultural units must increasingly 
depend on their willingness and ability to commodify their means of life. 
How successful were the Ottoman Empire and Early Republican Turkey at 
reorienting the peasant strategy of production for subsistence towards that 
of production of commodities? As mentioned earlier, peasant smallhold-
ings prevailed in most areas of the Empire as the basic unit of taxation and 
seem to have remained remarkably stable during the commercial boom 
and bust of the latter nineteenth century. According to one estimate, for 
example, of all cultivable land in 1859, 82 percent entailed smallholdings, 
with the average farm size somewhere between 6 and 8 hectares and 
roughly the same proportions applied in 1900.11 In Anatolia the “majority 
of private plots were less than 5 hectares” and “even such small plots were 
likely to be fragmented into tiny parcels of land in a number of different 
places around the village”.12 In Western Anatolia, which was one of the 
most commercially oriented areas of the empire, the average size of a peas-
ant landholding varied from 1.2 to 8 hectares.13 Given the size of their land 
and the low levels of productivity, most peasants were extremely vulnerable 
to unfavorable weather conditions and taxation, which also rendered usury 
and peasant indebtedness a widespread and chronic phenomenon. 
Whatever was left after the tax collector and the usurer had taken their 
shares was hardly enough for subsistence. “The small producers frequently 
had to struggle to survive from one year to the next”, with no prospect of 
“capital improvements in land and implements”.14

If access to land had been mediated through the market and had cheap 
credit been sufficiently provided, the combined pressure of taxes and 
debt might have generated a capitalist growth dynamic in the Ottoman 
countryside by compelling and enabling a richer stratum of the peasantry 
to break the cycle of indebtedness, improve productivity, market ever 
larger portions of their subsistence and to eventually oust the less com-
petitive producers from the land. And in fact, especially during 1850–1873 
(and then 1896–1908), a high world market demand for agricultural 
goods, together with the establishment of modern means of transport, 
encouraged peasants to extend production and participate in the market. 
Population growth, the sedentarization of tribes, the settlement of 
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immigrants and the availability of cultivable land also contributed to the 
expansion of agricultural output, especially for grains, tobacco, raisins 
and cotton.15 How much of these grains were marketed? Despite the 
relative absence of reliable data especially for the period before 1900, 
Issawi estimates that in the Ottoman Empire “even during the 1863 cot-
ton boom, by far the greater part of the land was planted to wheat, barley 
and other grains, which were mostly consumed on the farm”.16 Quataert 
similarly notes that although “enormous changes over time occurred in 
the agrarian sector”, in 1900 most cultivators still “possessed small land-
holdings, engaging in a host of tasks, with their crops and animal prod-
ucts mainly dedicated to self-consumption”.17

Implied here is the persistence of the peasants’ “subsistence logic”. 
Perhaps more importantly, however, we need to be aware that in a given 
year and place “peasants may have any proportion of subsistence to cash 
crop production, including complete specialization” and still this may not 
indicate the existence of “petty commodity production”. That is to say, 
the transition from “peasant production” to “petty commodity produc-
tion” cannot be grasped in quantitative terms only, but depends on quali-
tative changes in the rules of accessing the factors of production.18 After 
all, it is not commodity production per se, but the socio-legal mobiliza-
tion of land, labor and credit that forces, enables and permits peasant 
family units to produce competitively, reorganize production and accu-
mulate land in the face of their less competitive neighbors. With this qual-
ification in mind, we need to recall that even in the most market-oriented 
areas, such as Western Anatolia, “uncultivated marginal lands were always 
available for purchase from the state at nominal prices or in return for 
regular payments of tithe for ten years”.19 Furthermore, although some 
significant attempts were made by the state to extend low-interest credit 
to induce market production, these were far from satisfactory, as most of 
the agricultural support targeting the land-hungry and technologically 
backward peasantry was siphoned off by bureaucrats, local notables and 
big landlords.20 Considering their relatively uninhibited access to mar-
ginal lands and lack of credit, peasants were neither under compulsion nor 
willing to devote the majority of their labor time to commodity produc-
tion and reorganizing their labor process according to the dictates of mar-
ket competition. Despite their participation in the market, “basic 
subsistence considerations [remained] paramount and accordingly most 
decisions betray[ed] risk-avoiding behavior”.21 In other words, small fam-
ily farmers, already distressed by their subsistence, chose not to subject 
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their generational security to the uncertainties of the market. Instead they 
were “ready to exert and be content with very low levels of consumption 
which made it easier for them to retain their holdings” in the face of the 
tax collector and the usurer.22 Even when peasants were encouraged by 
high cash-crop prices, their involvement in the market was sporadic. 
Tobacco production, for example, which became especially popular 
among small producers during the last quarter of the nineteenth century, 
was carried out by peasants who were “only marginally” involved in and 
“were able to withdraw from the market”.23

Relatedly, with no monopoly over land and no access to an alternative 
labor market, commercial landlords did not develop any systematic inter-
est in supervising and improving the labor process. Large estates, produc-
ing mainly cotton and cultivated almost exclusively by sharecropping 
peasants, experienced no systematic improvements in the means of pro-
duction (which would otherwise help sharecroppers pay off their debts, 
thereby causing the landlord to lose their only source of labor supply). 
Sharecropping peasants were overburdened by taxes, rents, debt and even 
labor services in some parts of the empire, yet, regardless of the size of the 
landholding, they began and completed the production cycle themselves. 
In the absence of a transformation of social relations and institutions that 
would set free alternate sources of credit and food supply, sharecropping 
peasants were inherently unwilling/unable to avoid subsistence farming, 
respond to fluctuating market conditions and transform the conditions of 
production and incapable of reinvesting in land. Consequently, the 
engrossment of commercial landholdings, which occurred partly as a 
response to rising world market prices (especially of cotton) and often to 
the detriment of small peasant holdings, did not lead to a qualitative trans-
formation in the prevalent forms of exploitation.

In short, no continuous, systematic and regular commodification of 
subsistence took place in the Ottoman countryside. Neither agricultural 
households nor large estates became enterprises “whose relations to out-
siders progressively take the forms of buying, selling and competition”.24 
How much of this picture changed during the early Republican period 
(1923–1950)? Approaching the 1920s, land ownership was so concen-
trated in the Anatolian countryside that, according to one estimate, 87 
percent of the rural population occupied only 35 percent of the cultivable 
land, and 8 percent were totally landless.25 Regardless of regional differ-
ences, the overwhelming majority of the land-hungry population was 
heavily indebted to the landlord class, thus subject to relations of usury 
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and involved in sharecropping to be able to meet their subsistence needs.26 
“Middle farmers”, who were able to produce for their subsistence as well 
as for the market, were a “very thin” strata of the rural population.27 
Peasant indebtedness and (near) landlessness was the major source of labor 
supply for sharecropping landowners. The latter remained as “absentee” 
landlord and were disinterested in production and in investing in land.28

By enhancing the status of private property, the first Republican consti-
tution (in 1924) facilitated the legal consolidation of large estates. 
Landlords obtained full legal title over their lands. Also, through the 
1920s, the state reduced agricultural taxes, distributed some state-owned 
lands to the landless and injected substantial loans into the agricultural sec-
tor with the hope that the small landholdings would increase production 
for the market and reduce their extreme dependence on the big landlords 
and usurers.29 Yet, neither the constitution nor the new civil code (in 1926) 
took any measures to prevent the morcellization of land. Ottoman laws 
prescribing partible inheritance remained in full force and effect.30 More 
importantly, “the greatest difficulties were encountered in applying the 
rules relating to land”; consequently, arable land continued to be created 
and transferred without official registration.31 This means that there was no 
political attempt to establish landlord/merchant monopoly over land. 
Marginal lands of little or no cost continued to be readily available.32 
Furthermore, the state’s attempts at breaking the relations of usury bore 
no fruit in the countryside: land distribution was too limited to generate a 
qualitative impact on the peasantry33 and the plots distributed to a limited 
number of cultivators were “far less than was required to maintain a fam-
ily”.34 Likewise, most of the state-provided credit was used up by landhold-
ers with large holdings,35 and even when the peasantry obtained some 
access to these funds, most of them had to use these monies to pay off a 
portion of their debts, instead of investing the money in equipment, fertil-
izer and irrigation.36 Throughout the 1920s, partly driven by increases in 
population and partly thanks to the improvements in security and trans-
portation, peasants extended and divided the area under cultivation, yet 
remained unable or unwilling to develop a capitalist logic of social repro-
duction.37 Furthermore, given that there was no alternative source of labor 
supply and that the land was expandable and divisible by the peasantry, 
sharecropping landlords did not develop any systematic interest in super-
vising and improving the labor process on large estates. On average 90–95 
percent of the land within big estates was left uncultivated.38 Relatedly, 
sharecropping arrangements on big estates were governed by the same 
logic of reproduction that prevailed on small peasant holdings.39
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If anything, these socio-economic patterns deteriorated during and after 
the Great Depression: Anatolian peasants gave up product specialization, 
reverted to subsistence farming, fell into further debt and increasingly 
became sharecroppers.40 Price and credit support programs remained far 
from changing the adverse terms of trade impacting the peasantry.41 
Likewise, state support did not amount to a structural transformation of 
the power of big landlords and commercial agents. The sharecropping 
landlord and big merchants made huge profits thanks to state credit and 
price support programs,42 which were, in turn, spent on luxury consumption, 
rather than invested in production.43 Furthermore, these production, 
investment and consumption patterns inherently inimical to capitalism 
were further solidified during the Second World War under the impact of 
military mobilization and the forced levy on agricultural produce.44

The flip side of the non-development of capitalism in the Turkish coun-
tryside was the persistence of chronic labor shortages in industrial towns.45 
Given the chronic shortages in labor supply, “extremely high” turnover 
rates prevailed in both state and private factories: workers often quit their 
jobs simply because they could easily return if they chose, which rendered 
totally ineffective employers’ control over labor which could have been 
otherwise exercised through recruitment practices. Relatedly, in a context 
where workers could easily exit and re-enter the labor market, the deskill-
ing of labor and the scientific management of the labor process were most 
likely to backfire, hence countering the interests of factory management. 
There was, therefore, no willingness or compulsion to supervise the labor 
process. Even in industries approved for state support, there was no 
increase in the level of productivity46; “workers were not fired even after 
they were fined for absenteeism at various times”; and there was no well-
defined wage policy in place, no clear and accessible system of remunera-
tion that would reward more productive workers and in some factories not 
even proper bookkeeping.47

The implication is that although Turkey experienced an industrial 
“boom” based on massive import suppression during the interwar period, 
the emerging industries existed only thanks to government support and 
tariff protection.48 Given the protection of business and the unavailability 
of a permanent workforce, industrialists were neither able nor willing to 
intensify their control over the labor process (despite the enactment of 
highly authoritarian labor regulations and penal laws). In other words, 
they were neither allowed nor compelled to transform “labor power” into 
“labor”, systematically increase the “organic composition of capital” and 
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reduce the “socially necessary labor time” involved in appropriating 
“surplus value”. In such conditions no industrialist could transform into a 
“capitalist”, that is, a “supervisor and director of the [labor] process, as a 
mere function, as it were endowed with consciousness and will, of the 
capital engaged in the process of valorizing itself”.49

In short, during the first hundred years of modernization in Turkey, 
neither land nor factory was organized on the basis of market imperatives. 
Private property developed, so did the accumulation of private wealth, yet 
neither of these presupposed capitalist property and capitalist accumula-
tion within itself as a developmental tendency. Quite the contrary, for capi-
talist property to develop, the dominant relations and institutions of 
private property would have to undergo a radical transformation.

The Transition to Capitalism: Farmers, Oligopolists 
and the State

The 1950s witnessed the beginning of structural transformation in the 
Turkish countryside with peasants slowly turning into petty commodity 
producers, that is, farmers whose relation to the means of subsistence was 
increasingly determined by their capability to maintain landholdings with 
recourse to commodity production. Three factors were important in 
enabling this structural transformation. First, after more than a hundred 
years of modernization, Turkey finally found the (geo)political breathing 
space in which capitalist property relations could be established without 
the imminent threat of foreign intervention. While the growing US recog-
nition of Turkey’s geopolitical importance in the newly emerging bipolar 
world assured Turkey against foreign military pressure (especially that of 
Soviets), it also allowed considerable leeway for the state to initiate struc-
tural transformation in agriculture without being much concerned about 
the masses that would be dislocated as a result of this transformation.

Second, if the emergence of a bipolar world order laid the (geo)political 
foundations for capitalist development in Turkey, foreign economic assis-
tance and favorable state policies indirectly galvanized the process of tran-
sition during the 1950s by undermining sharecropping relations and 
encouraging petty commodity production as the new norm in agriculture. 
Throughout the 1950s the peasantry was freed from most wartime taxes 
and gained access to state-provided cheap and long-term agricultural cred-
its (which were made possible by the Marshall aid in the first place). 
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Favorable credit conditions gave peasants the opportunity to buy/rent 
agricultural machinery and draft animals without incurring too much 
debt. In this respect, the intensification of credit relations between the 
state and the peasantry not only increased peasant production and relative 
living standards but also protected them against relations of debt and 
usury. Combined with the state provision of floor prices, distribution of 
state-owned land and infrastructural investment, most landless peasants 
ultimately broke the cycle of debt-sharecropping: the number of owner-
occupied farms increased by 30 percent between 1952 and 1963, while 
landlessness declined from 16 percent to 10 percent of the rural popula-
tion between 1950 and 1960.50 As smallholdings reached an economically 
feasible size and peasants were provided credit and price support, they 
became consumers as well as suppliers of the domestic market for the first 
time in Republican history.51 This increasing market orientation was fur-
ther supported by US food aid, which contributed to the peasants gradu-
ally losing their ability to revert to subsistence production and their 
increasing specialization in cash-crop production.

Third, during the early 1950s, mechanization, good weather and world 
market conditions, government price/credit support and population 
increase enabled the rapid opening up of previously uncultivated lands 
(including meadows and pastures). While the area under cultivation 
increased by 67 percent over the decade,52 however, the extensive limits of 
profitable cultivation began to be tested from 1956 onwards.53 For, con-
tinuing to produce on lands of poorer quality or inferior location lowered 
yields and depleted investment funds. Producers, with little pressure to 
produce competitively, expanded agricultural frontier as much as possible, 
while yields remained almost stagnant.54 The result was repeated foreign 
exchange crises in the latter half of the 1950s which foreshadowed the 
increasing inability to import tractors and the end of the expansion of the 
agricultural frontier.55 This decade-long expansion and eventual closure of 
cultivable land, combined with the state’s implementation of a stricter 
land registration system,56 had an important implication on the structure 
of agrarian relations, which made the 1950s a prelude to the intensive 
capitalist development that was to take place in the following decades. 
That is, “with the frontier reached in the 1950s, agricultural growth 
became almost exclusively dependent on increased yields (real GDP per 
hectare) through intensification of cultivation”,57 which eventually made 
the peasantry increasingly market-dependent for their production and 
consumption. From this angle, it is no wonder that during the 1960s and 
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1970s agricultural productivity and yields increased, in line with increases 
in the use of industrial tools and products in agriculture.58 Combined with 
low agricultural taxes and provision of floor prices to agricultural produc-
ers, rural settlements rose as important centers of consumption for domes-
tic industries such as agricultural machinery, textiles, processed food, 
consumer durables and cars.59 Furthermore, given the peasantry’s increas-
ing inability to meet the new standards of subsistence without recourse to 
the market, it is not surprising that the 1950s witnessed the first perma-
nent mass migrations from the countryside to the towns. Chronic labor 
shortages, which haunted the earlier attempts at industrialization, thus 
began to be overcome with the continuous flow of a permanent labor 
force. The emergence of a stronger labor (and consumer) market, in turn, 
significantly contributed to the smooth transformation of sharecropping 
landlords into capitalist entrepreneurs. With the structural makeover of 
labor markets and alluring prospects for productive activity (both in agri-
culture and manufacturing), the sharecropping landlords finally began to 
find it feasible and profitable to reorganize the labor process by driving off 
sharecroppers and improving their holdings.

Despite the transition to capitalism in the countryside, however, market 
society in Turkey remained far from being consolidated until the end of 
the 1990s. The main “culprit” for this was the industrialists. Through 
import substitution policies, Turkey underwent a spectacular industrial 
expansion between 1962 and 1979, and manufacturing for the first time 
surpassed agriculture in terms of its contribution to total growth.60 The 
private sector received generous support and protection from the state. 
Behind high tariff walls, the state provided tax rebates, scarce foreign cur-
rencies and various subsidy schemes to the manufacturing bourgeoisie so 
that they could import capital and intermediate goods to produce con-
sumer products. However, since the state had no power to sanction coop-
eration and no control over the allocation of public funds, the state support 
could not be conditioned to manufacturers’ ability to compete in interna-
tional markets and earn foreign exchange (as was the case in successful 
late-late industrializers like South Korea). The state plans to restructure 
existing tax, credit, subsidy and investment regimes with a view to the 
expanded reproduction of capital was criticized and eventually rejected by 
industrialists and their representatives in the parliament for violating “free-
dom of property” and “democratic rights”.61 As such, state promotion of 
industrialization, by and large, boiled down to mere distribution of fiscal 
privileges and favors with almost no gain that could have been accrued 
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from increases in productivity and competition. Tariffs and quotas led to 
“overprotection” and the “building of excess capacity” in many industries. 
For “allocations of foreign exchange … were based solely on consider-
ations of capacity”.62 “Any firm by receiving a percentage of the total 
exchange allocation was automatically guaranteed a share of the domestic 
market”.63 No wonder only 17.9 percent of the total subsidies received by 
firms between 1968 and 1980 was invested in accordance with develop-
mental directives.64 Industrialists generated almost no foreign exchange, 
while benefiting from “substantial access to foreign markets for their 
investment and raw material needs”.65 Most industrial profits were thus 
made by “manipulating” state intervention.66

Big industrialists were the main beneficiaries of import quotas and sub-
sidies.67 Unsurprisingly, large industrialists, at least until the late 1970s, 
“across the board” fiercely opposed and systematically undermined 
government initiatives to devalue the lira, selectively expose the private 
sector to international competition and so on.68 Relatedly, they supported 
Turkey’s integration with the European Economic Community mainly 
because of the prospect of cheaper imports and additional foreign funds, 
while remaining adamant that the integration should not bring about the 
lira’s devaluation.69 In short, oligopolistic manufacturers, formed in the 
domestic market thanks to state support and protection, were inherently 
inimical to further capitalist development: “it was perfectly rational for the 
industrialists to use their economic power to choke off further industrial-
ization, rather than promoting the deepening of industrial capital”.70 Big 
industrialists represented an “infant” capitalist class whose very presence 
became an impediment to the further development of capitalism in Turkey. 
What is more interesting, however, is that the blueprint for a capitalism 
“proper”, based on “the expanded reproduction of capital and the extrac-
tion of relative surplus value”, was being cooked elsewhere. A discussion 
of the rise of “Islamic capitalism” is in order.

Capitalism of the Oppressed: Re-interpreting 
the National View Movement

Coming to the end of the 1970s, a new bourgeois class, mainly based in 
Anatolian towns, comprised of small and medium-sized enterprises 
(SMEs) and in close connection with certain Islamic Sufi sects, was in the 
making. Let me begin by contesting an all-too-common conception about 
this new bourgeois class whose political demands were organized in the 
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so-called “National View  Movement”. The conventional interpretation 
holds that the Anatolian bourgeoisie of the 1970s was essentially a protec-
tionist, inward-looking and non-competitive group of entrepreneurs in 
favor of a pseudo-etatist industrialization strategy. The National View’s 
conception of development “combined a shopkeeper ideology with 
demands for state interventionism in large industry, thus guaranteeing 
that the transition to monopoly capitalism should occur without the 
destruction of small business”.71 The new bourgeois class was disturbed by 
the expansion of modern capitalist industries concentrated in big cities in 
Western Turkey and threatened by the looming threat of international 
competition due to the state’s plans to form a customs union with the 
European Economic Community (EEC).72 In this respect, so the argu-
ment goes, the new bourgeois class was the mirror image of Turkish 
Industry and Business Association (TUSIAD), the business association 
formed by big, mainly Istanbul-based secular capitalists that supported an 
outward-looking industrial strategy, including Turkey’s integration with 
the EEC.73 To be able to preserve their small-sized and technologically 
backward enterprises in the face of domestic and international competi-
tion, they translated “the discontent of the small town traditional petty 
bourgeoisie into a platform of Islamic revivalism … [in lieu of] the nostal-
gic image of community lost through uncontrolled capitalism”.74 They 
needed and demanded greater state protection and larger shares of bank 
credits, hence their constant emphasis on Islamic “justice”, conservative 
values, rejection of the West, the dislike of Kemalism and so on.

Clearly there is a kernel of truth in the conventional interpretation: the 
Anatolian bourgeoisie reacted against the Istanbul-based industrial 
monopolies and the state’s “unjust” credit policies favoring big business. 
They also fiercely rejected “Western” values and showed great dismay 
towards Kemalism, while remaining fearful of the possibility of abolition 
of quotas and tariffs between Turkey and the EEC. What is fundamentally 
misleading, however, is the assumption that the Anatolian bourgeoisie was 
merely an inward-looking class of entrepreneurs trying to defend “petty 
bourgeois” interests against competition from big domestic and foreign 
industrialists.

The size of an industrial firm is far from being a clear indicator of its 
investment and productive patterns, nor does its owners’ demand for eco-
nomic openness necessarily equate with support for structural economic 
reform. By way of example, the TUSIAD, the presumably most free-trade 
oriented interest association of large industrialists, actually had a com-
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pletely ambivalent stance towards economic reform throughout the 1970s 
and early 1980s. TUSIAD members, almost all of whom were oligopolists, 
were completely protected from foreign competition and had exclusive 
access to an easy subsidy regime. It is true that things began to change 
after 1978 when the foreign exchange and debt crisis reached its tipping 
point. Cleavages in the existing power bloc eventually deepened, and 
TUSIAD became increasingly and vocally critical of Import Substitution 
Industrialization (ISI) policies, charging the government, trade unions 
and other industrialists with sacrificing the country’s future for their short-
term gains.75 For all this change in discourse, however, TUSIAD’s “long-
term commitment to the outward oriented measures was doubtful”.76 
TUSIAD conceded some limited reform measures as long as “they resulted 
in infusion of foreign exchange (thus imports of their inputs) into the 
economy”, yet once foreign exchange became easily accessible after the 
1980 military coup (more on this below), they reverted to their old stance 
of criticizing the government for continuing with reform measures at their 
expense. During the 1980s, TUSIAD would by and large (though not 
entirely) remain as the association of non-competitive, protectionist and 
inward-looking industrialists, opposing (yet no longer able to completely 
derail) the economic restructuring begun in 1980.77

The “National View”, and the two political parties established as its 
offspring, the National Order Party (NOP, 1969–1971) and the National 
Salvation Party (NSP, 1973–1980), developed as a reaction to the domi-
nance of big industrialists.78 Small firms were almost completely excluded 
from state-generated credit and subsidy circles, although they produced 
25 percent of total industrial production and 88.3 percent of the total 
manufacture of footwear, apparel and textiles (which were three of the few 
industrial sectors showing strong export potential).79 Furthermore, 
although Anatolian industrialists were much less dependent on foreign 
imports for their production and consumption, their share of public (man-
ufacturing) investment remained much lower than their counterparts 
based in Istanbul and Izmir.80 Despite being subjected to various politico-
economic exclusions, however, the Anatolian bourgeoisie largely operated 
outside centrally supervised industrial relations, thereby having access to a 
non-unionized (hence cheaper) workforce. Also, their willingness to 
export to the relatively less competitive markets in the Middle East was 
improving especially after the rise in oil prices in the 1970s. Given these 
constraints and opportunities, it was perhaps a fairly foreseeable phenom-
enon that the Anatolian industrialists were calling for a fairer distribution 
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of state support and an end to inter-regional discrepancies. What needs to 
be emphasized, however, is that this disgruntled “petty bourgeoisie” 
believed that the answer to these ills lied not in less, but more capitalism.

Necmettin Erbakan, a mechanical engineer trained in West Germany, 
was the intellectual father of the National View and the leader of the NOP 
and NSP. Erbakan argued that industrialization was much less a matter of 
“planning” and “engineering” than of transforming the obstructive “struc-
ture” of the general order.81 The key to this transformation was neither 
“statism” per se nor “liberalism”.82 Statism and liberalism have both been 
tried in Turkey, yet they benefited either only bureaucrats or a small minor-
ity of businessmen. These two groups, together with their foreign partners, 
squandered the scarce resources of a poor country by establishing low pro-
ductivity and non-competitive industries.83 Moreover, both statism and 
liberalism came to promote a “materialistic” lifestyle and education by slav-
ishly mimicking the West (taklitçilik), which resulted in “interest-based 
exploitation” of the masses (sömürücü faizcilik) and their drift towards 
anarchism and communism.84 In this view, the economic system is thus led 
by a “Masonic”, “Zionist” and “Comprador” minority that heavily taxed 
and borrowed from the people, but did not offer any payback by creating 
jobs and “real” investment. As such, Turkish industrialization was marked 
by a “vegetative growth” (nebati inkişaf), which structurally inhibited an 
overwhelming majority of the people from participating as manufacturers, 
and even when people became workers, their wages were not based on 
“strong money”, thereby rapidly eroding under inflation.85

Thus, without a wholesale transformation of existing political organi-
zation (tes ̧kilat), rules and legislation (mevzuat), and mentality (zihni-
yet), no plan could deliver expected economic outcomes in Turkey.86 
“Real industrialization” was then not only about “economic” planning, 
but required the transition to a “horizontal statism” (ufki devletçilik) 
and moralism (maneviyatçılık) that together would promote the devel-
opment of an “intensive” (yog ̆un) private sector. To accomplish this 
goal, Erbakan proposed a number of politico-cultural measures: the 
presidency and prime ministry will be combined in a presidential system 
and the president will be directly elected by the people (instead of by 
parliament).87 Ministries dealing with economic issues will be combined 
and reorganized in line with the requirements of rapid industrialization 
and export growth.88 “Communists” and “freemasons” will be removed 
from state service.89 State economic enterprises, unless they have a 
“leading” function in the economy, will operate in the same way private 
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enterprises do, and those with “leading” functions will be privatized once 
they complete their tasks.90 The credit system will be overhauled in such 
ways that the allocation of credit will be commensurate with the level of 
productivity of industrial undertakings.91 The interest rate system will be 
abolished. Taxes will be imposed on wealth, not on profits. Banks will be 
directly involved in production and share profits with industrialists by 
establishing joint productive ventures. With interest rates replaced by 
“profit-sharing”, bank operations will not only facilitate production but 
also decrease the cost of borrowing and inflation, thereby increasing 
export competitiveness.92 The state will lead and induce the deepening 
and spread of private industrial investment with the condition that pro-
duction will be made contingent on “satisfactory profit” and “world mar-
ket prices”.93 However, this does not mean that Turkey should completely 
give up economic protectionism. Rather, protection has to be selective: for 
example “as opposed to struggling with the EEC to be able to sell some 
parsley … we should sell our agricultural and manufactured goods to 
Muslim states [and] build their industries [and] their roads”.94 Instead of 
being Europe’s “servant”, we should lower tariffs with our neighbors in 
the Middle East and Africa. “We should be men and … sell our products 
to the markets that we can control”.95

Erbakan’s conception of “social justice” (içtimai adalet) is more or less 
a natural outcome of the order prescribed above, according to which social 
justice is seen by and large as a derivation of the political transformation 
that would spread the fruits of increased competition, productivity, cur-
rency stability and an improved investment climate. In other words, social 
justice cannot be maintained through minor social fixes to existing 
“masonic” “liberal” capitalism,96 and in fact, any attempt to do so is 
doomed to failure, for they would lead in the long run to nothing, but 
higher inflation, higher unemployment, higher taxes on the poor and, 
thereby, communism.97 Social justice, therefore, requires a radical depar-
ture from the existing economic order towards the establishment of a 
productivity-based system that would create jobs for the unemployed, cut 
waste, increase opportunities of enrichment for hardworking people while 
enabling workers to earn better pay and even get a share of profits (kârdan 
hisse).98 Needless to say, all this depends on disciplining not only the rich 
but also the workers and small farmers. Small farmers “should be able to 
sell their produce at its real value”,99 unions will operate independently of 
“political” influences, and workers and employers will treat each other like 
brothers who cooperate and work for the common goal.100
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This new conception of social justice, alongside Erbakan’s proposal to 
shift power from parliament towards the top of the state and the executive, 
and the strategic reordering of state support and credit in ways to subor-
dinate production to the dictates of market competition, while short of a 
comprehensive economic plan, provided the outlines of a novel project of 
capitalist development. From this angle, the National View Movement, 
taken as a whole, offered a totally fresh foundation for capitalist develop-
ment in Turkey. It sought to unburden “modernization” from its 
Republican yoke, which it saw responsible for causing “anarchy” and cre-
ating a corrupted capitalism. By linking social and economic rights to pro-
ductivity increases, it aimed to subordinate the poor ever more powerfully 
to the dictates of capitalist competition. The moral improvement and 
material welfare of the poor was imagined as a direct derivation of their 
subordination to the discipline of capitalist accumulation. Erbakan’s attack 
on “interest-based exploitation” was just the flip side of his attempt to 
deepen capitalist property relations. Regardless of Erbakan’s intentions, 
however, the National View did not muster enough power to materialize 
its societal vision until the 2000s. Although the NVM’s call for a produc-
tive and just order found a strong resonance among the urban poor (espe-
cially the non-unionized workers and unemployed) from the 1970s to the 
end of the 1990s, the political parties associated with the NVM either 
acted only as minor partners in coalition governments or were prevented 
by the status quo powers from taking control of the state. The National 
Views’ societal vision would have to wait till the 2000s to be realized.

Consolidation of Capitalism: The Rise of the Justice 
and Development Party

In many ways, the 1980 military takeover represented a watershed in 
Turkish political economy. While the coup decisively suspended the con-
stitution, shut down political parties and unions, lowered the wages and 
brutally repressed the left, it also took measures to “discipline” the bour-
geois class. The coup introduced several institutional and legal changes 
designed to overcome potential political clashes within the state and 
restrict the influence of societal groups over economic policy making. The 
sustainability of these legal and institutional changes in the post-coup 
period, however, was dependent on the formation of a coalition whose 
interests rested on the expansion and deepening of capitalist social 
relations.
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Turgut Özal, the first prime minister of the post-coup period, through 
funds provided by international financial institutions and foreign govern-
ments, designed new incentives (subsidies, credits, foreign exchange allo-
cations and tax exemptions) to reinforce and deepen the pro-reform 
groups within the business community. The most consistent support for 
Özal’s export drive came from the companies that, “frequently in conflict 
with TUSIAD, lobbied for the maintenance and increase of incentives 
presented to exporters”.101 Among these, the most prominent were 
Turkish construction companies and industrialists (predominantly textile 
and to a lesser extent iron and steel manufacturers) operating in or pro-
ducing for the expanding Middle Eastern markets, where “a company’s 
religious affiliation mattered a great deal to potential customers”.102 No 
wonder most TUSIAD members remained suspicious of Özal during the 
1980s, criticizing him for frequent devaluations (hence rising prices for 
their imports), import liberalization (hence increasing foreign competi-
tion) and the government’s support for “exporters” over the “investing 
industrialists”.103 This is not to deny that the policies encouraging export-
led growth initiated a protracted transformation within the group of big 
industrialists: some import substitution holding companies (especially 
Sabancı and Koç Holdings), facing increasing competition for the domes-
tic market and encouraged by generous export subsidies and lower wages, 
began to take an outward orientation from the mid-1980s. Yet, it is equally 
true that given their immense resources and political links, the bulk of 
export subsidies were still received by large holding companies with almost 
no export potential.104 In other words, in spite of the emergence of a num-
ber of strongly export-oriented sectors in competitive industries with 
smaller producers (especially textiles and ready-wear), most export sup-
port policies benefited non-competitive and monopolistic actors, who did 
not have to export to survive. As a result, “various forms of incentives, 
such as tax rebates, preferential credits and grants, ended up becoming 
‘giveaways’, pure and simple”.105 “Rent-oriented networks” which appear 
to have no economic rationale continued to be “the norm with respect to 
the Turkish incentive regime”.106

The things got even worse when the state liberalized the capital account 
in 1989 to finance its deficits, which in fact provided big business with a 
golden opportunity for turning potential losses into profits. After the 
opening of the capital account in 1989, the holding banks became the 
central benefactors of state borrowing practices. Lured by high interest 
rates, these banks, almost all of which were parts of holding companies 
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with industrial bases, made profits by purchasing government securities 
and exploiting the difference between the exchange rate and the interest 
rate. That is, they first obtained funds on international markets as credit 
denominated in dollars, converted this into Turkish lira and then lent to 
the government at high interest rates. It does not require great foresight 
to predict that an increasingly high proportion of profits were obtained in 
the financial activities associated with the holding of government securi-
ties. With holding companies enjoying oligopolistic markets and financial 
rents, there was eventually only little need for reinvestment, which is an 
indicator of the degree of stagnation of investment levels throughout the 
1990s. The point is that throughout the 1980s and 1990s the social 
reproduction of the big bourgeoisie, in spite of their rhetorical support for 
structural reforms, remained by and large dependent on the state’s system-
atic transfer of monopoly and financial rents. This created a vicious rent-
debt cycle, which ultimately prevented the completion of the capitalist 
restructuring process begun in 1980. As the state’s attempt at strategically 
leading capitalist development degenerated into the mere distribution of 
tax revenues, the restructuring of productive capacity of the economy via 
the deepening of capitalist social relations was undermined.

All this would change with the overhaul of the power bloc in 2002. In 
2000–2001, two major economic crises erupted in Turkey, and unsurpris-
ingly the elections held the following year completely crushed the political 
parties of the 1990s, pushing big businesses to the margins of future 
power arrangements. While none of the center-right parties managed to 
enter parliament, the National View Movement with a brand new party, 
Justice and Development Party, and with a brand new leader, Recep Tayyip 
Erdoğan, secured 34 percent of the votes and 66 percent of the seats in 
parliament. The heirs of the NVM thus seized the government in 2002. 
Once the 2001 crisis subsided, what replaced technocrats, therefore, was 
not a fragmented political structure susceptible to reproducing the old 
political economy, but a single-party government with organic links to a 
new capitalist bourgeois class. In the decade to follow, Islamists would 
breathe new life into capitalism.

The Justice and Development Party (JDP) signals the rise of a distinct 
project of capitalist modernity. A new bourgeois class, previously excluded 
from the official credit channels and political privileges enjoyed by the old 
bourgeois class, has emerged with a politically/religiously distinct project 
of capitalist transformation. Its previous exclusion from state-generated 
rents forced it to envision (at least initially) a society in which economic 
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competitiveness, underlined by a specific politico-religious subjectivity, 
would be the ultimate basis for the allocation of resources. The new bour-
geois class became the supporter of structural reforms, thereby helping to 
consolidate the reform process and ensure its irreversibility. In turn, the 
JDP provided various incentives to the Islamic bourgeoisie, reversing their 
unfavorable treatment in public contracts and privatization bids, thereby 
leading to their further enrichment and internationalization. With the 
JDP and Islamic bourgeoisie converging on an anti-monopolist agenda, 
the big bourgeoisie was to make strategic compromises to the Islamic 
bourgeoisie concerning the political and institutional structure of the 
economy. Forced by the new configuration of political power, and encour-
aged by prospects for economic expansion under a single-party govern-
ment and European Union membership (at least until 2010), the big 
bourgeoisie seem to have ceded its resistance to reform.

On the whole, such a restructuring signaled the reorganization of 
Turkish economy based on increasing productivity and competitiveness in 
the international markets. Implied here is a departure from the previous 
pattern of accumulation based on the redistribution of profits through the 
state towards a mode of accumulation based on production through 
increasing international competitiveness and labor productivity. This is a 
historically specific political economy, which, despite the extensive use of 
political power for personal economic advantage, is premised on the ability 
of public and private powers to achieve material reproduction through the 
world market and on the capacity to reproduce the fiction of self-regulating 
markets. This is a fully capitalist modernity underlined by the consolida-
tion of capitalist social relations.
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CHAPTER 12

Uncertainty, Contingency, and Late 
Development in Taiwan

Christopher Isett

Introduction

Taiwan is a striking example of the successful transition to capitalism and 
breakthrough to self-sustaining growth. The case is notable, first of all, 
because, over the course of world economic history, the domestic condi-
tions required to underpin economic development have emerged only 
rarely and with difficulty, given that pre-capitalist social property relations 
constitute the point of departure. Outside of this capitalist core, and the 
white settler colonies that represented extensions of it, examples of the 
transition from pre-capitalism to capitalist development in what might be 
loosely termed the “Third World” are scarce, with Taiwan constituting a 
major exception, along with its counterparts in East Asia.

What makes the Taiwanese example all the more remarkable, however, 
is how difficult it has generally been for later developers to follow a path 
of dynamic development even in places where they have experienced a 
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transition to capitalist social property relations. The earlier developers at 
the core of the global economy, including the US, Western Europe, Japan, 
and the settler colonies, wielding as they did advanced technologies mak-
ing for low costs of production, posed too great a competitive threat. As a 
rule, in order to underwrite self-sustaining growth, the ruling class and 
state of the later developer had to implement economic policies and erect 
a complex of institutions (“organized capitalism”) explicitly aimed at over-
coming withering international competition.

Taiwan thus witnessed not only the emergence of a rather pure form of 
capitalist social property relations but also, on that foundation, the rise of 
a new capitalist ruling class and state capable of organizing an economy 
unusually well-equipped for producing competitively on the world mar-
ket. As a result, Taiwan was able to sustain one of the most spectacular 
trajectories of economic development ever, with rates of growth of GDP, 
of investment, of labor productivity, and of wages as rapid as any other in 
world history. In this chapter, I will spell out the inherently contradictory 
historical processes required to enable capitalism to arise in the presence of 
pre-capitalist social economies, show how processes take place in Taiwan, 
and why Taiwan was able to move beyond establishing capitalism to 
undertake a spectacular and rarely matched path of later development.

Uncertainty and Contingency in the Transition 
to Capitalism

In his account of the transition from feudalism to capitalism, Robert 
Brenner argues that the process by which capitalist development takes 
place, when it does occur, is marked by fundamental paradox or problem, 
which explains its difficulty and rarity. On the one hand, the onset of self-
sustaining growth requires the emergence of a set of (capitalist) social 
property relations in the presence of which the direct producers, in order 
to ensure their survival, have no choice but to adopt the set of individual 
economic strategies, or rules for reproduction, required to bring about 
economic growth in the aggregate. On the other hand, the general form 
of (pre-capitalist) social property relations that has prevailed in virtually 
every agrarian economy since the rise of settled agriculture has enabled 
and obliged all individual economic agents to adopt rules for reproduction 
that run counter to the needs of overall development so long as those 
social property relations remain in place.1
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It has also impelled the main social classes, both lords and peasants, to 
act collectively in their own interest not to bring in capitalist social prop-
erty relations, but, on the contrary to strengthen, in one way or another, 
the prevailing pre-capitalist social property relations, generally at the 
expense of the opposing class. So long as pre-capitalist social property rela-
tions continue to obtain, the direct producers and the exploiters as indi-
viduals will adopt pre-capitalist rules for reproduction making for 
pre-capitalist developmental patterns, while the political communities of 
direct producers and exploiters organized collectively to pursue their class 
interests will have as their goal to sustain those social property relations in 
ways favorable to themselves at the expense of the other. The upshot is 
that a transition from pre-capitalism to capitalist development will only 
take place as an exception to the rule—as an unintended consequence of 
actions of pre-capitalist individuals and collectivities pursuing pre-capitalist 
rules for reproduction in aid of pre-capitalist goals.

Whereas the appearance and development of capitalism might seem to 
open the way for emulation, especially by states seeking to self-strengthen 
in response to external threats, we cannot expect them to do so out of 
political necessity for the same reasons that we cannot expect pre-capitalist 
elites or producers to adopt capitalist rules for reproduction out of their 
economic interest. The heads of the non-capitalist state, under threat from 
rival states, may wish to compel political elites and peasants to adopt rules 
for reproduction that would lead to self-sustaining, capitalist growth, yet 
both classes constitute a significant barrier to any such project insofar as 
they will resist any threat to their reproduction. Elites predictably respond 
to such efforts at the top-down imposition of capitalism by drawing upon 
their control of the bureaucracy of the pre-capitalist state, and their 
authority over local communities, to block reforms. Similarly, peasants 
mobilize their political communities to resist efforts to diminish control 
over the means of subsistence and to subject their reproduction to the 
market’s discipline.2 For these reasons, the transition to capitalism, both 
initially and for late comers, can generally occur only as an unintended 
consequence of the pre-capitalist ruling class seeking to sustain their posi-
tion by pre-capitalist means.

In this chapter I argue that a convergence of developments on postwar 
Taiwan provided a singular opportunity for Kuomintang (KMT) leader-
ship to impose capitalist rules for reproduction on economic elites and 
workers alike, even after decades of failed attempts to induce self-sustaining 
growth on the mainland. Separated from their economic base on the 
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mainland (no longer embedded in the mainland’s social property rela-
tions), and wholly reliant for their survival on the party leadership’s com-
mand over the military and state, the national representatives and party 
members who followed Chiang Kaishek into exile on Taiwan implemented 
land reform for the first time in the party’s history. The party leadership 
could do so only because the state bureaucracy had no vested interest in 
preserving the island’s social property relations as these functioned in 
1945 and because it had every interest in eradicating Taiwan’s landlord 
class since it constituted the only viable native political opposition to 
Chiang and his large entourage.

Nonetheless, even with the political field cleared of political opposition, 
and market discipline imposed upon firms, the island’s fledging entrepre-
neurs were caught in a bind. Now under competitive constraints, but 
without sufficient home demand to supports costly investments in plant 
and machinery, their success depended upon their ability to exploit mar-
kets overseas. Given their lack of competitiveness, however, their success 
depended first on whether foreign markets, in particular in the US, would 
allow the types and intensity of state intervention needed to aid Taiwan’s 
export drive. Second, it depended on the capacity and willingness of the 
advanced capitalist countries to sustain damage to their own manufactur-
ing sectors while continuing to export capital and equipment overseas. 
These were political questions and as such they lay beyond Taiwan’s con-
trol. As it turns out, two international developments were key in this 
regard. First, the Cold War invested US foreign policy makers in Taiwan’s 
industrialization, insofar as the containment of the Soviet and China 
required a politically stable and economically productive alliance. Second, 
the postwar boom centered in the US, Japan, and Western Europe created 
propitious conditions. The investment boom propelled wage growth and 
demand to new heights, while the accompanying inter-capitalist competi-
tion pushed technology and capital overseas.

The Cold War

In 1950 both the Nationalists on Taiwan and foreign policy makers in 
Washington faced profound strategic challenges. Both responded by sub-
ordinating questions of economy to security.3 Holding uncontested mili-
tary and economic power, the US held sway over postwar rule-making 
bodies such as the International Monetary Fund (IMF), World Bank, and 
General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT), which it wielded to 

  C. ISETT



  295

bring capitalist national competitors in line with its political and economic 
vision. At the height of World War II, planners were preoccupied by the 
problem of postwar recovery. Viewed in light of the failure to adjust to 
1918, and in keeping with ideological commitment to free commerce and 
private enterprise, Washington sought a global order to guarantee the free 
movement of goods and capital.4 Policy makers were drawn increasingly 
from business and financial circles that desired an end to the statist and 
anti-democratic practices. They anticipated a global Open Door order, 
secured with low tariffs and currency convertibility.5 When postwar recov-
ery proved stubborn in strategic Europe and Japan, and a general leftward 
political drift gathered speed in both zones, however, Washington adopted 
a more pragmatic approach to the methods of economic dirigisme. Allies 
exploited their weaknesses to secure terms of economic engagement with 
the US that were amenable to their emerging statist approaches to recov-
ery, growth, and trade expansion. In search of geostrategic advantage over 
the USSR, the US abandoned ideological purity and accepted, in the 
words of one scholar, “dictators and cartels in the name of democracy and 
free trade.”6

Whereas the first significant test of America’s wartime economic vision 
for the world came in Europe (especially in Great Britain and Germany), 
Taiwan benefited more directly from developments in Japan. With US 
hopes in the Chinese Civil War floundering, Tokyo became the epicenter 
of America’s effort to consolidate an Asian front against communism. But 
this hinged upon Japan’s economic recovery. With only emergency aid 
from Washington, an untenable “dollar gap” opened to cover the impor-
tation of basics and requisite capital goods. Three years after the war’s end, 
Japan’s industrial output was still less than half that of 1934–1936 levels. 
Head of the US State Department’s Policy Planning Staff, the author of 
US containment George Kennan feared a permanent left government in 
Tokyo. Newly anointed Secretary of State Dean Acheson dispatched 
Detroit banker Joseph Dodge, who arrived in early 1949 fresh from put-
ting to rest Germany’s currency crisis.7 His nine-point prescription for 
Japan’s economic recovery included a “super-balanced” budget, price and 
wage freezes, tax enforcement, and restrictions on lending. But, it also 
included policies designed to encourage exports, most radically the fixing 
of the Yen-Dollar rate at an export-friendly 360 to 1.

The effect was immediate and unsettling. Employers cut costs, reduced 
their workforce, and got unions to agree to tie wages to productivity. Yet, 
lending restrictions designed to tame inflation hit key upstream enterprises, 

  UNCERTAINTY, CONTINGENCY, AND LATE DEVELOPMENT IN TAIWAN 



296 

including the slowing down of energy output to a trickle. Downstream 
firms were at a loss to locate inputs and failed to take advantage of improved 
export conditions. The economic panic of 1949 ended only with the out-
break of the Korean War. As the US turned to Japanese firms to ease mili-
tary procurements, Tokyo’s Ministry of International Trade and Industry 
pressured manufacturers to link up, re-combine, and rationalize. It pushed 
the city banks to lend to targeted industries and experimented with tariffs 
and rebates to protect and promote exporters. Despite US warnings that 
Japan would do best to leverage its comparative advantage in low-tech, 
labor-intensive manufacturing, by the end of the Korean war, Japan Inc.’s 
key market and government arrangements were in place: a national eco-
nomic policy; private firms allied in keiretsu; firm-friendly city banks; over-
lending; the use of interest rates, tariffs, and rebates to guide investment; 
a cheap yen; and policy designed to develop across the full spectrum of 
industry.8

Despite its strong distaste for dirigisme, Washington quickly accom-
modated to state interventions that brought regional stability and longer-
term predictability to its alliances. Washington not only accepted a reversal 
in its trading fortunes and net capital outflows but also the flouting of its 
economic prescriptions and recommendations.9 In so doing, it recognized 
two realities. First, the struggle against communism was going to be “a 
long-pull,” and the US recognized that it stood alone in its capacity to 
coordinate that struggle.10 Second, the durability of its alliance system 
hinged upon a widening world-system of capital accumulation of which 
American firms were only one part. For the sake of victory over commu-
nism, the US would make the world safe for capital regardless of national-
ity.11 The result was a recognition of the particularities of local economic 
problems and threats. Policy bureaucrats in agencies such as United States 
Agency for International Development (USAID) accepted and even pro-
moted deviations from principle, confident that allies would eventually 
warm to America’s superior way. On Taiwan, economic policy makers, 
soon headed by Chiang Kaishek’s son Chiang Ching-kuo, took note of 
these developments.

After some equivocation, the US finally drew the exiled KMT on 
Taiwan under its military umbrella in 1950. Sitting astride shipping lanes 
that tied Japan to key markets in Southeast Asia, the Pentagon had long 
recognized Taiwan’s military value.12 But the rank incompetence of 
Chiang Kaishek, and the KMT leadership generally, caused the State 
Department pause. Early KMT actions on the island did not inspire 

  C. ISETT



  297

confidence. Rough treatment of the local population by Chiang’s 
appointed governor sparked a three-month rebellion, during which some 
30,000 Taiwanese perished. The mismanagement of the Bank of Taiwan 
pushed inflation above 1000 percent. The KMT degraded manufacturing 
capacity by stripping factories of machines and shipped parts to Shanghai. 
The party’s long-standing economic thinking won no acolytes in 
Washington either. On the mainland, the KMT used state banks and large 
public enterprises in steel, mining, machinery, armaments, and communi-
cations to control markets, impose monopoly prices, and most impor-
tantly to compel the political and financial allegiance of business leaders.13 
On Taiwan, the KMT nationalized Japanese property, industry, and banks. 
It imposed monopolies on key exports and even contemplated the nation-
alization of all agricultural production.

Whereas Washington conditioned the renewal of aid on the Nationalist’s 
rejection of central planning, and its promise to respect private enterprise, 
the KMT refused fully to relinquish control over the economy. In its view, 
the threatening international conditions and domestic political stability 
required powerful administrative instruments and methods. While relin-
quishing to US demands on certain fronts such as land reform, the party 
adopted strategic controls in industry. It took advantage of 
US-recommended import-substitution programs to build up domestic 
manufacturing, providing space to grow for selected private enterprises, 
and used the scarcity of foreign exchange to justify tightening controls 
over trade and savings.

Taiwan’s fledgling economic bureaucracy was assisted in this regard by 
US advisors on the ground. Coming from the State Department’s Aid 
program, as noted these men took a less orthodox approach to the econ-
omy. Washington had dispatched them to Taiwan to support regional stra-
tegic goals that, after 1950, hinged on the political viability of Chiang and 
the KMT regime. Finding Taiwanese firms too timid and poorly equipped 
to forge industrialization, the American staff recommended unorthodox 
state interventions.14 Across the 1950s, with the assistance of the Council 
on US Aid (CUSA), the size and reach of Taiwan’s economic bureaucracy 
grew. It nationalized and then subordinated finance to the interests of 
manufacturing, stabilized prices with strict monetary policy, and moder-
ated the effects of foreign trade on the domestic market. It used tariffs, 
import and exchange rate controls, as well as its supervision of foreign 
dollar reserves to guide industrial behavior. It prioritized exports early, to 
earn much needed foreign exchange, and it assisted with the importation 
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and dissemination to firms of technology needed to export. Finally, the 
state invested through public enterprises in the manufacture of capital and 
intermediary goods, power generation, and transportation.15 As the state 
adjusted policy in the late 1950s to prioritize exports, it relied more than 
ever on these bureaucratic controls to guide firm behavior, to mollify risks, 
and to maintain the party’s command.

Despite the KMT’s ongoing and systematic interventions in the mar-
ket, US aid accounted for two-fifths of capital formation when it ended in 
1965. Thereafter, Washington did little to tame Taiwan’s growing trade 
surplus. It even encouraged US private investment that added more value-
added imports from Taiwan to the American ledger. Indeed, America’s 
growing trade deficits signaled to Taiwan’s manufacturers that the US 
remained both a dependable market and source for invaluable technology 
and know-how to its allies. Guaranteed access to the US market and capi-
tal, and protected by its own economic bureaucracy, Taiwanese manufac-
turing looked to exploit niches in the global division of labor.

During the Cold War, Washington ceded economic sovereignty to its 
allies in return for geopolitical advantage. So long as states committed to 
the fundamentals of capitalist accumulation, US administrations suffered 
illiberal policies that accelerated growth and added to America’s trade 
imbalance. America in the 1950s and 1960s could afford to be generous: 
the size of its economy meant it remained confident in the attraction and 
superiority of its economic model. America’s grand strategy for the Cold 
War, drafted under Truman, sought to bind by alliance the industrial 
zones in Western Europe and Northeast Asia. The durability of these 
arrangements rested on an end to class war through policies that pro-
moted sustained economic growth via constant and rapid technological 
upgrading.16 Of course, the coincidence of US geostrategic interests in 
Asia with Taiwan’s export-led path to industrialization grew from American 
interests in defending its economic way of life. The upshot, as Perry 
Anderson shows, was a radical amendment to America’s commitment to 
its early Open Door policy: “The US state would henceforward act,” 
Anderson concludes of the Cold War, “not primarily as a projection of the 
concerns of US capital, but as a guardian of the general interest of all capi-
tals, sacrificing—where necessary, and for as long as needed—national 
gain for international advantage, in the confidence of ultimate pay-off.”17 
Thus, in the midst of what it considered an ideological fight to the death, 
Washington accepted economically dirigiste departures when these served 
to contain the communist threat to bourgeois property worldwide.
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But industrialization—especially at the pace achieved on Taiwan—
required more than the building up of the economic bureaucracy and 
statist intervention. First, Taiwan needed overseas inputs and markets that 
would allow firms to accumulate at rates well beyond what the domestic 
market allowed. Second, growth required the breaking of traditional pat-
terns of investment and the subjugation of capital to the rigors of market 
prices. Neither outcome was guaranteed, and each rested upon distinct 
and contingent political developments. We now turn to the first of these 
two requirements.

The Postwar Boom and Taiwan’s Investment 
Expansion

The Nationalist’s development strategy before the war hinged on the 
exploitation of the mainland’s vast albeit poor market and its substantial 
reserves of raw materials. With the party’s removal to Taiwan, the regime 
was left with no choice but to look offshore for both, while the need for 
dollars to fund defense only added pressure. The KMT benefited enor-
mously therefore from the economic boom that ran from 1950 to the 
early 1970s. Centered in the advanced capitalist countries, it generated 
unprecedented demand for technology-rich consumer goods and outward 
flows of capital. At its center was the US. Having contracted significantly 
in the 1930s, its economy grew 6.5 percent in the first half of the next 
decade. The manufacturing sector was the greatest beneficiary. Already at 
the “frontier” of innovation, the war widened the technological gap 
between the US and its rivals.18 In 1945, America’s economic hegemony 
was expressed in its technological lead, vast trade surpluses, and global 
demand for dollars. America accounted for 40 percent of global GDP, half 
of global manufacturing, and provisioned one-third of the world’s 
industrial exports.19 Meanwhile, world GDP grew five percent annually, 
more than double the pace of the expansion of 1873 to 1913, while global 
trade grew nearly twice as fast, quintupling between 1948 and 1971.20 
While America’s rate of growth halved following peace, and stayed at 
around 2.5 percent for the duration of the 1960s, wages grew. The capac-
ity of the US to act as importer of first and last resort remained therefore 
robust and, even as it weakened, America continued to offer growth as its 
banks and manufacturers responded to intensifying competition at home 
by sending technology overseas.21
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The US economy also reaped enormous advantages from international 
arrangements that Washington had mostly designed and over which it 
maintained command. The US also brought clarity to trading rules 
through agreements that benefited allies, while the global need for dollars, 
established at Bretton Woods, permitted deep and long-run deficits. The 
US used these to finance its military expenditures, foreign aid deliveries, 
Foreign Direct Investment (FDI) outflows, and most importantly run 
trade deficits far greater and for far longer than its economic performance 
would otherwise have allowed. The combined effect prolonged and sped 
the economic expansion of others.22

On Taiwan, the KMT leveraged these conditions, to piece together 
policy mixes that favored the export of manufactures.23 The key agencies 
that guided policy were ad hoc creations of the late 1940s, originally 
intended to confront emergency conditions that arose from the KMT’s 
defeat, rebellion, hyperinflation, the administration of aid, and the foreign 
exchange crisis. The party strengthened bureaucratic command and con-
trol capacity to address each problem as it appeared. In rapid succession, it 
formed and dissolved agencies, rotated personnel, and adjusted policy as 
required. The National Resource Council, established on the mainland, 
was replaced by the Taiwan Production Board (TPB) in 1949. The TPB’s 
writ was quickly broadened from managing former Japanese properties to 
coordinating economic and financial matters across all levels of the bureau-
cracy. The Economic Stabilization Board (ESB)—formed in 1951 from an 
ad hoc group charged with bringing prices under control through the 
better coordination of trade, monetary supply, and fiscal matters—
absorbed the functions of the TPB in 1953. The ESB also took control of 
the Industrial Financing Committee, a small working group that had man-
aged US dollars reserve, and broadened its purview with the needs of the 
economy. It soon became the brain trust for industrial policy, which it 
administered by assigning foreign exchange, controlling imports, and tar-
geting export assistance.

Like the TPB before it, the ESB was a coordinating office. It contained 
five groups corresponding to key areas of the economy and operated 
between and above the regular ministries. It included the Industrial 
Development Commission, which managed early manufacturing policy in 
addition to developing the first five-year economic plan. With the end of 
inflation, the party leadership disbanded the ESB in 1958. Some of its 
tasks went to the ministries, but the job of policy formulation and eco-
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nomic coordination was kept separate. These moved first to the Joint 
Commission on Industrial Development within the Council for US Aid—
an organization created with US assistance in 1948—and then to the 
Council for International Economic Cooperation and Development, cre-
ated in 1963 in anticipation of the end to US aid. By the time the CIECD 
was formed, the coordinating agencies had aggregated significant powers 
over the economic bureaucracy.24

The rapid reshuffling of organizations served several goals. First, it pre-
served the central leadership’s command of the bureaucracy, allowing for 
the removal and transfer of key personnel. Second, it allowed flexibility in 
the face of rapidly changing international and domestic conditions. Third, 
the recruitment and rotation of staff created a large stable of expert tech-
nocrats who could assure continuity of vision and purpose. By assigning 
individuals multiple positions simultaneously, and by rotating technocrats 
through different responsibilities, the party leadership secured command 
of the economy’s heights while preventing bureaucratic turf wars that 
might otherwise interfere with policy coordination.25 At the center of the 
mix was Chiang Ching-kuo, whose first-hand experience with Leninist 
party control in the USSR informed his understanding of political control. 
Steadily, he built his political base first in the security apparatus and then 
over economic policy making.26

In the 1950s the KMT had few good economic choices. On the one 
hand, the leadership understood it could not afford the mistakes of the 
past. On the other, a combination of problems portended economic col-
lapse: hardline anti-inflationary lending policies discouraged the upgrad-
ing needed to export; import-substitution policies, intended to protect 
poorly capitalized firms, fueled overproduction and deflation; insufficient 
government revenue, and the cost of a vast army inherited from the civil 
war, threatened to bust the budget; and the island’s reliance on imported 
raw materials rendered the import bill unsustainable. To break the vicious 
cycle, the bureaucracy bundled incentives and protections in ways to force 
local manufacturers to export. Tax rebates and offsetting were extended to 
all imports assembled into exports. The cost of dollars to exporters was 
discounted. The government allowed firms to retain a portion of their 
foreign exchange earnings that went to the generation of exports. Multiple 
exchange rates shaped costs to improve export competitiveness and, when 
it was introduced in 1960, the unified exchange rate was set at a level that 
cheapened Taiwan’s goods abroad. Meanwhile, the party commanded 
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state-owned upstream enterprises to adjust output to meet demand for 
intermediary inputs, ensuring that precious dollars went to essential inter-
mediary goods. Far from ending protections and price adjustments, the 
state honed them.27

The total volume of exported goods picked up, growing 6.4 percent 
annually across the 1950s and then 21.8 percent across the 1960s. By 
1960 industrial products accounted for 23.3 percent of exports, up from 
only 9 percent. By 1964 they topped two-fifths of the export share and 
three-quarters by the end of the decade.28 Manufacturing’s share of GDP 
swelled as a result. It surpassed 25 percent in 1962 and hit 39 percent in 
1989, at which time manufactured goods accounted for 84 percent of 
exports. As exports grew on the back of Organisation for Economic 
Co-operation and Development (OECD) wage growth, expectations of 
further demand expansion induced more investment and greater risk 
taking.

Whereas the long-run achievements of Taiwanese manufacturers rested 
upon their capacity to adjust continually to changing international prices, 
that flexibility can hardly explain their initial venture into the global mar-
ket. In the absence of technology and knowledge, export hopes were 
moot. The pervasive uncertainty and the risk of going head-to-head 
against established multinationals in their own markets dampened any 
enthusiasm for investment in the export sector. There was no reason in the 
early days for entrepreneurs to assume that statist interventions would 
work to their benefit. Not only were government systems of support 
entirely untried, there was no way for Taiwan’s firms to know whether the 
state could continue to match their needs once they committed to export-
ing. By the mid-1950s, the interest of the Taiwanese bourgeoisie lay not 
in exporting, but in the import-substitution policies that fostered their 
appearance and secured their revenues in the first place.

The dilemma faced by the heads of Taiwanese manufacturing firms was 
clear: US and Japanese advantages in their own markets reached below 
leading edge industries to much older ones. This was especially true in the 
case of Japan, Taiwan’s chief trade competitor in labor-intensive manufac-
turing. Deep inventories of technology compensated for its relatively 
higher wages. The investment boom that commenced in Japan in 1950, 
and was the basis of its own export-led growth, led first in those industries 
most appropriate to Taiwan’s conditions—textiles and electronics. As it 
turned out, however, the contours of the postwar recovery in the OECD 
countries proved exceedingly opportune for Taiwan. In addition to driving 
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the demand that Taiwan’s manufacturers needed and heeded, the intensi-
fied global competition within the OECD bloc pressured its firms to look 
to low-wage countries like Taiwan to reduce their bill. The ancillary cheap-
ening of global shipping, and the wartime revolution in telecommunica-
tions, supported such developments.

The entry of low-cost Japanese and German competitors forced US 
firms overseas first.29 They consequently moved the more labor-intensive 
parts of their production chains to low-wage countries such as Taiwan, leav-
ing capital-intensive processes at home. But, just as US firms shifted over-
seas, Japanese firms followed. They set up shop in Taiwan and South Korea 
and were aided in these efforts by Japan’s Import-Export Bank, which 
among other things wished to see firms prolong their product and profit 
cycles while upgrading production at home.30 Japanese textile firms Toyobo, 
Kanebo, and Unitika were among the first to invest on Taiwan, initially to 
bypass US import limits on Japanese textiles. Electronics firms seeking the 
same advantages followed.31 While Japanese firms outsourced those parts of 
the manufacturing process from the bottom rung of the industrial ladder, 
these were not without technical complexity. As the pace of accumulation 
accelerated, moreover, Japanese multinationals found themselves facing 
intensifying wage pressures at home. They responded by shedding still 
technology-richer processing. US textile and electronics firms refused to 
stand idle. They responded to the new round of price pressure from Japan 
in kind by recruiting still more Taiwanese subsidiaries of their own.32 Firms 
such as RCA set up plants to assemble US-manufactured capital-intensive 
components into final goods for re-export as well as the manufacture of 
intermediary inputs suitable for assembly back home. As the bottom line of 
Japanese and US firms benefited by prolonging commodity life cycles, 
Taiwanese companies acquired valuable technology and experience.

The benefits of these investments to Taiwan manufacturing were greater 
than the scale of capital flows suggests. First, although multinational 
investment tended to employ fewer workers, because of their greater reli-
ance on machines, this equipment brought with it the very know-how 
needed to access the OECD market. Moreover, while these investments 
tended to produce goods that carried the higher-per-unit value needed to 
justify shipping, the embodied technology had not topped out at the time 
of investment.33 Finally, because market conditions demanded up-to-date 
machinery, and because the life cycle of consumer products was shorten-
ing, early investments made to capitalize on cheap labor called forth regu-
lar upgrading at shortening intervals.34
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Second, though FDI to Taiwan was a small share of all investment, its 
contribution to both exports and manufacturing employment was greater 
on a dollar basis than local or overseas Chinese investment. Across the 
1950s and 1960s, FDI accounted for 4 to 5 percent of capital formation, 
but 11 percent of manufacturing investment, one-fifth of export share, 16 
percent of manufacturing employment.35 The disproportionate effect was 
due to its concentration in exports back to the OECD bloc, where highly 
competitive markets featured rapid product obsolescence and technologi-
cal innovation. Between 1966 and 1971, the ratio of fixed assets to 
employees in foreign-owned firms and subsidiaries on Taiwan rose fastest, 
especially after passing so-called Lewis threshold in the mid-1960s. 
Thereafter, growing domestic incomes spurred more domestic savings, 
which augmented capital formation. Still, by the mid-1970s export sales in 
leading edge manufacturing such as electronics and tool making, where 
FDI was concentrated, employed per dollar three times as many industrial 
workers as domestic sales.36 Most importantly, as subsidiaries and joint 
ventures connected with local suppliers, Taiwan’s small and medium 
enterprises acquired often by linking up the economies of scale necessary 
to afford upgrading on their own. To force FDI upgrading, the state 
required ever higher local content for foreign plants. As a share of all pur-
chases of machinery and equipment, FDI domestic acquisitions reached 
two-fifths in 1987.37

In 1950 Taiwan’s leading firms were stuck. They lacked the technology 
needed to enter foreign markets and the dollar earnings to acquire it and 
were unable to compete in foreign markets on the basis of cheap labor 
alone. Assistance came in two main forms. First, multinationals that 
needed to cut costs in the face of heightened competition set up shop on 
the island. Attracted initially by cheap labor, they found that in order to 
maintain market share they had no choice but to offshore technology-
richer and richer processes, link up with domestic suppliers, and assist in 
their partners’ upgrading. Second, had the state not faced head on the 
inflationary threat of the expansionary adjustments to the exchange rate, 
and the compounding effects of the investment boom entailed in the rapid 
upgrading of manufacturing, the gains from exports would have undoubt-
edly disappeared under the pressure of rising wages and rising costs. All 
things equal, Taiwan’s astounding levels of capital formation should have 
driven prices to levels that squeezed private corporate profits and invest-
ment and slowed the expansion.
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Yet across three decades, private and public capital formation rose as a 
share of GDP, reaching their highest annual levels at times of greatest 
depressed global demand. This was achieved by the state’s pushing of 
prices in directions they would otherwise not have gone. The turn to 
exports was, therefore, accompanied not by the lessening but by the 
enhancing and more sophisticated targeting of bureaucratic systems of 
command and control. The state’s early adoption of the strategic targeting 
of firms for loans and other forms of support, its invitation to foreign firms 
to invest in the export sector, and its parsimonious control of money sup-
ply brought a new discipline to public and private firms, while signaling to 
the private sector its intention to favor exporters.38 While these develop-
ments followed upon and most certainly consolidated Taiwan’s transition 
to capitalism and its rapid industrialization, they were not its cause. To 
understand how market discipline was brought to bear on producers and 
workers alike—to explain the adoption of capitalist rules for reproduc-
tion—we must return to the political terrain and the formation of a native 
bourgeoisie.

Party and State in Taiwan’s Transition 
to Industrial Capitalism

Taiwan’s transition to capitalism, which began in the mid-1950s, required 
the presence of a special kind of state. In the first instance, what was 
needed was a state capable of both recognizing the need to enforce the 
adoption of capitalist rules of production in the economy and overcoming 
resistance from elites and producers alike. In the second instance, with 
capitalist social property relations in place, the state had to remain suffi-
ciently autonomous of social classes in order to insist on firms adopting 
accumulation strategies commensurate with requirements of growth via 
exports. In other words, the state had subsequently to resist capture by 
either social elites or workers. On Taiwan, this meant that KMT state had 
to be prepared to and capable of eradicating the local landlord and mer-
chant classes, the chief beneficiaries of Japanese rule, who remained wed-
ded to pre-capitalist accumulation strategies, and replace them with a 
competitively constrained bourgeoisie.

In the early 1900s, Japan streamlined the island’s property rights by 
abrogating claims of those landlords who lived in the mainland and 
enhancing the claims of those on the island. It pushed a green revolution 
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with investments in irrigation, new strains of rice and sugarcane, and 
chemical fertilizers that greatly enhanced yields and total farm output. It 
transformed cane processing and promoted the export of rice and sugar to 
the homeland. Though the greatest profits went to Japanese businesses, 
native landlords and merchants benefited significantly from the rise in 
trade and rent.39 Their sons received education and entered the colonial 
administration or even sojourned in Japan. The end of colonial rule in 
1945 opened the way for native Taiwanese merchants and landlords, who 
had benefited greatly from the colonial order, to capture the state and use 
its power to enhance their economic position. Similar to the landed elites 
of Latin America, they would have directed the state to lower tariffs and 
cheapen food exports, to reduce or eliminate taxes on their income, to 
attack tenant security and enable rent squeezing, to invest in infrastructure 
that lowered the cost of food exports, and to counter depressed prices and 
earnings with price supports.

Most importantly, wanting to trap cheap labor on the land, landlords 
resisted any progressive laws including land reform that protected work-
er’s rights or aided smallholders at a cost to them. Such policies would 
undoubtedly have protected the incomes of landlords and merchants, 
while strengthening the island’s comparative advantage in cheap farm pro-
duce, but would do so at the expense of manufacturing. Without aggres-
sive and consistent state assistance in the forms of cheap loans and tariffs, 
Taiwanese manufacturers would remain undercapitalized. Unable to com-
pete internationally, off farm employment would not materialize, farm 
wages would stagnate (or even decline in the face of population increase), 
and there would be ever-less incentive to cut farming costs. So long as 
farming remained under the direct management of smallholders and ten-
ants without means, moreover, the surest way for individual families to 
combat costs was by exploiting cheap household labor rather than upgrad-
ing of equipment. In other words, given the structures imposed by land-
lords and merchants on the countryside, micro-economic behavior would 
be inconsistent with the needs of capitalist or modern economic 
development.

But this course was blocked by the KMT, which in the key years between 
1949 and 1952 transformed itself from a party in defeat and disarray into 
a disciplined and cohesive organization. In the closing months of the 
Chinese Civil War, the destruction of party records and loss of members 
bled the party of what little organizational capacity it had. As Chiang 
Kaishek departed permanently to Taiwan, he reflected on the causes of his 
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defeat and blamed the party itself. The party failed to enforce discipline, it 
was paralyzed by factionalism, it did not adequately understand social con-
ditions, and it had no capacity for mobilizing society. In short, Chiang 
concluded that the KMT had ceased to act as a revolutionary vanguard 
organization.40 Within weeks of settling in Taipei, with the assistance of his 
Soviet-trained son Chiang Ching-kuo, he forced through reforms that 
produced a party that looked remarkably like the  Chinese Communist 
Party in its structure and organizational functions.41

As head of the party, Chiang outlined the direction of reform, but 
entrusted his son to secure control. Together they picked men to draw up 
reform plans and then oversaw the formation and work of the Central 
Reform Committee (CRC). They packed it with relatively young yet 
highly educated and very loyal party members. To assure control over its 
agenda, the CRC was placed under the authority of a working group of 25 
steered by Chiang senior. For the next two years, the working group reor-
ganized the party from top to bottom. Many members were required to 
reapply. Some 30,000 new party cells were formed, operating at all levels 
of administration, the military, the state, and bureaucracy. The central 
party conducted intensive ideological work to rebuild morale and pur-
pose, building a cadre school and establishing the Anti-Communist Youth 
Corps. When completed in 1952, the factions that had plagued the party 
since the 1920s were broken. No doubt the threat of invasion by com-
munist forces steeled party cohesion, but the reforms gave it organiza-
tional structure, numbers, and new purpose. One of every 14 people on 
the island was now a party member.42

Simultaneously, Chiang asserted personal charge over the state. He 
turned control of the security apparatus, military, and youth groups over 
to his son, who headed the Central Standing Committee of the party.43 
The 1948 Temporary Provisions (martial law) gave extraordinary powers 
to the president’s office as well as the Executive Yuan, which the president 
constitutionally headed. Chiang ended presidential term limits and 
bypassed all legal checks on his authority in the name of the “national 
emergency.” By informal and formal mechanisms, he captured the national 
law-making body or Legislative Yuan. He stuffed it with uncompetitive 
seats occupied by mainlanders representing their pre-1948 constituencies 
and procedurally he moved its legislative authority into the Executive 
Yuan. He placed the bureaucracy under the control of the Executive Yuan 
and then administered it through a small cabinet of ministerial heads, the 
provincial governor, generals, and key economic advisors. He handpicked 
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men to fill these positions. Finally, the KMT’s Policy Coordination 
Committee, facilitated by the KMT dominated Control Yuan, disciplined 
party members and assured policy implementation.44

In the name of national security, Chiang took economic policy making 
out of the ministries and placed it in ad hoc agencies, liberating economic 
management of the territorial and career interests of bureaucrats. He was 
assisted in this by the early installment on Taiwan of the American-Chinese 
jointly run CUSA. Initially managing the dispensation of American aid, 
CUSA quickly acquired status as a hothouse for economic policy, training 
technocratic engineers and economists who subsequently cycled through 
the Cabinet, the chief economic ministries, and public enterprises. Though 
the guiding agency of the economy would change names and membership 
(CUSA became the Council for International Economic Cooperation and 
Development in 1963, the Economic Planning Council in 1973, and the 
Council for Economic Planning and Development in 1977), it remained 
an autonomous advisory agency with ministerial status that spoke directly 
to the president and the Executive Yuan. Staffed by men chosen by the 
president, not only did its opinions carry great weight, these agencies 
intervened directly in the management and administration of everything 
from import controls and technology imports to emergency fund requests 
from firms. Because each member of the body had experience working in 
leadership roles across multiple agencies, including the Economic Affairs 
and Finance ministries and the Central Bank, they possessed both exper-
tise and a vision.45

In short order, therefore, Chiang, his son, and a small group of loyalists 
succeeded in deepening party control over state and society, while trans-
forming the bureaucracy into cohesive, disciplined, and highly functioning 
administrative instrument effectively free of legislative oversight. The 
economy’s commanding heights were run by a focused cohort of party 
members and nationalists, supported by a growing number of talented 
technocrats, entirely dedicated to the idea of China’s national reconstruc-
tion. However, it remained to be seen whether the re-energized emer-
gency state, fully in place in 1955, could impose its will on the native 
population and, more to the point, whether those classes whose economic 
behavior and interests ran counter to the requirements of export-driven 
industrialization would continue to hinder industrialization.

The placation of Taiwanese society began brutally. The party’s suppres-
sion of an island-wide revolt left 30,000 dead. The imposition of martial 
law eviscerated constitutional liberties. With public security turned over to 
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the Garrison Command, the police, secret service, and judiciary had free 
rein to harass and imprison political opponents. Social control was 
extended in corporatist fashion over civic groups, trade and industrial 
organizations, and both labor and farmer unions.46 Yet, by far the most 
transformative actions were those resulting in the removal of native colo-
nial merchant and landlord classes. The merchant class was euthanized 
early, when the KMT took total control of trade in 1945. This began with 
the establishment of state monopolies in all exports and quickened with 
the implementation of strict import limits and import-export licensing, 
and the forced remittance of foreign exchange earnings.47 These programs 
were intended to remedy the balance of payments crises, brought on by 
the sudden surge of imports needed to support an additional two million 
mainlanders, and to assure the allocation of precious dollar reserves to 
strategic necessities such as food, fuel, and machinery. But the effect was 
to eliminate the traditional merchant class and bring trading practices in 
line with state priorities.

With the state in control of trade, and the general population subdued, 
only landlords remained as a viable native social opposition. While the US 
demanded land reform as a condition of aid, the KMT was uncharacteristi-
cally enthusiastic. The party’s legislative representatives had doggedly 
resisted land reform before 1949. Many held wealth in land in the main-
land. The party’s retreat to Taiwan, however, cut those ties, while render-
ing representatives who fled to Taiwan dependent for their livelihood upon 
the power of the state to tax and administer the local economy. Without 
any allegiance to Taiwan’s landlords, and unencumbered of an opposi-
tional elite within the state, the KMT leadership passed a land reform law 
as radical in its results as that carried out simultaneously on the mainland. 
A 1947 reduction of rent by 40 percent, designed to pressure landlords to 
cash out, was followed in 1950 by a three-hectare limit on land holdings 
that ended landlordism. Despite compensation in government bonds and 
stock in public enterprises, landlords failed to make the transition to com-
merce or manufacturing.48 The combined effect of land reform and trade 
controls was the termination of existing pattern of investment and accu-
mulation, which had done nothing to promote industrialization in the past 
and to force those with savings to find alternative strategies.

The state did not stand still, however. The economic bureaucracy 
focused single-mindedly on manufacturing, at the expense of agriculture 
and services, out of conviction that this was the surest way to protect 
national sovereignty and pave the way to greater autonomy in interna-
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tional affairs. Benefiting from improvements to agricultural production 
under Japanese rule, and utilizing many of the same schemes to extract 
savings from farming households, the KMT squeezed the countryside. In 
taxes, forced rice sales, and price fixing, the state took about one-quarter 
of total farm output. It invested in public enterprises, infrastructure, and 
private loans.49 Because one did not exist, the KMT created a bourgeoisie 
and then assured its profitability. It recruited the journalist Wu Sanlian to 
run a large textile manufacturing plant in Tainan and the lumberyard 
owner Y.  C. Wang to manage newly established Formosa Plastics. The 
state provided capital, machines, raw materials, and a market, while pro-
tecting investments behind tariff walls and import controls.50 Through a 
variety of measures, the state compelled former tenants to deepen their 
dependency upon the market for inputs and earnings, and agricultural 
productivity grew first in absolute and then in relative terms. In search of 
cash, farm households shed labor to local labor-intensive manufacturing, 
at first seasonally but soon permanently. The labor force was thus increas-
ingly separated from farming and tied to the urban markets.

The transition to capitalism was now complete. Denied the ability to 
profit through rents and arbitrage trading, capital was left with no choice 
but to accrue by way of specialization, cost cutting, and switching lines. 
When the limits of domestic demand were reached in the mid-1950s, and 
firms confronted a crisis of overproduction and falling profits, the eco-
nomic bureaucracy contrived to drive manufacturers into the global mar-
ket. It undid some protections, created new ones, directed small firms to 
combine, reduced the cost of exporting, and required cost cutting. 
Disciplined by the existential threat of the People’s Republic of China 
(PRC), relieved of the need to answer to entrenched domestic class inter-
ests, and in possession of a disciplined cadre of administrators, the party 
leadership had acquired remarkable freedom of movement, which lasted 
well into the 1970s. It wielded this new-found power and autonomy to 
keep the field clear of structural obstacles to growth, while avoiding the 
pitfalls of rent-seeking predatory practices and the dissipation of scarce 
resources on uneconomic projects that would have otherwise followed.51

Conclusion

In 1962 Alexander Gerschenkron pointed to the entangled nature of non-
development.52 He argued that risk is great in undeveloped countries 
because labor is stuck in low-productivity activities; private savings are 
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diffused and flow to rent-seeking activities; it favors unproductive military 
needs; high costs, poor infrastructure, and the absence of basic industries 
hamper markets; the available knowledge and skill sets are unsuited to the 
needs of the modern economy; and to the extent that the state has an 
industrial policy, this favors the military. Cascading and intertwining bot-
tlenecks from feeble demand and high risk combine to inhibit specializa-
tion, undermine efficiencies, preclude rationalization, and lock capital in 
unproductive agriculture. But Gerschenkron assigns no cause, other than 
the unsatisfactory state of “backwardness” itself. Brenner’s breakthrough 
was to show that these entangled barriers to growth are the result of gen-
eral patterns of behavior that find their structural basis in the existing 
social property relations.

To this we must add the fact that even when latecomers adopt capitalist 
rules for reproduction, they must still overcome the significant barriers to 
entry that have been raised by the world’s leading capitalist economies, on 
the basis of past and ongoing successes. The leading economies benefit 
from their proximity and ease of access to knowledgeable suppliers, skilled 
and flexible labor, tool and machine builders, experienced distributers and 
wholesalers, specialized financial institutions, and the most up-to-date 
infrastructure. In other words, they benefit from a state of generalized 
market interdependency. Consequently, while providing a model for 
latecomers to emulate, the success of that model poses a threat to those 
that wish to follow. It is little wonder that, with leaders setting the terms, 
the developmental state takes on the task of lowering uncertainty at home. 
Yet, there is no reason to expect the condition of underdevelopment to 
elicit a remedy. Just as Brenner spotlights the politically contingent nature 
of capitalism’s first appearance in England, so it is necessary to recognize 
Taiwan’s highly contingent and political road to capitalist development.

With the arrival of the Cold War, America’s strategic needs trumped 
national business interests. As Washington took on the task of protecting 
US business by protecting global capital, it acquiesced to its allies’ depar-
tures from liberal economic principles. The trade and budget deficits that 
followed were the cost of fighting communism. It focused its attention on 
gradually easing the global flow of goods and capital while encouraging 
recovery and capitalist expansion through the formation of regional and 
global production chains that paralleled and undergirded its alliance sys-
tem. The postwar revival of capitalist accumulation, driven by extraordi-
narily high rates of investment, set in motion dynamics propitious to 
Taiwan’s export growth.53 The OECD’s postwar expansion via trade grew 
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consumer demand but also intensified manufacturing competition, pro-
ducing both the pull for imports and the outflow of capital and know-how 
to produce them overseas at lower cost.

For Third World nations to take advantage of these developments, 
however, required the appearance of an extraordinary set of domestic 
social conditions.54 Nothing about the KMT before 1949 suggests it could 
produce them. Yet, its retreat to Taiwan freed the party from class interests 
that were otherwise detrimental to capitalist expansion via industrializa-
tion. It bound the survival of those who fled to the island, to the party, 
and state. Shocked into reform and separated from its base, the party 
achieved remarkable cohesion and autonomy. In swift succession, it ended 
traditional investment strategies of native landlords and merchants; it cre-
ated a domestic bourgeoisie; and it subordinated accumulation strategies 
to the requirements of the most advanced markets in Japan, the US, and 
Europe. With American permission, and under the guidance of powerful 
coordinating agencies within the state, the KMT shaped relative prices to 
countermand Taiwan’s prevailing conditions.

Disciplined by external threats, which it could best confront by build-
ing up manufacturing, and by its American guardian, which required 
growth on the basis of private capital in exchange for security, the KMT 
found that to contradict the requirements of capital accumulation would 
undermine sovereignty and governance. The authoritarian party was sub-
ject henceforth to the same disciplining forces that shaped the export sec-
tor: its actions could not ignore the disciplining force of competition. By 
the late 1950s, in other words, state power rested on the prosperity of an 
economy governed by the requirements of private profitability.
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CHAPTER 13

Rethinking the Rules of Reproduction 
and the Transition to Capitalism: Reading 

Federici and Brenner Together

Nicole Leach

This chapter takes a slightly different direction from those that proceed 
and follow. While this chapter presents an application and extension of 
political Marxism, it does so from a critical perspective, using Marxist fem-
inism to challenge political Marxism and simultaneously using political 
Marxism to challenge Marxist feminism. The point behind engaging these 
two fields is to trouble the question of patriarchal capitalism’s arrival. 
Motivating this engagement is the hypothesis that there is something spe-
cific in the transition to capitalism that ruptured previous forms of political 
economic organization, as well as, previous gender regimes. I suggest the 
resulting dynamic that was then set in motion as that of an internal rela-
tion between gender and class oppression; as opposed to separate capitalist 
and patriarchal systems that intersect and interact.

Within this understanding, class exploitation and gender oppression are 
considered co-constitutive elements of capitalist social property relations. 
To explore this assertion, two troubling tendencies plaguing Marxist and 
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Marxist feminist theorizing must be addressed. First, the legacy of dual 
systems theorizing within Marxist feminism is challenged for its ahistorical 
assumptions regarding patriarchal capitalism’s arrival. When the distinc-
tive qualities of capitalist social property relations are taken for granted, 
room is left for the argument that patriarchy’s historical existence explains 
its contemporary manifestation, that is, its manifestation as a distinct and 
closed system that interacts and intersects with capitalist social property 
relations, but that is ultimately separate or external to them. The analysis 
forwarded within this chapter seeks to provide a rebuke to this troubling 
theoretical practice by defending the argument, advanced by Marxist fem-
inists such as Federici,1 that capitalism has been a gendered social relation 
from the moment of its birth. Federici investigates the structural compo-
nents that allow and facilitate the continuation of exploitative gender rela-
tions without having to rely on ahistorical or functionalist answers and 
argues that the transition period was punctuated at each moment by a 
transformation in the organization of social reproduction and oppressive 
gender relations.

The second tendency that this chapter tackles is the lack of historical 
specificity within Federici’s Marxist feminist reading of the transition. 
Throughout her attack on these ahistorical hypotheses regarding patriar-
chy’s historical transcendence, she simultaneously relies on an overly 
expansive geographic and temporal reading of the transition to capitalism 
that lacks a robust historical specificity—the kind of historical specificity 
that is necessary for fully challenging these ahistorical feminist theses. This 
is critically challenged by turning to political Marxism’s specific method-
ological approach, conceptualization of capitalism and economic develop-
ment, and privileging of class struggle and agency, which provide a 
welcomed challenge to previous transition models that place higher 
emphasis on market relations over social relations as well as redressing 
Federici’s lack of historical specificity.

While political Marxism uniquely provides much needed historical 
nuance to Federici’s lack of historical specificity and dual systems theory’s 
ahistoricity, political Marxism continues to reproduce the common Marxist 
failure to produce a strong and substantive gender analysis. If the ahisto-
ricity of dual systems analysis is to be effectively challenged using a politi-
cal Marxist methodology, then those strains within political Marxism that 
cede room to a dual systems approach to the study of capitalist exploita-
tion and women’s oppression must simultaneously be critically revisited. 
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For example, Wood’s structural separation of sexism and class 
exploitation,

The point, though, is that if capital derives advantages from racism or sex-
ism, it is not because of any structural tendency in capitalism toward racial 
inequality or gender oppression, but on the contrary because they disguise 
the structural realities of the capitalist system and because they divide the 
working class. At any rate, capitalist exploitation can in principle be con-
ducted without any consideration for colour, race, creed, gender, any depen-
dence upon extra-economic inequality or difference.2

This structural separation is a result of the analytical separation of social 
production and social reproduction that recognizes class as an economic 
relation and gender oppression as a political relation. This analytical frag-
menting is called into question by a social reproduction feminist analysis 
which views social production and reproduction as comprised of differen-
tiated, yet internally related, moments within a social whole.

By marrying this social reproduction feminist analysis to political 
Marxism’s historically specific account of the development of capitalist 
social relations, it is possible to advance an alternative methodology that 
focuses on the co-constitutive relationship of gender and class relations as 
an original and foundational component of capitalist social property rela-
tions. This chapter proceeds under the belief that a revised political 
Marxism has the potential to set up a non-teleological and historically 
specific account of the origins of gendered capitalist social property rela-
tions. Bringing together the best aspects of Federici, a broader social 
reproduction feminist cannon, and political Marxism allows this potential 
to be realized.

Reflections on Federici

How to account for the continued oppression of women under capitalism, 
especially given that capitalism is often problematically described as taking 
a genderblind approach to exploitation? This was the question bubbling 
underneath the surface of the 1970s feminist domestic labor debates and 
it is a question and a debate that still confronts socialist feminism today. 
The various approaches to addressing this question and resulting positions 
expressed throughout the debates provided much productive and useful 
theorizing regarding the avenues of exploitation, processes of oppression, 
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and the social relations surrounding women’s unpaid labor. The focus of 
the domestic labor debate centered on how to understand the coexistence 
of capitalism and patriarchy in its current configuration and not on the 
origins of patriarchal capitalism. While a historical materialist analysis was 
present at times, and made certain contributions to these debates, the 
existence of capitalism was often taken for granted.

On the other hand, mainstream Marxist and liberal historiographies of 
the transition to capitalism have proceeded by and large with little to no 
consideration of the role of patriarchy, gender oppression, or gendered 
divisions of labor on the origins and development of capitalism. Neither 
the commercialization model,3 world systems theory,4 neo-Malthusian 
demographic models,5 nor political Marxism6 advances a strong feminist 
analysis within their methodological approaches to questioning the gen-
dered origins of capitalist social relations. Even the neo-Malthusian demo-
graphic models, with their central focus on demographics and population, 
evade serious discussions of social reproduction or gender constructions.

Against this backdrop, Federici explicitly revisits the transition as a 
means to investigate the structural components that facilitate the continu-
ation of exploitative gender relations without having to rely on ahistorical 
or functionalist answers.7 Caliban and the Witch presents an immensely 
important step forward in addressing the lacuna in socialist feminist theo-
rizing that allows for the origins of patriarchal capitalism to be taken for 
granted and Federici challenges ahistorical hypotheses that use patriarchy’s 
historic existence as justification for its continued conceptualization as an 
autonomous system. As well, the all too familiar dismissal of a gender 
analysis within Marxist transition debates is challenged by Federici’s exten-
sive discussions of how the loss of the commons was never a gender neu-
tral process. She includes an analysis of how the witch hunts were a specific 
part of the processes of primitive accumulation and significantly contrib-
uted to a specifically capitalist gendered division of labor. Federici returns 
to this crucial period to contemplate and discover the ways in which capi-
talism, from its moment of birth, required the suppression and oppression 
of women to develop, take form, and advance. Through her analysis of the 
differential effects of the loss of the commons, the patriarchy of the wage, 
the disciplining of women’s bodies, and the creation of new and insidious 
ways of policing women’s bodies, Federici chronicles how gender oppres-
sion was a part of, rather than apart from, the development of capitalist 
social relations. However, while her work is highly influential, it is not 
immune to criticism. To borrow Teschke’s words, Federici’s take on the 
transition is “brilliant but not unproblematic.”8
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Although Federici moves beyond an “add gender and stir analysis,” she 
does not go far enough in challenging these Marxist takes on the transi-
tion, and there remains a certain slipping back into the common feminist 
problem of relying on Marxist interpretations of production relations 
while pairing them with feminist interpretations of gender relations.9 
Federici avoids this problematic tendency better than most; however, she 
continues to rely heavily on certain Marxist methodologies to provide the 
majority of her explanation about the contours of the transition period 
and is insufficiently critical of the ways in which these transition models 
impede a historically specific analysis of the transition. Specifically, Federici 
relies heavily on a combination of world systems theory’s and the com-
mercialization model to inform her feminist re-evaluation of primitive 
accumulation. This theoretical mixture which inspires Federici’s concep-
tual apparatus and methodology lacks a certain historical specificity and, in 
turn, advances an overly expansive understanding of primitive accumula-
tion that fails to provide a non-teleological view of the transition. In this 
regard, Federici’s appropriation of their methodological leanings means a 
simultaneous appropriation of their lack of historical specificity produces a 
similarly extended temporal and geographical reach that relies on geo-
graphically and temporarily eclectic evidentiary supports.

Despite this reliance on transition theories that arguably contain ele-
ments of a teleological view of capitalism’s arrival and development, 
Federici claims to support a non-teleological view of capitalism’s arrival, 
and is even careful in her usage of the term transition,

the concept of ‘transition,’ then, helps us to think of a prolonged process of 
change and of societies in which capitalist accumulation coexisted with 
political formations not yet predominantly capitalistic. The term, however, 
suggests a gradual, linear historical development, whereas the period it 
names was among the bloodiest and most discontinuous in world history … 
I use the term primarily in a temporal sense.10

However, this aspiration for a non-teleological, non-linear approach is not 
consistently pursued. The generalized overview of the temporal period 
that marks the transition within Federici’s analysis is overly expansive and 
is applied to the whole of Europe (at times even including the Americas). 
Federici’s conceptualization of the initiation and development of capital-
ism is primarily present within her expanded discussion of primitive accu-
mulation which is deciphered through reviewing the amalgamated 
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histories of Italy, Germany, France, England, America, and across a four-
century time frame.

It is difficult to get a full sense of what exactly constitutes capitalism in 
Caliban and the Witch. When it is directly addressed, capitalism is dis-
cussed as a counter-revolution or as “the response of the feudal lords, the 
patrician merchants, the bishops and popes, to a centuries-long social con-
flict that, in the end, shook their power, and truly gave ‘all the world a big 
jolt’. Capitalism was the counter-revolution that destroyed the possibilities 
that had emerged from the anti-feudal struggle.”11 The principle way that 
capitalism is described is in reference to the separation of producers from 
the lands, and from their direct means of reproduction, through processes 
of primitive accumulation.12 Throughout her discussion of feudal class 
relations, Federici highlights feudal lords’ and exploiters’ need for the use 
of direct force to exact authority and exploitation; this is reminiscent of 
Brenner’s discussion of politically constituted versus economic compul-
sion; however, it is not clear if this is held as a defining characteristic.13 
Federici focuses attention on the role that the commutation of labor ser-
vices into monetarized payments in eroding serfdom and leading to a pro-
cess of “proletarianization”, but a full articulation of the connection 
between commutation of labor services and of the end of serfdom as either 
part of a process or as constituting the transition to capitalism is missing.14 
Implicitly from these discussions, capitalism’s emergence corresponds 
with the end of serfdom, the separation of the producer from their means 
of reproduction, as well as the extension and expansion of the market and 
the commercialization of everyday life.

This vague definition of capitalist social relations, however, relies on a 
generous and selective reading of the text and glosses over many issues. If 
the end of serfdom is held as a defining feature of the transition and of 
capitalism, then this reduces capitalism’s definition to its reliance on wage 
labor. This invites a number of problematic economistic readings of capi-
talism that Federici would no doubt challenge. In addition, this definition 
would again stretch the temporal timeline of the transition and further 
contribute to a teleological reading of the transition period,

[if] feudalism is defined in terms of the lord-serf relations, post-fourteenth-
century—not to speak of post seventeenth-century—French society cannot 
qualify as feudal. More specifically, if feudalism is defined by serfdom and if 
capitalism is defined by wage-labour—both non-existent in early modern 
France—then the four centuries between the late fourteenth century and 
1789 could only qualify as a long period of transition.15
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Tethering capitalism’s definition to the extension and expansion of the 
market is equally problematic as it reduces capitalism to a market relation 
as opposed to a set of social relations. This is the central subject of 
Brenner’s critique of the commercialization model and it assumes a teleo-
logical trajectory of capitalism’s arrival.16

Federici’s discussion of capitalism lacks an abstract theory that lays out 
the theoretical and concrete parameters around the constitutive aspects of 
capitalism that allow theorists to identify and distinguish capitalism from 
other modes of production. While an abstract definition such as this con-
tains a large degree of risk of abstract formalism, proceeding without a 
clear conceptualization of capitalism’s distinct form is also problematic. As 
Wood makes clear,

Of course, there is no single capitalism. But neither can we proceed with a 
conception of capitalism so vague and minimal that it doesn’t give us any 
solid grounds for distinguishing capitalist societies, in all their diversity, from 
any other social form. If the concept of capitalism is to have any meaning at 
all, it has to be fairly precise in identifying the common operating principles 
… We have to be able to identify the common ‘laws of motion’ or, better 
still, the ‘rules for reproduction’, that make all these cases capitalist.17

The lack of historical specificity and constant temporal and geographic 
shifting in Federici’s narrative betray her commitment to a non-determinist 
and non-teleological approach to the transition. It both muddies her con-
ceptualization of capitalism’s distinct character and in turn expands con-
ceptualizations of primitive accumulation to such an extent that it becomes 
all encompassing. This all-encompassing narrative presents a picture of a 
singular connected process, as evident in Federici’s discussion of the vio-
lence that accompanied capitalism’s arrival where North American coloni-
zation, Eastern Europe’s second serfdom, Western European enclosures, 
and the witch hunts are all referenced within the same breath.18 This col-
lapsing of multiple processes and locations into a singular narrative of the 
transition presents a picture of capitalism’s arrival as inevitable, as follow-
ing a certain historical logic, and it hesitates in distinguishing between 
historical precursors and historical prerequisites. One could allow a gener-
ous reading is applied to Federici’s expansive inclusion that suggests these 
vast breadths of geographical locales are evoked to show that capitalism, 
even in different forms, is inseparably bound with women’s oppression. 
However, the problem with presenting them simultaneously and without 
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critical reflection is that it fails to specify capitalism’s origins, calling the 
larger argument into question. And this is exactly what political Marxists, 
in various iterations, have done.19

In this account, primitive accumulation becomes an all-inclusive singu-
lar process whose particular deployments are connected as the functional 
requirements for the violent, forceful imposition of capitalist production 
relations. Federici states that the transition was a violent rupture in the 
social relations of work and reproduction and not a gradual linear process 
but, by not spelling out a historically specific account of the transition, her 
conceptualization of primitive accumulation is asserted rather than dem-
onstrated. Federici states that “to describe the social and economic restruc-
turing that the European ruling class initiated in response to its 
accumulation crisis … [it] is a useful concept, for it connects the ‘feudal 
reaction’ with the development of a capitalist economy, and it identifies 
the historical and logical conditions for the development of the capitalist 
system”.20 But this does not explain how capitalism took hold, why this 
specific “feudal reaction” resulted in capitalist social relations, or what 
precisely constitutes capitalist social relations. That it is retrospectively 
intelligible that primitive accumulation was a necessary element is not an 
explanation of the emergence of a set of specifically gendered capitalist 
social relations.

This overly inclusive categorization of primitive accumulation, accord-
ing to Blank, is an inherited shortcoming of the Marxist theory of the 
transition to which Federici applies her feminist view point: “betraying the 
influence of Marxian world systems theory, Federici regards the transition 
as a centuries long process encompassing not only the entirety of Europe 
but the New World as well, and entailing not only enclosures, land priva-
tization and the witch hunts, but also colonialism, the second serfdom and 
slavery.”21 The lack of clarity within Federici’s conceptualization of primi-
tive accumulation is especially troubling as it is central to her project to 
acknowledge that “primitive accumulation, then, was not simply an accu-
mulation and concentration of exploitable workers and capital. It was also 
an accumulation of differences and divisions within the working class, 
whereby hierarchies built upon gender, as well as ‘race’ and age, became 
constitutive of class rule and the formation of the modern proletariat.”22 
This insistence that understanding the co-constitutive nature of capitalism 
and patriarchy requires a renewed analysis of primitive accumulation to 
understand the specifically gendered aspects and the war for control of 
social reproduction and of women’s bodies makes Caliban and the Witch 
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so powerful, which is why her overly eclectic inclusion of evidentiary sup-
ports is so problematic.

Federici’s analysis of primitive accumulation is undercut by the lack of 
attention to the results of these processes in their historical contexts—their 
impact on the corresponding structure of social property relations. These 
differences in outcomes are substantively important to how capitalism, or 
how patriarchal capitalism, is understood. This problem is highlighted in 
Brenner’s critique of the neo-Malthusian demographic model, specifically, 
his crucial criticism that the same demographic patterns produced oppos-
ing results, calling into question the explanatory efficacy of this model.23

This is a crucial lesson that can be aptly applied to Federici’s analysis of 
the role of eco-demographic crisis following the Black Death. The social 
struggles and oscillation of class power following the crisis that spread 
throughout Europe provide important contextual background on the 
dynamics of the transition. For example, she discusses the social struggles 
over serfdom that proceeded, the impact that the eco-demographic crisis 
had in the lead up to the enclosures, and uniquely important to Federici, 
the panic produced around social reproduction, and the need to harness 
and control reproductive capacities through this period.24

While the eco-demographic crisis hit hard across Europe, tallying all 
results and reactions together under one banner is unhelpful and conceals 
more than it reveals about women’s exploitation through the transition. As 
Brenner demonstrated in his challenge to the neo-Malthusian model, dif-
ferentiating the English and French trajectories of long-term economic, 
social, and political development is important for analyzing this transition 
period. Although the eco-demographic crisis was not unique to the English 
example, the reactions to these crises were not universal across these juris-
dictions. As Teschke, another prominent political Marxist, explains,

it is important here to realize that these two regions [England and France] 
not only emerged differently from the fourteenth-century crisis, but that 
they already entered into it with diverging class constellations … pre-crisis 
France experienced a gradual decline of the lords’ capacity for surplus extrac-
tion, since they were caught between peasant resistance and royal support 
for petty peasant property. When eco-demographic crisis struck the French 
countryside in the fourteenth century, the seigneurial reaction failed due to 
the persistence of these two factors … peasants managed to consolidate their 
de facto property rights over their smallholdings, diminishing noble rights 
of direct extra-economic coercion.25
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Teschke further remarks that the result of these differing constellations of 
class forces prior to and through the crisis resulted in differing outcomes 
in terms of processes of enclosure, access to land, and continuation or 
rupture in existing social property relations. In other words, the experi-
ence in the English countryside was decisively different than the experi-
ence of the French nobility and peasantry,

[in France] the result was the entrenchment of petty peasant property, now 
taxed by an increasingly centrally organized absolutist state revolving around 
the court, the centre of intrigue, faction, sinecure, and inter-noble rivalry … 
the general crisis accelerated the transformation of a feudal, lord-peasant 
rent regime into an absolutist, king peasant tax regime.26

Federici relies on the eco-demographic crisis and its connection with 
the processes of primitive accumulation and the subsequent development 
of capitalist social relations for  the social context producing  a newly 
entrenched focus on the populousness of the nation, the uptake of ideolo-
gies aimed at controlling women’s bodies and reproductive labor in par-
ticular. However, while making these connections, evidentiary support is 
drawn from across almost the whole of Europe. Where Teschke and 
Brenner chart different reactions to the eco-demographic crisis, based on 
different class constellations that resulted in differing outcomes of class 
struggle, Federici amalgamates multiple histories into one movement.

If political Marxists are believed, and the reactions to the eco-
demographic crisis including the enclosure initiatives played out differ-
ently in England than in France—with only England leading to the 
instantiation of capitalist social property relations—then what happens to 
Federici’s analysis of the patriarchy of the wage that relies on both the 
English and French examples as explanatory evidence? The power of 
Federici’s intervention is cut short when these processes, which are pre-
sented as uniformly instituted across various locations and periods, are 
shown not to be universal in their timing and application across jurisdic-
tions. If the point is to trouble the ways in which patriarchy is assumed to 
have naturally progressed through time in a historic fashion, then it is 
necessary to replace these theorizations with a historically specific account 
of the transition of specific social property relations that does not assume 
a universal progression across jurisdictions from one epoch to the next.

This call for historically specific accounts of the transitions, which does 
not rely on a single universal progression, must include an examination of 
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the role of the witch hunts and attacks on women’s control over their bod-
ies and reproductive capacities. Federici is correct in arguing for rooting 
these processes in an analysis of primitive accumulation; however, further 
research is required to tease out the full ramifications and complexities of 
this argument. As Teschke’s intervention makes clear, this further research 
needs to account for the different contexts surrounding the eco-
demographic crisis in England and on the European continent, where 
countries both entered and exited the crisis differently. This suggests a 
need to distinguish the transition to agrarian capitalist social property rela-
tions in England following the crisis from the further development and 
entrenchment of an Absolutist state in France, and in turn, to distinguish 
between the role and impact of the witch hunts in each jurisdiction. 
Federici’s connection between the enclosures and the witch hunts as pro-
cesses of primitive accumulation constitutively tying the subjugation of 
women and the imposition of capitalist social relations is theoretically and 
historically supportable, but only within specific historical contexts. This 
hypothesis falls short when applied to the continent broadly, and particu-
larly France where the eco-demographic crisis resulted in the entrench-
ment of peasant property and the consolidation of an Absolutist State. 
New investigations are needed to question the role and impact of the 
witch hunts in this specific historical context.

Federici’s assertion that the crisis  augmented the ideological impor-
tance given to a country’s populousness as a signal of power and source of 
strength needs to be further questioned to consider the applicability of 
this assertion to specific jurisdictions and contexts. This means examining 
the connection of the importance of populousness and predominant accu-
mulation strategies which crucially entails paying specific attention to the 
differences between English and French social property relations. On the 
one hand, the introduction of capitalist social property relations in England 
imposed a focus on productivity growth and technological advancement 
as centrally important to profit accumulation strategies. On the other, 
continued reliance on territorial expansion, absolute surplus extraction, 
and extra-economic coercion as central elements of accumulation and 
value extraction was dominant in pre-capitalist, Absolutist France.27 Social 
reproductions’ connection to society’s rules of reproduction, as impacted 
by specific social property relations, are complicated and require further 
investigation that is not present within Caliban and the Witch but that 
political Marxism is potentially in a position to provide.
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This is not to argue that an analysis of the witch hunts needs to take a 
back seat to an analysis of production relations. Rather, the point that is 
being made is that the constellations of class forces, of class struggle, and 
of historically specific social and production relations on the ground sub-
stantially matter to the organization of social reproduction and vice versa. 
Without situating the witch hunts within specific social-historical contexts, 
uniformity is being assumed and not investigated. This means that the 
ways in which the subversion of women’s autonomy over their bodies, 
control over reproductive capacities, and exploitative relations of social 
reproduction are not being properly integrated into feminist historical 
materialist investigations of the transition.

Reflections on Political Marxism28

Political Marxism’s prioritization of historical specificity, agency, and rules 
of reproduction provide a potential solution to the ahistoricity present 
within dual systems theory and the geographic and temporal overexpan-
sion of Federici’s analysis of primitive accumulation. Political Marxism’s 
methodological approach has much to offer the investigation of the witch 
hunts, primitive accumulation, and transformation in processes of exploi-
tation centered on women’s bodies and especially their reproductive 
capacities in its social-historical specific contexts. However, in order for 
political Marxism’s methodological approach to be effective, a critical 
appraisal is necessary in order to address those aspects of political Marxism 
that cedes room to a dual systems approach to the study of capitalist exploi-
tation and women’s oppression. Specifically, we need to challenge the 
claim of some within the political Marxist canon that capitalism is indiffer-
ent to gender or any other “extra-economic inequality or difference”.29

These types of assertions, that capitalism does not contain any struc-
tural tendency toward racial inequality or gender oppression, are pre-
mised on a limited conceptualization of social reproduction. Even at an 
abstract level, social reproduction feminists, such as Lise Vogel, question 
the efficacy of Marxist conceptions of capitalist social relations that do not 
question the availability, renewal, and replacement of labor power.30 
Vogel, in particular, suggests that the social organization of certain pro-
cesses of social reproduction constitutes a “material precondition for the 
social construction of gender differences” under capitalism that are cen-
tral to, and not separate from, capitalist accumulation processes.31 It is 
thus necessary to challenge the methodological choices within political 
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Marxism which accept and proceed from a limited conceptualization of 
class structure that relies on one-sided definitions of social reproduction, 
compounded by an unnecessary economistic focus on labor performed at 
the site of production.

In asserting that Brenner and subsequently political Marxism unneces-
sarily limit their focus to that of labor performed at the point of produc-
tion, I am referencing Brenner’s particular definition of class structure. As 
class struggle and class power play such a central role in Brenner’s analysis 
of the transition to capitalism, the evacuation of gender contained in this 
principle definition is unsatisfactory. Brenner defines class structure as 
containing

two analytically distinct, but historically unified aspects. First, the relations 
of the direct producers to one another to their tools and to the land in the 
immediate process of production—what has been called the ‘labour process’ 
or the ‘social forces of production’. Second, the inherently conflictive rela-
tions of property—always guaranteed directly or indirectly, in the last analy-
sis, by force—by which an unpaid-for part of the product is extracted from 
the direct producers by a class of non-producers—which might be called the 
‘property relationship’ or the ‘surplus extraction relationship.’32

Within this definition of class structure, there is a fixation on labor per-
formed at the point of production that excludes a full consideration of the 
complexity of labor that is not directly mediated by the market, but which 
still shapes and is shaped by capitalist social relations.33 Furthermore, con-
sidering that of primary importance to political Marxism’s methodology is 
the insistence that capitalism is a social property relation and not merely a 
market relation; this is a troubling approach to conceptualizing labor as it 
relies on an unnecessarily economistic reading of the social. In effect, 
Brenner’s definition reduces capitalist social relations to only those exploit-
ative relations within the direct work site. Moreover, this definition effec-
tively renders a discussion of social reproduction mute, as nowhere in this 
definition is there an eye toward the problem of how laborers come to be 
present at this direct site of production. How labor power is renewed, 
ensured, raised, and repaired is rendered outside of this constrained defini-
tion of class structure.

Naming only that labor that is present in the immediate process of pro-
duction as definitional to class structure is not merely an analytical move, 
it is also a coded means of limiting the field of inquiry to that labor deemed 
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productive of surplus value. Unpaid social reproductive labor, in particu-
lar, is rendered external to this type of class analysis. This is both unneces-
sary and unacceptable; Rioux agrees: “value-producing labor, social 
reproductionists argue, while central to ‘the ways people co-operate to 
provide for their daily and future needs’, is a necessary yet insufficient 
condition of historical analysis.”34 Limiting analysis in this way does not 
allow for a full discussion of a society’s rules of reproduction to be fully 
considered, a condition that political Marxism names as fundamental in 
understanding what differentiates feudal and capitalist social production 
relations. In narrowly defining class structure in this way, rules of repro-
duction are likewise able to be assigned a production-centered and econo-
mistic definition limited to the economic imperative to sell one’s labor 
power on the market, without reference or acknowledgement to how that 
labor power comes to be available.

Social reproduction feminism and feminist theorists like Federici who 
focus attention on social reproduction examine both the ways that capital-
ism exploits workers and how capitalism is simultaneously gendered chal-
lenge this limited purview of Marxist scholars and theories, like Brenner 
and political Marxism, who fail to understand the internally related and 
complex ways that social production and social reproduction are related. 
Within political Marxism, and mainstream Marxism generally, social 
reproduction is often defined one-dimensionally. Brenner and Laslett 
argue that, for many Marxists, social reproduction is narrowly conceptual-
ized as the social nature of procreation (or demographics generally) or “in 
its most common usage, within Marxist theory, social reproduction refers 
to the perpetuation of modes of production and the structures of class 
inequality inscribed within them.”35 Even more problematically, social 
reproduction is used by many Marxists as merely a synonym for consump-
tion. Social reproduction feminism, on the other hand, has the potential 
to add much needed nuance to this conversation. Moving beyond these 
limited definitions, Brenner and Laslett understand social reproduction as

the activities and attitudes, behaviours and emotions, responsibilities and 
relationships directly involved in the maintenance of life on a daily basis, and 
intergenerationally … Social reproduction can thus be seen to include vari-
ous kinds of work—mental, manual, and emotional—aimed at providing the 
historically and socially, as well as biologically, defined care necessary to 
maintain existing life and to reproduce the next generation.36
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Similarly, Bakker and Gill articulate that social reproduction

refers to both biological reproduction of the species (and indeed its ecologi-
cal framework) and ongoing reproduction of the commodity labor power. 
In addition social reproduction involves institutions, processes and social 
relations associated with the creation and maintenance of communities—
and upon which, ultimately, all production and exchange rests.37

Political Marxism’s rules for reproduction often get trapped in a nar-
rowly economistic frame, perhaps as a result of engaging on the terrain of 
the commercialization model, when criticizing that model’s focus on the 
market as opportunity. When the market, or the immediate process of 
production, is held as the focal point of analysis, the question of how labor 
power comes to be available on the market or at the immediate process of 
production is either glossed over or mechanically assumed. For Brenner, 
this mechanical assumption creeps in via his continued reliance on a 
Malthusian two-phase population cycle to account for the social reproduc-
tion of labor power. In Brenner’s own words,

Population growth, in the face of stagnant technique, led in the up-phase of 
the cycle to increased returns to land relative to labour, increased food prices 
relative to manufactures, and declining output per person … Ultimately, 
over-population was self-correcting, eventuating in a reversal of the demo-
graphic trend … This two-phase cyclical pattern prevailed in the economy of 
most of Europe in the later medieval period (1100–1450), and continued to 
predominate over large parts of it into the early modern period (1450–1700). 
My intention was not to deny the existence of these two-phase cycles; it was 
to expose the limitations of the neo-Malthusian cum Ricardian models 
advanced by the demographic interpreters in actually explaining the long-term 
patterns of income distribution.38

This continued reliance on a neo-Malthusian two-phase population the-
sis problematically limits Brenner’s ability to include a fully realized con-
ceptualization of social reproduction and facilitates a continued exclusion 
of a thorough gender analysis within his theorizing. The Malthusian 
two-phase population thesis, even if primarily relied upon for its descrip-
tive abilities, allows for the continued dehistoricization of population 
growth and renewal and limits social reproduction to a crude demo-
graphics analysis. Rather than applying his social property relations anal-
ysis to explain the influence and contradictions imposed by different 
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processes of social reproduction that underscore processes of social pro-
duction, Brenner instead succumbs to neo-Malthusian’s demographic 
determinism and conceptualizes demographic fluctuations as objective 
factors mechanically resulting from the contradictions between certain 
natural processes. Malthus relies on a series of natural laws to explain what 
enables, arrests, and limits population growth; political and social rela-
tions are strictly excluded from his explanation.39 There is no room within 
Malthus’ theory for accounting for the social or political relations sur-
rounding population dynamics; his is the opposite of an historical materi-
alist account. Relying on Malthus’ descriptive abilities, while acknowledging 
the methodological failures within the Malthusian and neo-Malthusian 
models, undermines claims of a robust historical materialist analysis and 
goes against a central claim that political Marxism holds as a point of privi-
lege—their choice to explain historical relations rather than assume them.

It is crucial for political Marxism that social property relations be 
examined and not assumed, thus it is unacceptable that social reproduc-
tion is not accorded the same consideration. Social reproduction femi-
nists remind Marxists that it was Marx himself who argued that “when 
viewed, therefore, as a connected whole, and as flowing on with incessant 
renewal, every social process of production is, at the same time, a process 
of reproduction.”40 Brenner and later political Marxists criticize the com-
mercialization model for viewing capitalism as a market relation as 
opposed to a set of social property relations. However, if this critique is 
going to hold, then political Marxism needs to recognize the social repro-
duction of people as part of social property relations. This is necessary 
because, as social reproduction feminists argue, “social reproduction 
involves institutions, processes and social relations associated with the cre-
ation and maintenance of communities—and upon which, ultimately, all 
production and exchange rests.”41

The problem with accepting Malthus’ population thesis, even if only in 
its descriptive character and abandoning its descriptive validity once 
applied to capitalism, is that it leads to ignoring the real historical move-
ments that produce the narrative that Malthus describes. It means accept-
ing a reified and naturalized version of social reproduction, which, in turn, 
means there is no longer a need to question the social relations, social 
processes, or social struggles surrounding social reproduction. Accepting 
the neo-Malthusian thesis, Brenner reiterates that “over-population leads, 
therefore, to a compensatory demographic drop-off, resulting in a reversal 
of the land/labour ratio and a new onset of demographic growth—the 
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two-phase, self-correcting cycle. There is no reason to challenge the logic 
of this model.”42 However, social reproduction feminism does implicitly 
challenge the logic of this model. In particular, Federici’s discussion of the 
Black Death and the resulting eco-demographic crisis, while not immune 
to criticism, challenges this blanket assumption and illuminates the impor-
tance of questioning the social and political consequences of demographic 
fluctuations. This is not because demographics play a determining role in 
economic growth, as the neo-Malthusians argue, but because the social 
conditions of labor power renewal and the organization of social repro-
duction are sites of struggle with real consequences on class power, class 
mobilization, and survival strategies.

Restricting Malthus’ population thesis to being descriptively valid 
under feudal social and demographic relations does not improve this situ-
ation. Brenner supports Ladurie’s claim that “‘Malthus came too late’: 
ironically, Malthus’ model was correct not for the emergent industrial 
economy he was analysing, but for the stagnant backward society from 
which this had arisen.”43 Severing ties with Malthus’ thesis post transition 
does not compel Brenner to provide a new fully formed analysis of popula-
tion dynamics, let alone of social reproduction. Rather, Brenner points to 
the need to recognize a different disequilibrium than that of the two-
phase hypothesis—“between the conflicting needs of conflicting social 
classes, not just between population and resources.”44 The new produc-
tion possibilities introduced through capitalism’s ascension are used to 
explain the new redundancy of Malthus’ population thesis, as the arithme-
tic relation of resource production no longer applies. Rather than popula-
tion pressures resulting in demographic crisis, as Malthus’ theory describes, 
under the capitalist mode of production, increasing labor productivity 
through technological improvement lifts these pressures.45

Within this articulation of changing population dynamics, Brenner 
assumes that improved agricultural production and technology ushered in 
by the dynamics of the new system of social property relations made sus-
tained demographic growth possible, as was witnessed within the early 
phases of capitalist development.46 Thus the production dynamics created 
through the introduction of capitalist social property relations did not 
need to rely on Malthus’ population thesis to explain demographic 
growth. However, this is an insufficient to produce a full view of social 
reproduction. The implication is that, without a food shortage or the 
imperative of scarcity, generational reproduction will expand unfet-
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tered assumes that, in the wake of enclosures, proletarianization, pauper-
ization, and resistance to the implementation of capitalist social property 
relations, unchecked population growth continued merely because of the 
technical possibilities of increasing yields. Such an economistic reduction-
ist understanding of social reproduction is insufficient.

In the Grundrisse, Marx argues, contra Malthus, that population growth 
is not a natural phenomenon or a law of nature.47 Instead Marx specifically 
acknowledges population as historically and socially organized.48 Brenner’s 
hypothesis that increased productive capacities nullify the population pres-
sures that motivate Malthus’ theory does not live up to the historicizing 
and socializing of reproduction that Marx advocates in the Grundrisse. 
Brenner’s approach to explain away the conditions of demographic repro-
duction, assumes exactly that which still needs to be proven: “economic 
needs or desires cannot explain their own satisfaction, nor can opportuni-
ties account for the capacity to take advantage of them.”49 Just as political 
Marxists do not consider the availability of linen, thread, and sewing 
machines as adequate variables of analysis in explaining the production of 
a certain quantity of coats, and reject quantitative views of capitalism that 
ignore capitalism’s qualitative particularities,50 the same methodology 
needs to be more fully applied to analyses of social reproduction.

While the Marx of the Grundrisse advocates a historical materialist anal-
ysis of population patterns, an unfortunate turn is taken within Capital: 
Volume 1, where Marx articulates his law of population in the capitalist 
mode of production which falls back onto a naturalized understanding of 
social reproduction to explain generational renewal. This law states that 
“the maintenance and reproduction of the working class remains a neces-
sary condition for the reproduction of capital. But the capitalist may safely 
leave this to the worker’s drive for self-preservation and promulgation.”51 
The problem, as Federici names it, is “why procreation should be a fact of 
nature rather than a social, historically determined activity, invested by 
diverse interests and power relations, is a question Marx did not ask.”52 
Political Marxism has also allowed this question to linger.

This assumed replacement of labor power unhelpfully cuts short theo-
rizing the fullness of capitalist social property relations. It is a reversal of 
Marx’s thinking within the Grundrisse that chastises Malthus for depoliti-
cizing and dehistoricizing population and overpopulation, and a return to 
the sort of biological reductionism that most Marxists would reject as an 
ahistorical and depoliticized ways of theorizing. Federici succinctly articu-
lates that
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[Marx] argued that capitalist development proceeds irrespective of popula-
tion numbers because by virtue of the increasing productivity of labor, the 
labor that capital exploits constantly diminishes in relation to ‘constant’ 
capital (that is, the capital investment in machinery and other production 
assets), with the consequent determination of a ‘surplus population’. But 
this dynamic, which Marx defines as the ‘law of population’ typical of the 
capitalist mode of production’ could only prevail if procreation were a purely 
biological process, or an activity responding to economic change.53

Marx’s capitalist law of population returns theorizing around social repro-
duction to a similarly limited and stifling scope as that of Malthus and the 
neo-Malthusians. And for political Marxism to accept this naturalized law 
is to again repeat the cardinal sin—assuming exactly that which needs to 
be explained. Instead, returning to social reproduction this time as an 
internal relation, and not an external variable, presents an opportunity for 
political Marxism to address this methodological and theoretical over-
sight, and this can be accomplished through a sincere but critical engage-
ment with Federici’s writings on the transition and with the wider literature 
of social reproduction feminism.

Even considering the criticism levied earlier, it is clear from reading 
Caliban and the Witch that mainstream Marxism has ignored a substantial 
swath of data in their various accounts of the transition. Federici is not the 
first feminist to say as much; however, the sheer amount of information 
that Federici uncovers, and her direct engagement with Marxist accounts 
of the transition, clearly demonstrates that this information does not lie 
outside the grasp of Marxist inquiry; Marxists have so far just failed to 
reach for it. This willful ignorance on the part of Marxism, and political 
Marxism, to take into consideration the wealth of information about the 
social struggles of women that are undoubtedly connected to the transi-
tion is compounded by a failure to challenge Marx’s original scarcity of 
theorizing on the oppression of women. A major contribution to Marxist 
and Marxist feminist theorizing is Lise Vogel’s Marxism and the Oppression 
of Women.54 Within this provocative text, Vogel moves beyond the com-
mon feminist practice of trying to make Marx’s economic or definitional 
categories overlay onto feminist concepts and conceptualizations and 
instead returns to Marx’s methodology. As Ferguson and McNally observe, 
“instead of trying to graft a theory of women’s oppression onto Marx’s 
political economy of capitalism, Vogel extends the conceptual reach of 
Marx’s method and analysis to be able to account for women’s oppression 
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under capitalism.”55 The substantial breakthrough that Vogel realizes 
through this methodological extension is the importance and significance 
of a non-reductionist or economistic theorization of social reproduction.

Federici introduces compelling historical evidence for returning to the 
transition period to question why, throughout this politically, economically, 
and socially tumultuous time, a war on women—over control of their labor, 
their bodies, their reproductive capacities—was persued  viciously. 
Throughout this period there is a marked change in the gendered division 
of labor that is not solely reducible to the more stringent division of labor 
introduced by capitalist production relations. There is a marked change in 
the ideological construction of gender norms that is not reducible to a new 
bourgeois or protestant work ethic being evoked. There is a marked change 
in the disciplining and policing of women’s bodies and reproductive capaci-
ties that cannot be explained by neo-Malthusian population theories or by 
Marx’s capitalist law of population. The problem with Malthus’ population 
thesis, with Marx’s law of capitalist population, and with continuing to 
assume rather than explain the arrival of labor power on the market, is that 
biological generational reproduction is a socially organized activity based on 
specific biological differences. It cannot be explained by biologically reduc-
tionist or naturalized formula, nor is it a functional output of economic 
needs or conditions. And given the centrality within processes of primitive 
accumulation of separating workers from their means of production and 
means of social reproduction, social reproduction cannot be left “to the 
worker’s drive for self-preservation and promulgation.”56 Unfortunately for 
capital, “birth, childbearing, and lactation are specific biological tasks; the 
body is biologically (in this sense naturally) reproduced, not capitalistically. 
However, the organisation of this biologic activity is also historically and 
socially conditioned.”57 Flowing from this acknowledgement,

the social organization of biological difference constitutes a ‘material pre-
condition for the social construction of gender differences.’ It is not biology 
per se that dictates women’s oppression; but rather, capital’s dependence 
upon biological processes specific to women—pregnancy, childbirth, lacta-
tion—to secure the reproduction of the working class. It is this that induces 
capital and its state to control and regulate female reproduction and which 
impels them to induce a male-dominant gender-order.58

Vogel’s theoretical contribution assists in locating the intimate relation-
ship between capitalism and the oppression of women as something 
engrained in the logic of capitalist exploitation, not merely a vestige of 
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status relations left over from earlier epochs or as the product of an ahis-
torical, ever present, unchanging, patriarchal system. Ferguson notes that 
“in insisting biology matters, proponents of the [social reproduction femi-
nism] perspective effectively suggest that the type of laboring body (e.g., 
the concrete particularity of bodies) is critically significant to underwriting 
the experience of gender in a capitalist world.”59 Rather, it is the struggle 
over social reproductions (from above and below), including all the con-
tradictions that this generates and entails, and the social property relations 
involved in and reproduced through these activities, which establishes and 
reproduces the dominant gender order. This indicates that, rather than a 
separate system with separate logics, with attachment to a different kind of 
accumulation strategy, gender discrimination is part of the internal work-
ings of capitalist social property relations.

Conclusion

This chapter began by positing the general hypothesis that there is some-
thing specific in transitions to capitalism that rupture previous forms of 
political economic organization, as well as previous gender regimes, and 
that the resulting dynamic that is then set in motion is that of an internal 
relation between gender and class oppression—not separate capitalist and 
patriarchal systems that intersect and interact. Despite disagreements with 
Federici’s analysis, her provocative inquiry in Caliban and the Witch 
demands that Marxists take into consideration the dramatic changes that 
took place through and following the transition to capitalism. All of the 
historical moments that Federici punctuates still require an explanation: 
changes in reproductive policy adopted by the state, new forms of surveil-
lance of women’s bodies, and new narratives within public discourse that 
equated a country’s prosperity with populousness. Similarly, the critique 
levied at political Marxism for lacking a thorough feminist analysis and 
excluding a full consideration of social reproduction does not invalidate 
political Marxism. Political Marxism’s insistence on questioning rather 
than assuming capitalism’s arrival and on approaching capitalism as a social 
property relation is centrally important to this hypothesis. This does, how-
ever, signal that something crucial is lacking in both accounts and further 
theorizing and historical research are still required. The motivation for 
putting these fields in conversation is that their shortcomings are compli-
mentary and moving forward entails working with the best aspects of each 
to create a research program that is able to strengthen the hypothesis 
guiding this chapter.
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This research program needs to follow the lead of social reproduction 
feminists who challenge those who relegate these questions to the periph-
ery and insist on maintaining a dual systems analysis of capitalist produc-
tion relations and patriarchal power relations. At an abstract level, Vogel’s 
intervention clearly demonstrates that there is a material bases for the (re)
construction of gender difference and women’s oppression that cannot be 
externalized or separated from capitalist social property relations.60 At a 
concrete level, Federici categorizes the various ways that gender difference 
and women’s oppression have been central to the instantiation of capital-
ism, to the specifically gendered impacts of primitive accumulation and 
loss of the commons, to the war over women’s bodies and control over 
their reproductive capacities.

This research program must incorporate political Marxism’s “concep-
tion of capitalism as a specific social form, with a distinctive social structure 
and distinctive social relations of production, which compel economic 
agents to behave in specific ways and generate specific laws of motion.”61 
However, this conception of capitalism as a specific social form must aban-
don its commitment to an economistic reading of the social. This means 
that political Marxism needs to challenge its narrow one-dimensional view 
of social reproduction that limits their conceptualization of “rules of 
reproduction” to an economistic frame.62 Engaging with Federici’s analy-
sis and with the larger social reproduction feminism canon means that “if 
‘rules of reproduction’ are to be sufficiently comprehensive, they must 
recognize the mutually constituted nature of relations of exploitation, on 
the one hand, and gender relations on the other.”63

This research program needs a new theory that learns from both 
Federici’s and political Marxism’s readings of primitive accumulation in 
order to fine tune historical specificity without neglecting necessary and 
constitutive elements. Federici amalgamates an overly expansive temporal 
and geographic history to demonstrate the gendered nature of primitive 
accumulation and processes of dispossession. While questioning this juris-
dictional jumping is necessary, an explanation is still needed to understand 
why and how these processes are taking similar forms across varying fields, 
the difference between forms across jurisdictions, and the specific socio-
historic contexts that are producing these dynamics. Levien’s comparative 
analysis of the gendered impacts of land dispossession corroborates 
Federici’s analysis that there is something specifically gendered at play in 
processes of primitive accumulation that are necessary to understanding 
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the transition and to conceptualizing capitalism in general.64 These con-
nections need to be further explored.

Marxist feminists cannot rely on generalized sweeping statements about 
patriarchy’s historic existence as determining its existence contemporarily. 
Nor can political Marxists rely on Marx’s capitalist law of population to 
account for the availability and renewal of labor power. It is time that 
Marxist feminists and political Marxists stopped relying on these assump-
tions and seek to explore that which needs to be explained.
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CHAPTER 14

Conclusion

Xavier Lafrance and Charles Post

The case studies in the origins of capitalism presented in this book high-
light the profound variations in the processes that lead to the emergence 
of capitalism in different countries and regions. Everywhere it appeared 
capitalism implied a radical transformation of social property relations 
forcing both the class of appropriators and the direct producers to com-
petitively reproduce themselves on the market. But the path to these new 
class relations was never the same and often varied widely.

The pace of capitalist restructuring fluctuated from on case to the other. 
Whereas in England, the diffusion of agrarian capitalism took place over 
centuries, the process was generally much faster in succeeding cases. 
Likewise, as Michael Zmolek demonstrates, English industrial capitalism 
emerged long after the capitalist transformation of social property rela-
tions in the countryside and only after a protracted process of state repres-
sion of manufacturing workers that led to the subsumption of labor 
by capital. Subsequent cases see more temporally proximate agrarian and 
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industrial capitalist transitions. At least in the case of France, and also 
perhaps Catalonia, industrial capitalism emerges several decades before 
any conclusive capitalist transformation of the countryside.

While English agrarian capitalism gave rise to the classical triad of aris-
tocratic landholders, capitalist tenant farmers, and agricultural wage-
laborers, similar patterns were absent in the subsequent transitions 
examined here. In the US, Canada or Japan, for instance, it was individual 
family units facing new market imperatives that were at the heart of the 
transformation of agriculture. This transformation took place on much 
smaller holdings and did not involve the relatively rapid and massive dis-
possession of the peasantry that had occurred in England. These variations 
necessarily had a direct impact on the rhythms of proletarianization in dif-
ferent societies.

The role, as well as the form, of the state involved in the transitions 
discussed here was also diverse. While it played an active role in shaping 
the transition, the English state was radically transformed by the rise of 
capitalism. On the European Continent, as is shown by the French case, it 
was absolutist states that—at first reluctantly—initiated the transition. In 
North America (US and Canada), the state form was different, and its 
institutional consolidation was necessary before new social property rela-
tions could be imposed. States also played distinctive, yet decisive roles in 
Japan, Brazil, Turkey or Taiwan. State leaders implemented strategies that 
sometimes implied sharp regional developmental strategies, as capitalist 
transitions were at first (and sometimes for a protracted period) bounded 
to specific areas of a given country, as exemplified by the Brazilian and 
Canadian cases.

Many other variations among our cases could be identified and 
explored—so many that we do not have the space to discuss them here. 
What is clear, however, is that once capitalism emerged in England, it 
never surfaced again in the same way in any other region of the globe. 
Once we break with the idea that capitalism is simply the logical conclu-
sion of a universal trend toward commercial expansion, important differ-
ences between cases should come as no surprise. As has been stressed 
throughout this book, a capitalist transition implies a reconfiguration of 
social property relations—that is, a radical transformation of social power 
and of the legal, political and cultural institutions and relations that allow 
a class exploitation where both producers and exploiters become market 
dependent for their reproduction. Such a process of reconfiguration will 
always be unique, for different reasons. First, a given country or region 
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will approach the transition with a specific socio-legal and political history. 
The distinct evolution of the balances of power within the ruling class and 
between classes is also a crucial factor to consider. Ruling class strategies 
and successes in implementing capitalist reforms will vary according to the 
resistance from both elites and direct producers. As Nicole Leach’s and 
Jessica Evans’s chapters in this book make clear, a consideration of capital-
ist restructuring strategies, and of the resistances they meet, remain incom-
plete in the absence of a broader consideration of the impact of gender 
and racial relations. Moreover, these strategies and their consequences will 
be different given the geopolitical pressures faced by rulers and the given 
historical point in the development of the international system at which 
the transition is attempted. To conclude this volume, we discuss the impact 
of the evolution of international relations on the global spread of capital-
ism, before identifying topics for further research.

The International System, Imperialism 
and the Transitions to Capitalism

Some have argued that political Marxism adopts a reductionist “internal-
ist” perspective on the transition to capitalism that focuses narrowly on 
domestic class relations, leaving out any serious consideration of “the 
international”.1 This seems to us to be a groundless accusation. Different 
“political Marxists” have considered the international dimension of the 
origins and global dissemination of capitalism.2 Doing so, as Benno 
Teschke has argued, our interest is not simply to compare national cases, 
but also to situate these cases in “the great international arch of the region-
ally differentiated transition to capitalism”.3 We recognize that capitalist 
transitions (and the evolution of social property regimes in general) never 
simply take place “internally” and in isolation from one another—
“national” or regional transitions to capitalism are always a co-constituted 
phenomenon.

It follows that the opposition between an “internalist” perspective and 
one that takes into consideration “international determinations” is off the 
mark. The point is to integrate to an analysis of geopolitical competition 
as a dimension of the social reproduction of the ruling classes and of the 
ways specific social property relations of a given polity determine how it 
will be inserted into the inter-state system and react to its imperatives.4 If 
we do not take into account the mediating role of social property rela-
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tions, our consideration of the impact of the “international” remains 
abstract. At the same time, we also need to appreciate the ways in which 
the emergence of new social property regimes within states can modify the 
working logic of the international system as a whole. This is certainly the 
theoretical perspective that informed the cases studies of this book.

Building on Brenner’s work, Dimmock’s chapter clearly indicates that 
the process through which the kingdom of Wessex re-conquered the 
Scandinavian kingdoms of England from the 880s to 950, as well as the 
Norman conquest of the eleventh century, shaped specific social property 
relations that preceded the emergence of agrarian capitalism. The develop-
ment of the new capitalist state that emerged in England was also directly 
influenced by its insertion into the early modern European state system. 
Stuart kings attempted to emulate the absolutist evolution of their conti-
nental rivals—especially France. This, however, threatened the class inter-
ests of the English aristocracy who were reliant on an economic mode of 
surplus appropriation by the seventeenth century. In the aftermath of the 
revolutionary period, the English ruling class extinguished absolutist aspi-
rations and consolidated new property and state forms. The economic 
mode of exploitation concomitant to agrarian capitalism made it possible 
for England to move beyond the personal appropriation of state power as 
a strategy of ruling class reproduction that persisted on the Continent. 
This de-patrimonialization of the state paved the way to a process of ratio-
nalization that amounted to the development of the first modern public 
administration in Britain in the century that followed the “Glorious 
Revolution” of 1688.5

Britain now possessed a much more productive economy, but also state 
and administrative institutions that could more efficiently canalize 
surpluses toward military ventures. This greater economic and administra-
tive power also made it easier to borrow on European financial markets at 
significantly lower interest rates. Britain mobilized its military, administra-
tive and financial advantages to face continental absolutist “state-classes” 
that continued to rely on geopolitical accumulation (territorial expansion) 
to reproduce themselves—the so-called “Westphalian” European state 
system “was still dominated by the logic of predation”.6 The emerging 
British “military superpower” adapted by developing a “dual foreign pol-
icy strategy”. The latter involved, first, “active power-balancing versus its 
rivals on the continent”, without direct military intervention, but through 
highly malleable diplomatic interferences and alliances, as well as constant 
financial subsidies to different states with the intent of countering any 
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incipient hegemon. On the other hand, and outside of Europe, Britain 
pursued a “blue water” strategy of uninhibited colonial expansion and 
military control of trade routes.7

This dual foreign policy exposed continental powers to extraordinary 
geopolitical pressures that threatened the reproduction of the politically 
constituted modes of appropriation of European ruling classes. As 
explained in Xavier Lafrance’s chapter in this book, already in the middle 
of the eighteenth century, and especially in the wake of France’s costly 
defeat to Britain during the Seven Year’s War, a part of French elites were 
compelled to seriously consider the need to emulate the British economic 
model. The capitalist restructuring of social property relations, however, 
implied transformations that threatened the structures of appropriations 
that allowed European ruling classes to reproduce themselves and could 
incite dangerous social resistance from below. It follows that capitalist 
transitions did not emerge endogenously or spontaneously on the 
European continent—capitalism was transposed there through the geopo-
litical pressure exercised by Britain.8

Once industrial capitalism was consolidated in Britain over the second 
third of the nineteenth century, it became increasingly evident for conti-
nental ruling classes, which had clung to states as means of extra-economic 
appropriation and reproduction, that their survival depended on a capitalist 
restructuring of their respective society. The result was the state-led imposi-
tion of capitalist transitions “from above” in the mid-nineteenth century in 
Western and Central Europe and Japan. In her famous States and Social 
Revolutions, Theda Skocpol demonstrated how the Japanese state success-
fully adapted to intensified geopolitical competition by modernizing its 
administrative structures and its economy, while the tsarist regime’s attempt 
to concentrate and to direct economic resources toward industrial develop-
ment was stalled by a stagnant rural economy and eventually ended in a 
revolutionary collapse in the geopolitically extreme context of World War 
I.9 What Skocpol fails to specify, however, is that Japan’s successful indus-
trialization (and its subsequent geopolitical achievements) had been depen-
dent on a parallel (or even slightly earlier) transition to agrarian capitalism, 
as Mark Cohen demonstrates in his chapter in this book.

The international state system, fueled by geopolitical competition, thus 
acted as the conveyer belt of the first wave of the global propagation of 
capitalism to continental Europe and Japan. The capitalist transformation 
of imperialism promoted the spread of capitalism to what we today call the 
“Global South”.
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Over the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, various European powers 
engaged in the “discoveries” and plunders of the New World, the rise of 
the African slave trade, and the conquest of colonies and development of 
slave plantations in the Americas, the Caribbean and in South and South-
East Asia. For World System and Dependency theorists, colonization and 
slavery were the decisive factors in the emergence of Western European 
capitalism. Theoretically, this perspective falls back on the commercializa-
tion model and its theory of the “primitive accumulation” of a critical 
mass of wealth as a sufficient condition to explain the emergence of capi-
talism. Empirically, this perspective is challenged by the fact that Spain and 
Portugal, the dominant early colonizers of the America, directed the mas-
sive wealth that they extracted from their colonies not to agricultural or 
industrial production, but the purchase of state offices and feudal estates. 
Only England, a relatively late colonial power, converted the wealth 
appropriated from colonies and derived from slave plantations into capital 
that fuelled the process of industrialization. England’s uniquely capitalist 
social property relations alone allowed this transformation.10 The 
development of European—and subsequently of Atlantic commercial net-
works and colonial ventures—were necessary, but not sufficient conditions 
for the emergence and development of English capitalism.

Yet, if colonialism did not, and could not, on its own, cause the transi-
tion to capitalism, the emergence of English capitalism did lead to the 
development of a new form of colonialism.11 Capitalist imperialism 
became an important vector of subsequent transitions to capitalism. Still 
enmeshed in a non-capitalist international system, England continued to 
rely on age-old strategies of colonial expansion (outside of Europe), con-
trol of trade routes and cornering of markets in order to grab foreign 
wealth. The development of capitalism actually intensified these old impe-
rial practices and fueled the development of slavery plantations. But capi-
talism also led to the development of a new and distinct colonial logic. 
Agrarian capitalism produced a growing surplus population that had been 
expelled from the land, compelled the English state to create White settler 
colonies to a greater extent than other European powers. More impor-
tantly, the new form of colonial ventures privileged by the English state 
involved the outward projection of capitalist social property relations into 
the colonies. England first used this new imperial strategy in Ireland, were 
the capitalist transformation of social property relation was used as 
adjunct to the use of military power to subjugate the Irish population. By 
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integrating the Irish economy into its metropolitan orbit, England was 
able to reinforce its imperial control over its colony.12

English imperial attempts to export capitalist social property relations 
faced many obstacles before the mid-nineteenth century. In India, stable 
non-capitalist political and economic institutions led colonial agents to 
rely on extra-economic forms of exploitation, inserting themselves at the 
apex of already existing class structures. In North America, by contrast, it 
was the extensive availability of land after the expropriation of indigenous 
populations and the inability of colonial state institutions to monopolize 
access land that led to the failure of the capitalist imperial strategy.

After the mid-nineteenth century, consolidation of capitalism in the 
contemporary Global North—Britain, Western and Central Europe, the 
US, Canada and Japan—capitalist imperialism was much more successful 
in imposing capitalist social property relations in the rest of the world. 
This process proceeded in an uneven and combined manner. Initially, the 
new imperialism produced capitalist “enclaves” of raw material production 
(mining and plantation agriculture) in the midst of non-capitalist house-
hold production.13 By the late twentieth century global imperialism had 
compelled most ruling classes in the Global South to adapt capitalist social 
property relations. The role of Western European, and especially US, 
imperialism in these transformations is highlighted in Eren Duzgun’s 
chapter on Turkey and Chris Isett’s chapter on Taiwan.

An Agenda for Further Research

The case studies gathered in this volume reflect the current state of 
research on the comparative origins of capitalism from a “Capital-centric” 
Marxist perspective. Not surprisingly, there remain major gaps in our 
research project. Hopefully, this volume inspires scholars to fill these 
lacunae.

The first arena for future research is the consolidation of capitalism in 
what becomes the Global North in the mid-nineteenth century. While the 
contributions of Cohen, Evans, Lafrance and Post detail how the pressures 
of political-military competition compelled the transformation of social 
property relations in Japan, Canada, France and the US, the process still 
remains unstudied for what become central capitalist powers—Germany 
and Italy in Continental Europe, and the White settler colonies of Australia 
and New Zealand in south Asia. Equally important, we need a detailed 
study of how capitalist transformation was successfully resisted in Russia, 
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whose state remained Feudal-Absolutist and whose agriculture remained 
non-capitalist until at least 1917.

The second area is the uneven and combined expansion of capitalism to 
what is today the Global South. Unfortunately, promising research on the 
origins of capitalism in South Africa in the late 1970s14 was short-circuited 
as many of the most important scholars embraced post-structuralism, 
post-modernism and other forms of “discourse” analysis. The chapters of 
Duzgun, Carlson and Issett on Turkey, Brazil and Taiwan provide an 
excellent alternative to this dead-end. Hopefully, their work can be 
duplicated for the spread of capitalism to other parts of Africa, Asia and 
Latin America.

Finally, “Capital-Centric” Marxism needs to grapple with the relation-
ship of race and gender to capitalist social property relations. Our perspec-
tive is widely viewed as being incapable of explaining the origins and 
persistence of racial oppression.15 One formulation by Ellen Meiksins 
Wood, in particular, has lent credence to such claims:

At the very least, class equality means something different and requires dif-
ferent conditions from sexual or racial equality. In particular, the abolition 
of class inequality would by definition mean the end of capitalism. But is the 
same necessarily true about the abolition of sexual or racial inequality? 
Sexual and racial equality … are not in principle incompatible with capital-
ism. The disappearance of class inequalities, on the other hand, is by defini-
tion incompatible with capitalism. At the same time, although class 
exploitation is constitutive of capitalism as sexual or racial inequalities are 
not, capitalism subjects all social relations to its requirements. It can co-opt 
and reinforce inequalities and oppressions that it did not create and adapt 
them to the interests of class exploitation.16

Wood’s formulation is problematic theoretically and methodologically. 
She confuses the theoretical and historical preconditions of capitalist social 
property relations with the spontaneous results—the unintended conse-
quences of the reproduction of these social property relations.17 Nicole 
Leach’s chapter in this book begins to address the “gender” blindness of 
“political” Marxism by integrating the insights of social reproduction the-
orists. Jessica Evans’s chapter on Canada also points to how a “Capital-
centric” Marxist approach to the transformation of social property relations 
can account for the changing forms of racialization and racial subordina-
tion. Others have attempted to begin to address race through the lens of 
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theories of real capitalist accumulation and competition.18 However, much 
further historical research will be required to consolidate a consistent 
“political” Marxist account of race and gender.
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