MODULE 6
PRIMITIVE ACCUMULATION
Capitalist production, we have seen, depends on the appropriation of surplus labor. It starts with the purchase by the capitalist of commodities: labor power and means of production. But how do they become commodities? And where does the money come from so that it can be laid out for the means of production and labor power which now appear on the market? In Part Eight of Capital Volume 1 Marx sets out to answer both these questions under the heading of 'primitive accumulation'.

His treatment is not without its difficulties. In particular there is some lack of clarity in Marx's presentation. His dominant view of primitive accumulation seems to be that it is the process by which labor power and means of production become commodities and so available for purchase by those with money: "So-called primitive accumulation...is nothing else than the historic process of divorcing the producer from the means of production" (p.875). The problem is that there is also reference to the accumulation of large sums of money outside of the capitalist production process as an aspect of primitive accumulation. Why Marx is doing this isn't clear unless it is that the two processes -- divorce from the means of production and accumulation of money wealth prior to capitalist production -- are both characterized by force and the connivance, if not active promotion, by the state. Thus he talks about the slave trade and the role of monopolies of trade with the colonies in the accumulation of money (Chapter 31).

In discussing the East India Company: "The monopolies of salt, opium, betel and other commodities were inexhaustible mines of wealth" (p.917); and "Great fortunes sprang up like mushrooms in a day; primitive accumulation proceeded without the advance of even a shilling" (p.917) And "The treasures captured outside Europe by undisguised looting, enslavement and murder flowed back to the mother-country and were turned into capital there" (p.918). Finally: "The discovery of gold and silver in America, the extirpation, enslavement and entombment in mines of the indigenous population of that continent, the beginnings of the conquest and plunder of India, and the conversion of Africa into a preserve for the commercial hunting of blackskins, are all things which characterize the dawn of the era of capitalist production. These idyllic proceedings are the chief moments of primitive accumulation" (p.915). (my emphasis).

Nevertheless it is clear that a major aim of these chapters is to dispel the notion that such accumulations of money can become capital without the double freedom of labor power. This is the point of the final chapter in the book on the modern theory of colonization. In the colonies so much land existed relative to the number of immediate producers that it was difficult to produce as a capitalist: immediate producers would opt for a life of petty commodity production or even subsistence rather than wage labor. This was what concerned Wakefield when he developing his theory of colonization: "A Mr. Peel, he complains, took with him from England to the Swan River district of Western Australia means of subsistence and of production to the amount of £50,000. This Mr.Peel even had the foresight to bring besides, 3,000 persons of the working class, men, women and children. Once he arrived at his destination, 'Mr. Peel was left without a servant to make his bed or fetch him water from the river'. Unhappy Mr.Peel, who provided for everything except the export of English relations of production to Swan River!" (pp.932-933). In this way, Marx argues, Wakefield discovered that machines, etc. are not capital if the essential complement to these things -- the wage laborer -- is missing: "He discovered that capital is not a thing but a social relation between persons which is mediated through things" (p.932). Wakefield's solution was to make land artificially expensive: a price independent of supply and demand so that the immigrant must work a long time as a wage worker to earn enough money to buy land. The fund resulting from the sale of land could then be used for the importation of paupers from Europe in order to maintain the labor market.

Once capital has come into being it not only reproduces the separation of immediate producers from the means of production it reproduces it on an expanding scale: "As soon as capitalist production stands on its own two feet, it not only maintains this separation, but reproduces it on a constantly extending scale" (p.874). Workers receive no more than the value of their labor power so they are unable to purchase the means of production on their own account. The capitalist gets out of the production process not only the values put into it but a surplus. This means that more of the propertyless can be incorporated into the capitalist production process. But why are they becoming available in increasing numbers?

Capitalist production, Marx argues, extends the divorce through the relative cheapness of its products. This makes continuing peasant production more and more difficult. In this regard Marx talks about how destruction of the subsidiary trades of the countryside 'goes hand in hand with the expropriation of the previously self-supporting peasants and their separation from their own means of production' (p.911). And: "...it is large-scale industry which radically expropriates the vast majority of the agricultural population and completes the divorce between agricultural and rural domestic industry, tearing up the latter's roots, which are spinning and weaving. It therefore also conquers the home market for industrial capital, for the first time" (pp.912-913).

On the other hand, getting to the stage at which the divorce is self-reproducing may be problematic. Marx refers to two distinct problems. First, just because workers have been stripped of the means of production does not mean to say that they will submit to a regime of wage labor. They may try, for example, to sustain themselves by beggary, vagabondage, thievery and poaching: '...these men, suddenly dragged from their accustomed mode of life, could not immediately adapt themselves to the discipline of their new condition" (p.896). It is this, Marx argues, which led to legislation against vagabondage throughout W. Europe at the end of the fifteenth and during the sixteenth centuries.

In earlier stages of primitive accumulation the supply of wage labor may be so weak that wages are high and this inhibits accumulation. Eventually: "The advance of capitalist production develops a working class which by education, tradition and habit looks upon the requirements of that mode of production as self-evident natural laws. The organization of the capitalist process of production, once it is fully developed, breaks down all resistance. The constant generation of a relative surplus population keeps the law of the supply and demand of labor, and therefore wages, within narrow limits which correspond to capital's valorization requirements. The silent compulsion of economic relations sets the seal on the domination of the capitalist over the worker" (p.899) But: "It is otherwise during the historical genesis of capitalist production" The rising bourgeoisie needs the power of the state to regulate wages, to lengthen the working day ...This is an essential. aspect of so-called primitive accumulation" (pp.900; my emphasis).

Marx illustrates his abstract arguments about primitive accumulation with examples primarily from Britain. But we need to be alert to the fact that primitive accumulation assumes different concrete forms according to the context in which it occur. In Britain several things were going on (Chapter 27). There was the forcible eviction of feudal serfs with their hereditary rights from the land by feudal lords. The reformation was also important. The dissolution of the monasteries 'hurled their inmates into the proletariat' (p.881). Church estates were given to court favorites or sold for a nominal price to speculating farmers who then evicted the 'old established hereditary sub-tenants'.

As far as the US proletariat is concerned, much of its separation from the means of production had occurred before it reached the shores of North America: e.g. the case of the Irish fleeing the potato famine. To some degree, however, it was produced domestically: "Merchant capital, through the mechanisms of land law, land speculation and the promotion of internal improvements, was responsible for the enforced dependence of free farmers on commodity production for their economic reproduction. In particular federal land policy promoted the transformation of land into a commodity through the public auction of the public domain. This policy encouraged the speculative purchasing of large blocks of land, which forced actual settlers to purchase land from large land companies at prices well above the minimal prices charged by the federal government. The cost of land purchases and the burden of mortgages to the land company forced the farmers to specialize their crops and increase their production of commodities, thus becoming dependent on the sphere of commodity circulation for their economic reproduction...The subordination of free farming to the law of value unleashed a process of increasing labor productivity, technical innovation and social differentiation in the 1840s and 1850s...This process of social differentiation not only led to the dispossession of many petty-producers but effectively eliminated any opportunity for urban workers to 'escape' wage-labor by settling in the West" (Charles Post, "The American Road to Capitalism", New Left Review, #133, 1982, p.43).

In the settler societies of Africa, like Kenya, Southern Rhodesia and South Africa it was different again. Land was expropriated by the white minority leaving indigenous populations with land in the form of 'native reserves' or 'communal areas' that rapidly became insufficient for their subsistence needs forcing them to work on white farms and in white-owned mines. Another part of the story of creating a labor market in these countries was through the imposition of taxation (in return, it was claimed, for the imposition of civil order) payable only in money. This meant that for at least part of the year money had to be earnt in some way. This might be through wage labor - which was the original intent of the legislation - but also through the sale of agricultural products, which was what some of the indigenous population started doing. This, of course, brought them into competition with white farmers and led to racially discriminatory measures in (e.g.) the allocation of credit for fencing, bore hole drilling which placed this embryonic peasant class in jeopardy.
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