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Chapter Fifteen: Machinery and Large-Scale Industry 
In many respects this long (nearly 150 pages) chapter, superficially a simple historical account of the emergence 
of the factory system, acts as the hinge around which the whole volume turns. The preceding theoretical 
exposition has been necessary to prepare the possibility for such an historical account, the account a necessary 
precondition for the theoretical developments to follow. But the chapter is no simple historical narrative: at the 
end of its course, we shall see why it is that Marx believed that capitalism formed but one stage in human 
history, one that moreover created the conditions for its own surpassing. Reading it, it is difficult not to keep 
thinking of the outline contained in the 1859 Preface; in fact, in my view, Chapter 15 can be read as a developed 
and historicised recapitulation of Marx’s historical model therein summarised. 

 

1  The Development of Machinery  
Marx begins by making the elementary but nevertheless fundamental point that, under capitalism, the function 
of machinery is not to lighten toil, but to cheapen commodities. ‘A machine,’ he points out, ‘is a means for 
producing surplus-value.’1

The machine, which is the starting point of the industrial revolution, replaces the worker, who handles a 
single tool, by a mechanism operating with a number of similar tolls and set in motion by a single motive 
power, whatever the form of that power.

 

But what exactly is a machine? Or, more concretely, what differentiates machines – as used in industry – from 
tools – as use in manufacture and handicrafts? Marx defines what is specific to machinery like this: 

2

‘It is not labour, but the instrument of labour, that serves as the starting point of the machine.’

 
3

                                                 
1 Karl Marx, Capital vol. 1 (Harmondsworth, 1990) [hereafter C.], p. 492. Inter alia, Marx makes a significant 
methodological point. Pointing out that Vico had once said that ‘human history differs from natural history in that we 
have made the former, but not the latter,’ Marx goes on: ‘Technology reveals the active relation of man to nature, the 
direct process of the production of his life, and thereby it also lays bare the process of the production of the social 
relations of his life, and of the mental conceptions that flow from those relations. Even a history of religion that is written 
in abstraction from this material basis is uncritical. It is, in reality, much easier to discover by analysis the earthly kernel of 
the misty creations of religion than to do the opposite, i.e. to develop from the actual, given relations of life the forms in 
which these have been apotheosised. The latter method is the only materialist, and therefore the only scientific one. The 
weaknesses of the abstract materialism of natural science, a materialism which excludes the historical process, are 
immediately evident from the abstract and ideological conceptions expressed by its spokesmen whenever they venture 
beyond the bounds of their own speciality.’ C., pp. 493-4, n. 4. 
2 C., p. 497. That it is the machine itself that marks the jumping off point for industrialisation, and not the manner of its 
propulsion, is indicated by the fact that the steam engine remained marginal to production until the advent of machinery: it 
was the machine that brought the steam-engine to centre-stage in large-scale production, not the other way around. Why it 
should be the steam engine that became nineteenth-century capitalism’s means of production of choice (in so doing 
making coal the crude oil of its day) should be obvious: it drew its own motive power from the consumption of coal and 
water, was entirely under man’s control, was mobile and a means of locomotion, was urban and not – like the water-wheel 
– rural, permitting production to be concentrated in towns instead of – like the water-wheel – being scattered over the 
countryside. C., p. 499. 
3 C., p. 500, n. 15. A little further on, Marx puts it like this: ‘The machine does not drive out the tool. Rather does the tool 
expand and multiply, changing from a dwarf implement of the human organism to the implement of a mechanism created 
by man. Capital now sets the worker to work, not with a manual tool, but with a machine that now handles the tools.’ C., 
p. 509. 

 The historical 
tendency of the development of machinery and its relationship to human labour has two aspects: first, machine 
production converts tools from being manual implements into parts of a mechanical apparatus; and, second, the 
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means of propulsion acquire a form independent of human force, with the consequence that from individual 
machines develop conjunctions of machines: machines driven jointly and working in unison. 

In its most developed form machine production involves production passing through a series of mutually 
complementary machines of different types, rather than being performed by a single machine which, by 
combining a series of independent processes, turns out a product on its own. This latter is analogous to simple 
manufacturing co-operation, in which, in a purely quantitative development, handicraft workers are brought 
together in a single space to perform side-by-side. Once a system of machine production develops, however – 
once machine production involves a system of machines operating as an articulated whole – all analogies with 
previous manufacturing processes are broken. In manufacture, where the worker finds herself appropriated by a 
process that had previously to be adapted to the worker, the division of labour acts as the central conditioning 
factor on production; advanced machine production breaks through this restraint, imposing in its place the 
continuity of the process of production. 

Once production by machine becomes generalised in at least one branch of industry, a new branch of 
production opens up: the production of machines by machines. This branch of production takes on the form of large-
scale industry from the beginning. A general principle now asserts itself: ‘the transformation of the mode of 
production in one sphere of industry necessitates a similar transformation in other spheres.’4 The technological 
and technical advances in the machine production branch assert themselves too in other branches. Revolutions 
in production in single branches stimulate similar revolutions in other branches: from machine spinning to 
machine weaving, for example; or from cotton spinning to the production of cotton. On top of this, ‘the 
revolution in the modes of production of industry and agriculture make necessary a revolution in the general 
conditions of the social process of production, i.e. in the means of communication and transport.’5

2  The Value Transferred by the Machinery to the Product  

 

Thus, in production by machine, the machinery itself takes on a mode of existence which represents the 
replacement of human force by natural forces. No longer is the organisation of the labour process the subjective 
matter of combining specialised workers; under machine production the organisation of production acquires an 
entirely objective character, within which labour assumes the form of labour in general, or labour in common. 

 

The productive forces which result from co-operation and the division of labour, being natural forces of social 
labour, cost nothing. Likewise, other natural forces appropriated to production – water, for example – cost 
nothing (although its transportation, along with any other pre-production activity which involves the 
expenditure of labour, clearly does). Science too is free, once it has been discovered. 

It is clear that large-scale industry raises productivity by an enormous degree; it is less clear that it does so at the 
cost of an increase in the labour expended. Machinery creates no new value in itself, put it passes on its own 
value to the product, and the latter is proportionally more expensive as a function of the value of the machinery. 

Let us recall that machinery enters as a whole into the labour-process, but only piece by piece into the 
valorisation process:6

                                                 
4 C., p. 505. 
5 C., p. 506. 
6 Cf. chapter 7. 

 there is, therefore, a significant difference between the machine as a factor in the 
formation of value, and the machine as a factor in the formation of the product; and the longer the machine 
serves in the same labour process, the greater is that difference – between the value that it adds to the product 
(as it depreciates), and the value it transfers to the product, for example from raw material. Compared to goods 
produced by means of handicraft, in the goods produced by machine the value arising out of the instruments of 
production rises relatively but falls absolutely: i.e. although its absolute value in he product falls, its magnitude 
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relative to the other components of the value of the finished product – the new value created in production, and 
the value passed on from the raw materials – rises. 

Whenever it costs as much labour to produce a machine as is saved by the employment of a machine all that has 
taken place is a displacement of labour, i.e. the productivity of labour has not been increased. This does not 
mean that the productivity of the machine depends on its own value and the value of the toll it replaces, for as 
long as the labour spent on the machine is such that the magnitude of its value added to the product is less than 
the value added by the worker with her tool there is an increase in productivity. 

It is important to grasp that the labour objectified in a machine is less than the living labour it replaces at the 
same cost. If a machine costs the same as a year’s wages of 150 workers, say £3,000, with respect to the workers 
who are replaced this £3,000 represents that portion of the labour necessary for their upkeep, not the total 
labour provided by the workers and added to the value of the product. Assuming a rate of surplus-value of 
100%, this labour, which cost £3,000 to buy, would produce a new value of £6,000. With respect to the 
machine, the £3,000 represents the total amount of labour expended to produce it, irrespective of the ratio 
between the workers’ wages and the capitalist’s surplus-value. Thus, even if the machine costs as much to buy as 
the labour it replaces, the labour objectified in it is less than the labour it replaces. 

That the labour expended in the production of the machine is less than the labour it displaces is a necessity: 
were it otherwise it would not cheapen goods, but make them more expensive. And to this limit is added 
another: since the price of labour-power can vary (being dependent on the ratio of necessary labour and surplus 
labour, which can differ between countries, within countries, and even in the same place over time), it is possible 
for the difference between the price of the machine and the price of the labour-power displaced by it to vary, 
while the difference between the total quantity of labour needed to produce the machine and the quantity of 
labour it replaces remains constant. But it is only the former difference, which asserts itself through competition, 
which determines the cost to the capitalist of producing a commodity; the profit which accrues to the capitalist 
arises as a function of a reduction in the labour paid for, not in the labour employed. This gives rise to the 
phenomenon of machines produced specifically for use in one or another country, according to these 
fluctuations. It can also give rise to the phenomenon that occurs when the very use of machinery itself, by 
creating a surplus of labour and consequently bringing about a cheapening labour-power below its value, 
impedes its own further use and development, since its continued introduction would actually threaten to 
increase the cost of production, not decrease it. 

 

3  The Most Immediate Effects of Machine Production on the Worker  
By making possible the employment of child and female labour, machine production depreciates labour-power 
by spreading its value over the whole family. Machinery thus both augments the human material available to 
capital as well as raising the degree of its exploitation.7

Marx notes, interestingly, if tangentially, that ‘capital is by its nature a leveller, since it insists upon equality in the 
conditions of exploitation of labour in every sphere of production as its own innate right.’

 

8

                                                 
7 We should note here that Marx’s observations in this chapter, as elsewhere, regarding the ‘moral degradation’ brought 
about by the exposure of women to the workforce, although well-intentioned, and irrespective of the how deleterious the 
effects on family life of forcing all of its members without real exception for almost the entirety of their waking hours into 
the horrors of the factory must have been, do rather smack of a Victorian paternalistic view of women (but see note 51 
below). This weakness in no way undermines his fundamental argument; even if it does make some of his descriptive 
passages uncomfortable reading. Marx is surely on safer ground in his descriptions of the stunting – meant literally as well 
as metaphorically – effect on factory employment on children. 
8 C., p. 520. 

 As a consequence, 
once child labour is limited by law in one sector or production, this limitation soon becomes generalised. 
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I  The Tendency of the Use of Machinery To Lengthen the Working Day9

The instrument of labour now becomes an industrial from of perpetual motion. [...] Because it is capital, the 
automatic mechanism is endowed, in the person of the capitalist, with consciousness and a will. As capital, 
therefore, it is animated by the drive to reduce to a minimum the resistance offered by man, that obstinate yet 
elastic natural barrier.

 

At the same time as machinery augments the pool of labour available to capital, and raises the productivity of 
labour, it also feeds the appetite of the capitalist to lengthen the working day. 

Machinery asserts its independence with respect to the worker: 

10

On top of this, the lengthening of the working day allows for an expansion of the scale of production without 
the necessity of the quantity of fixed capital expended on buildings, machinery, etc. rising, not only increasing 
surplus-value, but decreasing the outlay necessary to achieve it. ‘The development of machine production ties a 
constantly increasing portion of the capital to a form in which, on the one hand, it is constantly capable of 
valorisation, and in which, on the other hand, it loses both use-value and exchange-value whenever it is deprived 
of contact with living labour.’

 

The value transferred by the machinery to the product falls as its productivity rises: the longer it works, the 
greater is the mass of product over which the value transmitted by the machine is spread, but the smaller is the 
quantity of value added to each individual product. And the life of the machine is clearly related to the length of 
the working day. But the amount of deterioration that a machine suffers is dependent on her amount of time it 
has been in use; or, at least, it is not wholly dependent on this. The physical deterioration that a machine suffers 
is of two types: wear and tear incurred through use, and the deterioration that arises through standing idle. The 
first type of deterioration is proportional, and the second inversely proportional, to the machine’s use. But in 
addition to this a machine suffers too a ‘moral’ depreciation: it loses exchange-value as a function not only of the 
development of more productive machines but also of the cheapening of the manufacture of machines of an 
equal productivity. In both of these cases, the labour socially necessary for the production of the final product 
falls, and thus too its value. And the value the machine transfers from itself to the finished product is of course 
not the real labour objectified in it but that labour socially necessary for its production. If this falls, then – 
independently of how much labour was expended in producing it – the value of the machine (and hence the 
value it transfers) falls too. 

In addition to all this – already powerful incentives to an intensification of the time that the machine is actually 
in use – stands the following obvious fact. A machine working 12 hours a day for 10 years and the same 
machine working 6 hours a day for 20 years will transmit the same magnitude of value. But in the first case, not 
only would the value of the machine itself be reproduced in half the time than it would in the second, but the 
capitalist, although in both cases absorbing the same quantity of surplus-value, would do so in the first case in 
half the time than in the second. 

11

When first introduced into a branch of industry machinery produces relative surplus-value not by cheapening 
the mass of products but by reducing the value of particular products below their general social value. Once the 
use of machinery becomes generalised, however, these individual benefits cease, and the law that surplus-value is 
accrued not from the labour replaced by the machinery but from that actually employed alongside the machinery 
asserts itself. Under these conditions surplus-value – as we saw in Chapter 11 – depends on the rate of surplus-
value and the number of workers employed.

 

12

                                                 
9 Where I insert my own subheads they appear, as here, in sans serif type. 
10 C., pp. 526-7. 
11 C., p. 529. 
12 C., p. 420. 

 But machinery can increase the rate of surplus-value – the ratio of 
surplus labour over necessary labour – only at the expense of reducing the total number of workers: i.e. the one 
factor determining surplus-value can only be increased at the expense of the other.  Put another way, machinery 
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raises the productive power of labour through reducing the total number of workers employed by a given 
quantity of capital, i.e. it converts a part of capital which was previously variable into constant capital, into 
machinery. But surplus-value does not accrue from constant capital, but from variable, and it is impossible to 
squeeze as much surplus-value from 10 workers as from 20. This immanent contradiction acts as yet another 
objective13

 

 pressure on the capitalist to increase, as compensation, the working day. 

 

II  The Length of the Working Day and the Intensification of Labour 

Evidently, then, the widespread introduction of machinery, by increasing the pool of labour available to capital, 
and by increasing the productivity of labour, gives rise to a surplus labour population compelled to subject itself 
to the will and whim of capital. 

As the length of the working day comes under legal regulation, there arises a phenomenon directed at the 
increase of absolute surplus-value: the increase in the intensive magnitude of labour. This is not the same 
phenomenon as in the increase in productivity brought about by the use of machinery: it is the expenditure of 
more labour over a given time. 

How is this done? In the first place, it occurs because of the change in the ‘subjective conditions’ of labour: the 
quantity of labour the worker is capable of expending per hour over 12 hours is clearly not the same as she is 
capable of expending over 10. It becomes possible to speed up machines, and to increase the quantity of 
machinery under the supervision of the same worker. In turn, technical developments make the machinery 
smaller and more efficient, facilitating this process. Basing himself on the official statistics, Marx shows that, 
from the 12-Hour Act of 1832, to the introduction of the 10-hour day in the textile industry in 1847, and 
beyond, the speed and intensity of production – of labour – rose both considerably and repeatedly. 

4  The Factory  
Now we have seen the constituent elements of capitalist production in its most developed form, we now turn to 
take a glance at its seat of operation: the factory. 

Here, along with the tool, the skill of using it is passed from the worker to the machine. At the same time this 
frees the tool from the restraints imposed by human labour and destroys the old technical basis of the division 
of labour, in the process equalising and reducing to a common level all the different types of specialised labour 
of old. Machinery in this way both cheapens labour as well as making it completely and hopelessly dependent 
upon capital in the form of factory production. It is now therefore necessary ‘to distinguish between the 
increased productivity which is due to the development of the social process of production, and that which is 
due to the exploitation by the capitalists of that development.’14

What is the effect of this on the worker? ‘Factory work exhausts the nervous system to the uttermost; at the 
same time, it does away with the many-sided play of the muscles, and confiscates every atom of freedom, both 
in bodily and in intellectual activity.’

 

15

This state of affairs – the complete subordination of labour to the rhythm of the machine – brings about the 
level of superintendence to its full military development. Marx here quotes Fourier, for whom factories were 
‘bagnes mitigés’ – ‘mitigated gaols’

 

16

                                                 
13 ‘Objective’, since, as Marx notes, the capitalist is unaware not only of what is driving him but of the fact that he is being 
driven. We shall return to this in Volume 3. 
14 C., p. 547. 
15 C., p. 548. 
16 C., p. 553. 

. 
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5  The Struggle between Worker and Machine  
The struggle between capitalist and worker is as old as capitalist production itself; with the introduction of 
machinery, however, the struggles of workers against capitalists also takes the form of a struggle against the 
instrument of labour itself. Marx makes an interesting judgement on this: 

The large-scale destruction of machinery which occurred in the English manufacturing districts during the 
first fifteen tears of the nineteenth century, largely as the result of the employment of the power-loom, and 
known as the Luddite movement, gave the anti-Jacobin government, composed of such people as Sidmouth 
and Castlereagh, a pretext for the most violent and reactionary measures. It took both time and experience 
before the workers learnt to distinguish between machinery and its employment by capital, and therefore to 
transfer their attacks from the material instruments of production to the form of society which utilises those 
instruments.17

Marx immediately goes on: ‘The struggles over wages within the manufacturing system presuppose manufacture, 
and are in no sense directed against its existence.’

 

18 At first, opposition to manufacture came not from workers, 
but from the guild-masters and the privileged towns. At this point, the division of labour was regarded as a 
means of making up for a shortage of workers, rather than as a means of replacing them. Handicraft production 
had proved itself incapable of supplying the new colonial markets; while manufacture opened up new fields of 
production for the rural population displaced by the dissolution of feudalism. But the concentration of 
ownership of the means of production, combined with the effects of simple co-operation, gave rise to 
revolutions in the mode of production and life of the rural population. Opposition to this took the form more 
of conflict between small and large proprietors than a struggle between wage-labour and capital. This was the 
character of the struggle which accompanied those thefts of land which laid the basis for the appearance of 
large-scale capitalist agriculture. Thus the ‘transformation in agriculture initially tends to have the appearance of 
a political revolution.’19

Once the instrument of production takes the form of machinery it becomes the direct competitor of the worker 
herself. The whole tendency of handicraft production was the one-sided specialisation of the worker: once her 
tool was supplanted by machinery, she found herself cast out of production as no longer necessary to the self-
valorisation of capital. This process could be gradual, and its effects chronic (Marx gives the example of the 
British hand-loom weavers

 

20); or it could be rapid, and its effects acute – as in the case of the cotton weavers of 
India. In this way ‘the character of independence from and estrangement towards the worker, which the 
capitalist mode of production gives to the conditions of labour and the product of labour, develops into a 
complete and total antagonism with the advent of machinery.’21

                                                 
17 C., pp. 554-5. 
18 C., p. 555. 
19 C., p. 557. 
20 ‘World history offers us no spectacle more frightful than the gradual extinction of the English hand-loom weavers; this 
tragedy dragged on for decades, finally coming to an end in 1838. Many of the weavers died of starvation, many vegetated 
with their families for a long period on 21

2 d a day.’ C., p. 558-9. 

21 C., p. 558. 

 

Machinery thus makes labour expendable: both in the competition between industry and manufacture, and 
within the factory system itself. In the first case, as we have seen, by removing the tools from the worker, her 
skills, and place in the production process, are rendered superfluous. In the second, the very nature of the labour 
required by the factory makes it easily replaceable, freeing the capitalist from the need to acquiesce to the 
workers’ needs and grievances. 
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6  The Compensation Theory, with Regard to the Workers Displaced by Machinery  
Marx here deals with the argument which says that the application of machinery sets free a quantity of capital 
sufficient to re-employ those workers it originally displaced. 

A capitalist employs 100 workers at £30 each a year, in the production of carpets. The variable capital laid out is 
therefore £3,000. We shall assume that the capitalist consumes annually raw materials to the value of £3,000. We 
shall further assume that she dismisses 50 workers, and employs the remaining 50 with machinery to the value 
of £1,500, with the same use of raw materials as before (and, for simplicity’s sake, we shall take no account of 
other costs, of buildings, fuel, etc.). 

What has happened? Both before and after the change the total sum of capital employed is £6,000. Before, this 
broke down into £3,000 variable capital and £3,000 constant capital; after, into £1,500 variable capital (the 
wages of the remaining 50 workers) and £4,500 constant capital (£3,000 for raw materials and £1,500 for the 
machine). No capital has been ‘set free’, as Marx’s interlocutors would have claimed; a proportion of it – £1,500 
– has ceased to be exchanged for labour-power. 

But perhaps the new machinery costs less than the labour-power it displaces. If, for example, it costs only 
£1,000, rather than £1,500, while £1,000 of formally variable capital has been locked up in constant capital, 
£500 has indeed been ‘set free’. But, even forgetting about the necessity to buy in raw materials, instruments of 
labour, and other prerequisites for production, this ‘free’ capital would only be sufficient to employ around 16 of 
the 50 displaced workers; if we factor in the costs required by their productive employment, considerable fewer. 

But that capital has been laid out on machinery suggests that workers have been employed in making it. Is this 
not compensation: the employment of machine-makers compensating for the carpet-makers turned out into the 
street? Hardly, for the £1,500 spent on the machinery now represents not the wages of the carpet-makers but (1) 
the wages of the machine-makers; (2) the value of the means of production used in making the machines; and 
(3) the surplus-value pocketed by the machine-making capitalist. 

Nevertheless, it will be insisted that what has happened here is that the means of subsistence of the 50 displaced 
workers – £1,500 – has been set free, £1,500 that can serve to re-employ them. This sum, it will be argued, will 
not rest until it is invested anew; and, sooner or later, the displaced workers and their means of subsistence will 
be brought back together again. 

But in this interpretation the £1,500 was capital that was being valorised by the labour of the 50 displaced 
workers, when in fact it was nothing of the sort. It only became capital when it was transformed into machinery; 
but for the workers it represented that portion of the carpets produced which they received in wages, and which 
they used to buy commodities. With regard to this £1,500, they were not wage-labourers, but buyers. And now 
that they have been converted into non-buyers, demand will fall; and demand may fall further still if the 
phenomenon increases in extent. Without some compensatory mechanism, the market price of these subsistence 
commodities too will fall, to below their value, and more workers in these sectors will be ‘displaced’. Thus the 
introduction of machinery not only does not ‘set capital free’, it causes workers to be turned out into the street, 
and not only in that branch of production into which it has been introduced, but in other branches too. 

Nevertheless, despite all this, initially the introduction of machinery can increase production in those sectors 
which supply raw materials, since the increase in productivity that it brings about, and the consequent 
cheapening of commodities, will lead to increased production. This will occur despite two important counter-
tendencies. First, that of the introduction of machinery to ‘save labour’ (since, of course, were it not the case 
that the labour expended to produce the machinery is less that the labour it replaces the introduction of 
machinery would not cheapen products but make them more expensive); and, second, that the increase in 
production, although it increases demand for raw materials does not in the same proportion do so with regard 
to instruments of production, buildings, fuel, etc. But regardless of these caveats, the potential for new 
machinery to increase employment in the raw material sectors is limited by the ratio of the constant to the 
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variable parts of capital22

 

 in these sectors, in turn something that is largely dependent on the degree to which 
machinery gas been applied here too. And the simple fact of the great increases in demand for raw materials and 
half-finished products caused by the introduction of machinery in the production of finished products itself 
stimulates the introduction of machinery in the former sectors. 

7  Repulsion and Attraction of Workers through the Development of Machine 
Production. Crises in the Cotton Industry.  
The fact that the introduction of machinery drives workers out of production does not mean that the tendency 
is for the number of factory workers to fall. In fact, the overall tendency is for the overall number of workers in 
production to increase in absolute terms, but fall in relative terms, i.e. that the number of workers increases while 
the proportion of variable capital to constant capital falls. ‘Every advance in the use of machinery entails an increase in 
the constant component of capital, that part which consists of machinery, raw materials, etc., and a decrease in 
its variable component, the part laid out in labour-power.’23

The following remark is important: ‘[...] in no other system of production is improvement so continuous and the 
composition of capital so subject to variation as in the factory system’

 

24 Marx also notes that this process is far 
from being an even one: ‘This constant variation is however equally constantly interrupted by periods of rest, 
during which there is a merely quantitative extension of factories on the existing technical basis.’25

Marx now makes a number of remarks – which he denominates as ‘of a purely practical nature, the existence of 
which has not yet been revealed by our theoretical presentation’

 

26 – regarding the genesis of the factory system. 
He demarcates two stages in its emergence – a genesis proper, and a relative, and self-sufficient, maturity. In the 
first phase, in which machine production overcomes – overwhelms – handicraft and manufacture, production 
by machine garners ‘extraordinary profits’, which generate a period of accelerated development, and attract to it 
‘a large part of the additional social capital which is continually being created’.27 The second, marked by a 
relatively generalised existence of machine production, including in the machine-producing sector, sees ‘this 
mode of production [acquire] [...] an elasticity, a capacity for sudden expansion by leaps and bounds, which 
comes up against no barriers but those presented by the availability of raw materials and the extent of sales 
outlets.’28

One consequence (amongst many) of this stage of development is the ruining of handicraft production of 
finished articles in other countries, which in turn leads them to be converted into fields of production of raw 
materials for the metropolis. ‘A new and international division of labour springs up, one suited for the 
requirements of the main industrial countries, and it converts one part of the globe into a chiefly agricultural 
field of production for supplying the other part, which remains a pre-eminently industrial field.’

 

29

The system is, nevertheless, prone to crises, crises which develop from the system’s very capacity for expansion. 
The typical path of crisis is ‘feverish production, a consequent glut on the market, which causes production to 

 

                                                 
22 The famous ‘organic composition of capital’, a matter we shall return to in Chapter 25. 
23 C., p. 578. 
24 C., p. 578. It is important because it almost has a definitional quality: the ‘factory system’ as something of a pinnacle of 
capitalist development by virtue of the level reached by variations in the composition of capital. 
25 C., p. 578. 
26 C., p. 578. 
27 C., p. 578. 
28 C., p. 579. 
29 C., p. 580. Note Marx’s comment here that ‘The economic development of the United States is itself a product of the 
large-scale development of Europe, or, to be more precise, of England.’ C., 580, n. 6. 
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be crippled’;30

 

 i.e. crises of over-production. These tendencies to crisis fuel the drive to improve machinery, a 
drive which is in this context fuelled by competition between capitals. 

Marx closes this section with an illustration of the immediately foregoing through a commentary on the 
vicissitudes of the cotton industry over the mid part of the nineteenth century. 

8  The Revolutionary Impact of Large-Scale Industry on Manufacture, Handicrafts and 
Domestic Industry  
(a) Overthrow of Co-operation Based on Handicrafts and on the Division of Labour 

The use of machinery within industry of a handicraft nature generally forms only the transition to a factory 
system proper, ‘which, as a rule, makes its appearance as soon as human muscles are replaced, for the purpose 
of driving the machine, by a mechanical motive power such as steam or water.’31

(Marx footnotes an interesting observation here: ‘In the United States the restoration in this way of handicrafts 
based on machinery is frequent; and therefore when the inevitable transition to the factory system takes place, 
the process of concentration will, compared to Europe, and even with England, stride forward in seven-league 
boots.’

 Even in cases in which an 
industry is carried on a small scale with mechanically-powered machinery (normally by hiring out steam power) 
it is inevitable ultimately ruined through competition with factory production. 

32

‘The principle of machine production’,

) 

(b) The Impact of the Factory System on Manufacture and Domestic Industries 
33 once established, effects a transformation in production as yet outside 

of this system. The old division of labour, based on the hierarchical specialisation of tasks, is dissolved, and the 
composition of the workforce, through the incorporation of children and unskilled workers, transformed. 
Domestic industry becomes nothing but ‘an external department of the factory, the manufacturing workshop, or 
the warehouse’.34 In fact, the characteristic generalised employment of women, children and unskilled workers, 
i.e. ‘cheap labour’, is a development which reaches its debilitating nadir not in the factory but precisely in 
manufacture. Amongst the reasons for this, Marx numbers: the absence of the ‘technical foundation’ of factory 
production (i.e. ‘the substitution of machine for muscular power’35); the diminution of the workers’ power of 
resistance consequent upon their relative dispersal; the appearance of parasitic elements between the worker and 
the employer who employs her; the exigencies of competition; irregular employment; and competition between 
workers for employment in this last site of employment of last resort for the masses turned out from 
production. Marx notes: ‘The less the social productivity of labour and the technical basis for the combination 
of labour processes are developed in that branch, the more does the murderous side of this economy emerge.’36

                                                 
30 C., p. 580. 
31 C., p. 589. 
32 C., p. 589. 
33 Which Marx defines as ‘the division of the production process into its constituent phases, and the solution of the 
problems arising from this by the application of mechanics, chemistry and the whole range of the natural sciences [i.e. by 
science in general].’ C., p. 590. 
34 C., p. 591. Note also Marx’s comment (C., p.590) regarding ‘[...] the development of the factory system and the 
revolution in agriculture that accompanies it [...].’ 
35 C., p. 591. 
36 C., p. 592. 

 
Sections (c) Modern Manufacture  and (d) Modern Domestic Industry list examples of the consequence of 
this state of affairs. 
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(e) Transition from Modern Manufacture and Domestic Industry to Large-Scale Industry. The 
Hastening of This Revolution by the Application of the Factory Acts to Those Industries 

But this process within handicraft and manufacture reaches its natural limit: when this happens domestic 
industry and manufacture are transformed into factory industries. Marx takes as his example the production of 
‘wearing apparel’, i.e. the clothing industry. After detailing the way in which production had been organised 
through an enmeshed network of manufacturing workshops, small master-craftsmen and domestic workers 
producing at the command of factories and warehouses, Marx makes the following observation: 

‘The great production of surplus-value in these branches of labour, and the progressive cheapening of their 
articles, were and are chiefly due to the minimum wages paid, which has just sufficed for a miserable, vegetable 
existence, and to the extension of the hours of labour to the maximum endurable by the human organism. It 
was in fact the cheapness of the human sweat and the human blood which were converted into commodities, 
which permitted the expansion of the market; this was especially true of England’s colonial market where, 
besides, English states and habits prevail. At last the critical point was reached. The basis of the old method, 
sheer brutality in the exploitation of the workers, accompanied by a more or less systematic division of labour, 
no longer sufficed for the extending markets and for the still more rapidly extending competition of the 
capitalists. The hour of the machine had struck.’37

This ‘revolution in the social mode of production which is the necessary product of the revolution in the means 
of production is accomplished through a variegated medley of transitional forms.’

 

Two things stand out here. First, the relation between production and market, or between supply and demand. 
Conventional thinking has it that demand conditions supply, but not here. The motive for production is the 
generation of surplus-value, and it is the drive to produce ever more surplus-value that here leads, through 
cheapening of the product, to a growth in the extent of the market. The ‘limit’ reached is that point at which this 
market can no longer be filled by production organised in the old way. But the introduction of machinery to 
permit the meeting of the new market’s needs will in turn extend the market still more, and this, in turn, will 
increase the pressure to expand production, and cheapen its products. Second, we need to note the role of the 
colonial market. But again the determinant is not simply a colonial market which requires voluminous 
production but also the production of ever greater masses of surplus-value which require a colonial market. 

38 Nevertheless, ‘transitional 
forms’ are transitional, for ‘the tendency operating [is] to transform them into the factory system proper.’39

This ‘spontaneously and naturally’

 
Increasing capital spent on machines gluts the market with machine-made articles, pointing up to the domestic 
producers the need to sell their machines; overproduction of machines causes them to be hired out rather than 
sold, which offers the small independent machine-owner insuperable competition; constant changes in machine 
specification, and that they can be increasingly cheaply manufactured, engender impossibly rapid depreciation of 
the older machines; the introduction of steam power, only feasible in large-scale sites of concentrated capital; all 
of this, on top of the fact that the manifold uses of the machinery naturally favours its concentration in factories 
proper, makes the result, once the process has started, inevitable. 

40

                                                 
37 C., p. 601 
38 C., p. 602. ‘Mode of production’ here we can interpret in its literal, rather than accepted, sense, as a ‘way of producing’, 
with the designation ‘social’ approximating to what elsewhere Marx called ‘social relations of production’. 
39 C., p. 603. 
40 C., p. 604. 

 advancing industrial revolution is also pushed on by the extension of the 
Factory Acts. Regulation of the length of the working day and the employment of children – i.e. the remits of 
the provisions of the Factory Acts – spur on the development of factory production, since the necessitate on the 
one hand more and more powerfully-driven machinery, while on the other they undermine the one weapon that 
domestic industry has at its disposal to compete with factory production: the ‘unlimited exploitation of cheap 
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labour-power’.41 ‘[...] as regards labour in the so-called domestic industries and the intermediate forms between 
them and manufacture as soon as limits are set to the working day and to the employment of children, these 
industries go to the wall.’42 In this way legal regulation, by making the saving of time a necessity, paradoxically 
removes the last of the ‘natural barriers’ to production. At the same time as regulation ‘ripen[s] the material 
elements necessary for the conversion of the manufacturing system into the factory system, [...] at the same time, 
because [it] [...] make[s] it necessary to lay out a greater amount of capital, [it] [...]  hasten[s] the decline of the 
small masters, and the concentration of capital.’43

9  The Health and Education Clauses of the Factory Acts. The General Extension of 
Factory Legislation in England  

 The very process of industrialisation itself prompts the 
necessity of regulation; regulation prompts the necessity of industrialisation. The overall effect is a rationalisation 
of production, the effect of which is witnessed by, for example, the regularisation of previously irregular habits 
of work. 

 

Marx now, commenting on the educational clauses of the Factory Acts, makes a curious observation: 

As Robert Owen has shown us in detail, the germ of the education of the future is present in the factory 
system; this education will, in the case of every child over a certain age, combine productive labour with 
instruction and gymnastics, not only as one of the methods of adding to the efficiency of production, but as 
the only method of producing fully developed human beings.44

The old division of labour that obtained under handicraft and manufacture is broken up by the factory system, 
only to be reproduced ‘in a still more monstrous shape’. Even though within handicraft and manufacture the 
worker is bound to her specialisation, the work is skilled and requires education and intellectual development. In 
the division of labour required by the factory system, in which the labour is performed by unskilled men and 
women and by children, the worker, by being transformed ‘into a living appendage of the machine’, does not 
even learn the one useful skill that she would have learned under the superseded methods of production. ‘Large-
scale industry tore aside the veil that concealed from men their own social process of production and turned the 
various spontaneously divided branches of production into riddles, not only to outsiders but even to the 
initiated.’

 

The thinking behind this remark deserves elaboration. 

45

Through this dissolution of the old division of labour modern industry erects itself on a base of a constant 
revolutionising of the production process. ‘Modern industry never views or treats the existing form of a 
production process as the definitive one. Its technical basis is therefore revolutionary, whereas all earlier modes 
of production were essentially conservative. [...] At the same time, it thereby also revolutionises the division of 
labour within society [...]’

 

46

However, if this is the negative side of machine production, in its revolutionising capability is also to be found 
the germ of the production of the future: ‘this possibility of varying labour must become a general law of social 

 

                                                 
41 C., p. 605. 
42 C., p. 605. 
43 C., p. 607. 
44 C., p. 614. In a continuing footnote, Marx comments on ‘the way in which large-scale industry, when it has reached a 
certain level, is capable of revolutionising people’s minds through the transformation it brings about in the material mode 
of production and the social relations of production [...].’ C., p. 614, n. 23. 
45 C., p. 616. 
46 C., p. 617. 
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production, and the existing relations must be adapted to permit its realisation in practice.’47 But whereas, under 
commodity production, in its most developed large-scale factory form, the ‘fluidity of labour’ results in reserve 
working population forced to live in misery, and consequently to follow unquestioningly the whim of capitalist 
production, what Marx calls ‘social production’ will see ‘the partially developed individual’ replaced by ‘the 
individual man who is absolutely available for the different kinds of labour required of him; [...] the totally 
developed individual, for whom the different social functions are different modes of activity he takes up in 
turn.’48

Nevertheless, Marx observes, ‘the development of the contradictions of a given historical form of production is 
the only historical way in which it can be dissolved and then reconstructed on a new basis.’

 

49

In a way analogous to that by which the development of capitalist production seems to anticipate, in a one-sided 
and undeveloped way, ‘social production’, large-scale factory production impacts on the family, dissolving its old 
basis, suggesting, even if, again, in a ‘spontaneously developed, brutal, capitalist form,’

. 

50 the appearance of a 
new, higher form of family. ‘However terrible and disgusting the dissolution of the old family ties within the 
capitalist system may appear, large-scale industry, by assigning an important part in socially organised processes 
of production, outside the sphere of the domestic economy, to women, young persons and children of both 
sexes, does nevertheless create a new economic foundation for a higher form of the family and relations 
between the sexes.’51

But – and this is crucial – under capitalist production ‘the worker exists for the process of production, and not 
[as under ‘social production’] the process of production for the worker.’

 

52

Marx now returns to the historical development of the Factory Acts. Their transformation from exceptional 
laws into the general law for all social production occurred under the whip of two seemingly-opposed tendential 
processes of development: first, the very process whereby factory production revolutionises handicraft and 
manufacture, forcing these last two spheres to severely increase the degree to which their labour is exploited;

 

53 
and, second, the demand made by capitalist production for equality in competition.54

Is it the case then, if it is capitalism itself that demands its generalisation, from the point of view of the working 
class, that such legislation is beneficial at all? Marx says yes, it is; and his reasons for doing so clearly have a 
significant import for more general (and modern) questions faced within working class politics: ‘By maturing the 

 

                                                 
47 C., p. 618. We can, if we wish, treat this observation as a concrete example of conflictive restriction imposed on the 
forces of production by the social relations of production. See the ‘Preface to A Contribution to the Critique of Political 
Economy’, Karl Marx, Early Writings (Harmondsworth, 1975). 
48 C., p. 618. 
49 C., p. 619 
50 C., p. 621. 
51 C., p. 621. Marx continues: ‘It is of course just as absurd to regard the Christian-Germanic form of the family as absolute 
and final as it would have been in the case of the ancient Roman, Greek or the Oriental forms, which, moreover, form a 
series in historical development. It is also obvious that the fact that the collective working group is composed of 
individuals of both sexes and all ages must under the appropriate conditions turn into a source of humane development 
[...].’ C., p. 621. This is a refreshingly different kind of analysis to that which sees the incorporation of women into 
production simply as morally degrading for the ‘fair sex’. 
52 C., p. 621. 
53 And here, factory regulation, insofar as it is applied to these spheres, in turn accelerates the development of the factory 
system itself. 
54 It would thus be an absurd (and rose-tinted) simplification to see the Factory Acts as the simple and unmediated 
beneficial consequence of working-class struggle. Why, indeed, would or should a Parliament in which there was at this 
point effectively no working class representation feel the need to legislate accordingly if not for a tendency for capitalist 
production itself to demand such regulation for its own ends?  
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material conditions and the social combination of the process of production, it [‘the general extension of factory 
legislation’] matures the contradictions and antagonisms of the capitalist form of that process, and thereby 
ripens both the elements for forming a new society and the forces tending towards the overthrow of the old 
one.’55

 

 

10  Large-Scale Industry and Agriculture  
Marx notes that the impact of machinery in agriculture, even if it is less severe in terms of its effect on the 
physical and mental well-being of the worker, is, in terms of its overall social effect, more ‘revolutionary’. It 
effects the annihilation of the ‘bulwark of the old society, the “peasant”, and substitutes for him the wage-
labourer.’ As a consequence, ‘the antagonism of the classes reaches the same level in the countryside as it has 
attained in the towns.’56

In a passage of some dialectical complexity

 
57 Marx unravels the ramifications of this. ‘The capitalist mode of 

production completes the disintegration of the primitive familial union which bound agriculture and 
manufacture together [...].’ But this poses in turn ‘the material conditions for a new and higher synthesis.’ How? 
First, capitalist production concentrates the urban population, further increasing its social preponderance. This 
has two results: first, ‘it concentrates the historical motive force of society’; second, it ‘disturbs the metabolic 
interaction of man and the earth, i.e. it prevents the return to the soil of its constituent elements consumed by 
man in the form of food and clothing; hence it hinders the operation of the eternal natural condition for the 
lasting fertility of the soil.’58

                                                 
55 C., p. 635. 
56 C., p. 637. 
57 C., pp. 637-8. 
58 ‘[...] all progress in capitalist agriculture is a progress in the art, not only of robbing the worker, but of robbing the soil; 
all progress in increasing the fertility of the soil for a given time is a progress towards ruining the more, long-lasting 
sources of that fertility. The more a country proceeds from large-scale industry as the background of its development [...] 
the more rapid is this process of destruction.’ C., p. 638. 

 This both ‘destroys [...] the physical health of the urban worker, and the intellectual 
life of the rural worker.’ In short, capitalist production suggests its own surpassing simply because it ‘only 
develops the techniques and the degree of combination of the social process of production by simultaneously 
undermining the original sources of all wealth – the soil and the worker.’ 
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