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Part Eight 

The So-Called Primitive Accumulation 
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Chapter Twenty-Six: The Secret of Primitive Accumulation 
In the previous chapter the cyclical movement of capitalist accumulation was emphasised. What we are here 
calling ‘original accumulation’1 is that accumulation of capital which precedes capitalist accumulation, ‘an 
accumulation which is not the result of the capitalist mode of production but its point of departure.’2 

Marx points out that capital can only become capital when the owners of money and the means of production 
confront ‘free’ workers:3 ‘With the polarisation of the commodity-market into these two classes, the 
fundamental conditions of capitalist production are present.’ Under these conditions, and only under these 
conditions, money and commodities, which ‘are no more capital than the means of production or subsistence 
are,’ can be transformed into capital.4 

What the preceding development has shown us is that once ‘capitalist production stands on its own feet, it not 
only maintains this separation [between ‘the workers and the ownership of the conditions for the realisation of 
their labour’], but reproduces it on a constantly expanding scale.’5 

Therefore, the process which brings about the capital-relation is that which separates the worker from her 
ownership of the conditions of her own labour; and this is a process which effects a double transformation: first, 
‘whereby the social means of subsistence and production are turned into capital,’ and, second, that whereby ‘the 
immediate producers are changed into wage-labourers.’6 

Original accumulation, therefore, ‘is nothing else than the process of divorcing the producer from the means of 
production. It appears as “primitive” [i.e. “original”] because it forms the prehistory of capital, and of the mode 
of production corresponding to capital.’7 

                                                 

1 Marx’s term is ‘ursprüngliche Akkumulation’, and what he is referring to is what Adam Smith called ‘previous’ accumulation. 
The translation back into English as ‘primitive’ accumulation is both unfortunate and misleading. Outside of direct 
quotations I shall be using the term ‘original accumulation’, which is more faithful both to Marx’s German and to his 
meaning.  
2 Karl Marx, Capital vol. 1 (Harmondsworth, 1990) [hereafter C.], p. 873. Marx appears here to follow Adam Smith in the 
latter’s assumption that ‘the accumulation of stock must, in the nature of things, be previous to the division of labour’). 
However, as Ross Thomson (‘Primitive Capitalist Accumulation’, in John Eatwell, Murray Milgate and Peter Newman 
(eds.), The New Palgrave Marxian Economics (London and Basingstoke, 1990) points out, in that the ongoing accumulation of 
capital ‘presupposes money amassed to be accumulated, labour-power as the property of labourers separated from 
ownership of the mans of production, and markets in which commodities can be sold’ (ibid., p. 313), what Marx is about 
to do goes rather beyond Smith’s statement, and in a sense contradicts it, for, according to Thomson, what Smith ignores 
is ‘the need for a proletariat.’ In fact, Marx will point out that capital can only become capital when the owners capital-to-
be confront the proletariat-to-be. 
3 ‘Free [...] in the double sense that they neither form part of the means or production themselves, as would be the case 
with slaves, serfs, etc., nor do they own the means of production, as would be the case with self employed peasant 
proprietors.’ (C., p. 873) Free workers are thus both free in the sense of being emancipated, as well as free to be exploited. 
‘[...] The historical movement which changes the producers into wage-labourers appears, on the one hand, as their 
emancipation from serfdom and from the fetters of the guilds [...]. But, on the other hand, these newly freed men became 
sellers of themselves only after they had been robbed of all their own means of production, and all the guarantees of 
existence afforded by the old feudal arrangements. And this history, the history of their expropriation, is written in the 
annals of mankind in letters of blood and fire.’ (C., p. 875) 
4 C., p. 874. Marx elsewhere (C., pp. 932 and 1005 and Capital vol. 3 (Harmondsworth, 1981), p. 953) makes the point that 
capital is not a thing, but a social relation, a remark I interpret as not saying that capital (money and means or production) 
is not a thing, but that it is capital not by virtue of what makes it a thing – money or means of production – but by they 
place it holds within the social relations of production. 
5 C., p. 874. 
6 C., p. 874. 
7 C., p. 875. 
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Marx seems to suggest that it is not casual that capitalist relations are preceded by feudal ones: ‘The economic 
structure of capitalist society has grown out of the economic structure of feudal society. The dissolution of the 
latter set free the elements of the former. [...] The starting point of the development that gave rise to the wage-
labourer and to the capitalist was the enslavement of the worker.’ The movement from feudal to capitalist 
production ‘consisted in a change in the form of servitude.’8 

Marx notes that capitalist production predates capitalism.9 ‘Although we come across the first sporadic traces of 
capitalist production as early as the fourteenth or fifteenth centuries in certain towns of the Mediterranean, the 
capitalist era dates from the sixteenth century. Wherever it appears the abolition of serfdom has long since been 
completed, and the most brilliant achievement of the Middle Ages, the existence of independent city-states, has 
already been on the wane for a considerable length of time.’10 

Finally, although Marx notes that the history of the expropriation of the agricultural producer runs its course in 
different countries in different times and with different coloration, ‘only in England, which we therefore take as 
our example, has it the classic form.’11 

 

                                                 
8 C., p. 875. 
9 And that the definitive establishment of capitalist production significantly post-dates the decline of pure feudal relations, 
i.e. that there is a significant period of transition from the one mode of production to the other. 
10 C., pp. 875-6. And in a footnote Marx observes that including where capitalist production makes its first sporadic 
appearance, in Italy, it was preceded by the abolition of serfdom. However, in this case, ‘the revolution [...] in the world 
market’ that occurred at the end of the fifteenth century, which destroyed Italian commercial supremacy, reversed this 
development as ‘the urban workers were driven en masse into the countryside.’ (C., 876 n1) It is necessary to note here that, 
for Marx, this ‘revolution in the world market’ precedes the ‘capitalist era’, and seems to form a constituent part of the 
transition to it. 
11 C., p. 876. 


