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Chapter Twenty-Eight: Bloody Legislation against the Expropriated since the End 
of the Fifteenth Century. The Forcing Down of Wages by Act of Parliament 
The ‘free and rightless’ proletariat created in the processes described in the last chapter could not be immediately 
absorbed by the nascent manufacturing complex. There was thus created, as the expropriations took effect, a 
mass of beggars, robbers and vagabonds. ‘Hence, at the end of the fifteenth and during the whole of the 
sixteenth centuries, a bloody legislation against vagabondage was enforced throughout Western Europe.’1 

But it is not here simply the case that manufacturing was insufficiently developed to absorb the new mass of 
wage-labourers at a stroke. ‘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.’2 In 
addition, the surplus population controls, through supply and demand, the level of wages. ‘Direct extra-
economic force’ is needed only in exceptional circumstances. 

But during the period of capitalism’s genesis (i.e. during the period of original accumulation) all this is different. 
‘The rising bourgeoisie needs the power of the state, and uses it to “regulate” wages [...], to lengthen the working 
day, and to keep the worker himself at his normal level of dependence.’3 

Even when we enter the period of manufacture, when the capitalist mode of production has grown sufficiently 
strong to not need the governance of wages through the medium of the state, the requisite legislation is 
maintained in the bourgeois arsenal against the possibility of the necessity of its use in emergency circumstances. 

And interestingly, Marx notes that following the revolution in France combinations (i.e. trade unions) were 
prohibited, in the name of resisting the rise of the corporatism against which the revolution had been made. 

 

                                                 

1 Karl Marx, Capital vol. 1 (Harmondsworth, 1990) [hereafter C.], p. 896. 
2 C., p. 896. 
3 C., pp. 899-900. 


