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Chapter Twenty-Nine: The Genesis of the Capitalist Farmer 
We now know where, in original accumulation, the wage-labourers came from; the logical question now – for, as 
Marx points out, ‘the only class created directly by the expropriation of the agricultural population is that of the 
great landed proprietors’1 – is where did the capitalists come from? 

Marx traces the lineage of the capitalist farmer back to the feudal bailiff, whom he compares with the Roman 
villius, who is originally a serf. In the second half of the fourteenth century the bailiff is replaced by a farmer, 
who is provided with seed, cattle and farm implements by the landlord. This farmer’s lot is not greatly different 
from that of the peasant, other than the fact that she employs more wage labour. The farmer is in turn replaced 
by a métayer – a share-cropper – who advances industrial stock in conjunction with the landlord, and shares with 
her, according to contract, the product. Quickly, this form is replaced by that of the true farmer, who valorises 
her own capital by employing wage-labour, paying a part of the surplus, either in money or in kind, as ground 
rent. 

It was the agricultural revolution which began in the last third of the fifteenth century, and continued for most 
of the sixteenth, which saw a significant differentiation between the farmer and the independent peasant and 
wage-labourer. This process was assisted by the usurpation of common lands, which allowed the farmer to 
increase the extent of her land. 

An additional factor in this process took place in the sixteenth century. A fall in the price of precious metals, and 
hence money, depressed wages, and increased the price of agricultural products, while the fact that fame leases 
tended to be long meant that rents, contracted on the basis of old monetary values, fell in real terms. The 
farmer, consequently ‘grew rich at the expense both of his labourers and his landlord.’2 By the end of the 
sixteenth century, ‘England […] had a class of capitalist farmers who were rich men in relation to the 
circumstances of the time.’3 

 

                                                 

1 Karl Marx, Capital vol. 1 (Harmondsworth, 1990) [hereafter C.], p. 905. 
2 C., pp. 906-7. 
3 C., p. 907. 


