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Chapter Thirty-Two: The Historical Tendency of Capitalist Accumulation 

The function of this – short, but theoretically highly important – chapter is to situate original (‘primitive’) 
accumulation in its historical context. ‘What,’ Marx asks first, ‘does the primitive accumulation of capital, i.e. its 
historical genesis, resolve itself into?’1 answering himself like this: 

Insofar as it is not the direct transformation of slaves and serfs into wage-labourers, and therefore a mere 
change of form, it only means the expropriation of the immediate producers, i.e., the dissolution of private 
property based on the labour of its owner.2 

In other words, the mere transformation of serfs, etc. into workers would be a purely formal change; it is this, but 
behind this formal shift there lies a transformation of substance – the destruction of the producer’s ownership of 
the means of production, i.e. their expropriation. 

Private property, as the antithesis to social, collective property, exists only where the means of labour and the 
external conditions of labour belong to private individuals. But according to whether these private individuals 
are workers or non-workers, private property has a different character. The innumerable shades of private 
property which appear at first sight are only reflections of the intermediate situations which lie between the 
two extremes.3 

The transformation of substance under consideration is the movement from one pole in this scheme to the 
other, from individual producers’ ownership of ‘the means of labour and the external conditions of labour’ to 
the concentration of the ownership of the ‘the means of labour and the external conditions of labour’ among the 
non-producers, i.e., by virtue of this ownership, the capitalists. 

The significance of this transformation of substance behind the change in form can be seen by viewing it within 
the long-term curve of the development of social production. 

First, we need to grasp the significance of ‘that mode of production’4 arising from the private property of the 
worker (property in the form of means of production). That the worker is the owner of her own means of 
production – the peasant her land, the artisan her tools – means the flourishing of small-scale industry (even 
though this latter also exists under other ‘situations of dependence’ – slavery and serfdom, for instance), ‘and 
small-scale industry is a necessary condition for the development of social production and of the free 
individuality of the worker himself.’5 

Nevertheless, small-scale industry is necessarily based on the fragmentation of property (including land) and the 
dispersal of means of production. As such, it excludes the concentration of means of production; it excludes co-
operation, the development of the division of labour; and ultimately it excludes the free development of 
society’s productive forces. 

At a certain stage of development, it brings into the world the material means of its own destruction. From 
that moment, new forces and passions spring up in the bosom of society, forces and passions which feel 
themselves to be fettered by that society. It has to be annihilated; it is annihilated.6 

                                                 

1 Karl Marx, Capital vol. 1 (Harmondsworth, 1990) [hereafter C.], p. 927. 
2 C., p. 927. 
3 C., p. 927. 
4 Marx here clearly uses the term ‘mode of production’ in its literal sense, as ‘way of producing things’. 
5 C., p. 927. 
6 C., p. 928. In other words, the private property of the worker is a social relation which brings about the development of 
the productive forces up to a point at which they begin to fetter the latter’s continued development. See Marx’s comments 
in the 1859 Preface: ‘At a certain stage of development, the material productive forces of society come into conflict with the 
existing relations of production […]. From forms of development of the productive forces these relations turn into their 
fetters. Then begins an era of social revolution.’ Early Writings, p. 425. 
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What does this annihilation amount to? ‘The transformation of the individual and scattered means of production 
into socially concentrated means of production.’7 This process8 necessarily supposes ‘the expropriation of the 
great mass of the people from the soil, from the means of subsistence and from the instruments of labour.’9 In 
short, 

private property which is personally earned, i.e. which is based […] on the fusing together of the isolated, 
independent working individual with the conditions of his labour, is supplanted by capitalist private property, 
which rests on the exploitation of alien, but formally free labour.10 

Once this process, which is nothing other than our original accumulation, is complete, the further social 
concentration of the means of production takes on the new form of the centralisation of capitals.11 ‘What is now 
to be expropriated is not the self-employed worker, but the capitalist who exploits a large number of workers.’12 

One of the fundamental features of capitalist socialisation – which ‘is accomplished through the action of the 
immanent laws of capitalist production itself’13 – is ‘the entanglement of all peoples in the net of the world 
market, and, with this, the growth of the international character of the capitalist system.’14 

As the social concentration of the means of production advances it brings with it ‘misery, oppression, slavery, 
degradation and exploitation,’ but it also brings with it ‘the revolt of the working class, a class constantly 
increasing in numbers, and trained, united and organised by the very mechanism of the capitalist process of 
production.’15 

At a certain point, ‘the monopoly of capital [i.e. the ‘decrease in the number of capitalist magnates, who usurp 
and monopolise all the advantages of [the] […] process of transformation] becomes a fetter upon the mode of 
production [i.e. the development of the forces of production] which has flourished alongside and under it.’16 

What is fettering what here? ‘The centralisation of the means of production and the socialisation of labour reach 
a point at which they become incompatible with their capitalist integument.’17 

Capitalist private property is the negation of individual private property; but capitalist private property (the 
distinguishing feature of which is the monopolisation and concentration of the means of production) begets its 
own negation:18 ‘the transformation of capitalist private property, which in fact already rests on the carrying on 
of production by society, into social property.’19 

Finally, Marx ends with an interesting prediction. ‘The transformation of scattered private property resting on 
the personal labour of the individuals themselves into capitalist private property,’ which involves ‘the 

                                                 
7 C., p. 928. 
8 And it is a process: ‘an era of social revolution.’ 
9 C., p. 928. 
10 C., p. 928. 
11 Cf. C., pp. 776-8. 
12 C., p. 928. 
13 C., p. 929. 
14 C., p. 929. 
15 C., p. 929. 
16 C., p. 929. 
17 C., p. 929. Once again: ‘At a certain stage of development, the material productive forces of society come into conflict 
with the existing relations of production […]. From forms of development of the productive forces these relations turn 
into their fetters. Then begins an era of social revolution.’ 
18 It is interesting to reflect on whether, if capitalist private property begets its own negation, individual private property 
begets capitalist private property, and, if it does, how it does. 
19 C., pp. 929-30. 
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expropriation of the mass of the people by a few usurpers,’ is ‘naturally […] more protracted, violent and 
difficult,’ than the transformation of capitalist private property into social property, which is a matter of ‘the 
expropriation of a few usurpers by the mass of the people.’20 

We shall see. 

 

                                                 
20 C., pp. 929-30. 


