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Chapter Thirty-Three: The Modern Theory of Colonisation 

Marx here illustrates some of the theoretical points just made by reference to the conditions of production in the 
‘colonies’;1 the contrast between these conditions and those obtaining in Western Europe, where ‘the process of 
primitive accumulation has more or less been accomplished,’ where ‘the capitalist regime has either directly 
subordinated to itself the whole of the nation’s production, or, where economic relations are less developed, it 
has at least indirect control of those social layers which, although they belong to the antiquated mode of 
production, still continue to exist side by side with it in a state of decay’; and to the measures proposed in the 
colonising countries (i.e. Britain) to hasten the development of truly capitalist relations of production, i.e. to 
push forward the expropriation of the private producer. 

Marx contrasts the two ‘different kinds of private property’ which concern us: the one ‘which rests on the labour 
of the producer himself, and the other on the exploitation of the labour of others. […] The latter is not only the 
direct antithesis of the former, but grows on the former’s tomb and nowhere else.’2 

Thus 

property in money, means of subsistence, machines and other means of production does not as yet stamp a 
man as a capitalist if the essential complement to these things is missing: the wage-labourer, the other man, 
who is compelled to sell himself of his own free will. […] Capital is not a thing, but a social relation between 
persons which is mediated through things. […] Means of subsistence, while they remain the property of the 
immediate producer, are not capital. They only become capital under circumstances in which they serve at the 
same time as means of exploitation of, and domination over, the worker.3 

But capitalist production in the United States ‘advances […] with gigantic strides.’ 

The enormous and continuous flood of humanity driven […] onto the shores of America, leaves behind a 
stationary sediment in the East […] since the wave of immigration from Europe throws men onto the 
labour-market there more rapidly than the wave of immigration to the West can wash them away. On the 
other hand, the American Civil War has brought in its train a colossal national debt and, with it, a heavy tax-
burden, the creation of a finance aristocracy of the vilest type, and the granting of immense tracts of public 
land to speculative companies for the exploitation of railways, mines, etc. In short, it has brought a very rapid 
centralisation of capital.4 

 

                                                 

1 By which, he points out, he refers to ‘the true colonies, i.e. virgin soil colonised by true immigrants.’ (Karl Marx, Capital 
vol. 1 (Harmondsworth, 1990) [hereafter C.], p. 931). 
2 C., p. 931, my italicisation. 
3 C., pp. 932-3. 
4 C., p. 940. 


