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PREFACE 

T HE first edition of this book was published in 
1897 and the ninth in 1906. During these years 
this work was frequently revised, and the text 

of the last edition was very different from the first 
exposition, which was built up during the studies in 
the workers' study circles in the forests of the Tula 
Government, and later was ruthlessly mutilated by 
the censor. Throughout the period of the reaction 
there was no demand for a new edition. Since the 
revolution there has been an increased demand for this 
book and it speedily went out of print. The preparation 
of a new edition, however, was very difficult. So long a 
time had passed and so much had happened in life 
and in science that considerable revision was neces­
sary. It is sufficient to say that this was the period 
in which the new phase of capitalism-the domination 
of finance capital - had completely defined itself, 
the period in which it had reached its highest form 
and developed into that prodigious crisis, the world 
war. These twelve or thirteen years probably ex­
ceeded the whole of the previous century in wealth 
of economic experience. 

Comrade S. M. Dvolaitsky agreed to undertake the 
greater part of the task of revising this course, and the 
work was conducted by us jointly. The majority of 
the additions were made to the last part of the course: 
the sections on the circulation of money, taxation, 
finance capital, the fundamental conditions of the 
collapse of capitalism, &c., being written almost en­
tirely by Comrade Dvolaitsky. He also introduced 
a number of new practical illustrations into all parts of 
the course. It was necessary considerably to re-group 
the material dealing with previous periods of economic 
development in accordance with modern views on 
these questions. The history of economic views 
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From the point of view of these idealS whic.h form 
the essence of the theory of hiSJI:oricaJ materialism, 
economic relations are vitally necessary; they inevit­
ably form. themselves in accordance with the degree 
of development of productive forces, and therefore 
form. the basic s.tructure of society-the canv!lls upon 
which is drawn the varied and complicated design of 
the social-labour life of humanity. Political economy 
therefore may quite correctly be termed the science 
of the basic structure of society. 

Irrespective of whether we <speak of broad his­
torical perspectives or of the development of social 
conwiousness, whether we dioouss questions of 

. foreign politics or religion, we can never avoid deal­
ing with the economic ties of society, with its brusic 
s:tructure: we must unfailingly employ the conclu­
sions of economic science. Our science therefore 

. may be regarded as the basis in the system of social 
sciences. In these sciences it plays the same role as 
physics and chemistry in the study ofa:ll organic and 
inorganic processes. Just as the botanist, the zoologist, 
theastoo!Il()mer,allld the agrncultllJrist wOU:!d be dis­
armed, as it were, if they did not learn the conclu­
sions of physics and chemistry, so would the 
socioJogist, the historian, and the jurist find them­
selves in the same position if they were not acquainted 
with political economy. 

More than <that, every citizen deshing to take an 
active part in the !social struggle and social work 
would, under the same circumstances, find himself in 
the same position. 

Like all science, political economy originally ari'ses 
out of the practical requiJrements of humanity in its 
labour-struggle with Nature. At a certain stage of the 
development of society a situation is created. where 
men come under the power of their social-labour 
relartrions. There begins to dominate over man, over 
his labour and welfare, a market, competition, 
fluctuation of prices, and a number of other economic 
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interest of science is concentrated on questions of 
development 'and degeneration, for science is one 
Of ' the weapons of humanity in the struggle for 
existence,. for development. ' 

This defines the eSISential features and' order of our 
further expositi<m. 

2. THE METHODS OF ECONOMIC' SCIENCE 

. Economic science, like other sciences" employs two 
methods of investigation: (1) The inductive method', 
the'method of generalisation, working from the par­
ticular to the general, and (2) the deductive,' the 
method af applying generwiisati.ons, which, applies the 
conolusions from the general to theparticulllir. 

The inductive method expresses itself in generaJis­
ing descriptions. Observing a number af phenomena 
we endeavour to find that which is common to' them 
all; and in ,this way we make the first' generaJisation. 
Indiscovt;ring other common features' we 'make a 
generalisation of a1second order, and so on. If we, 
for' example, eXlallDiile a number of SIlDiths' work­
shops we may discover-features common to them all, 
and taking these common features we can create far 
al:llrselves a general conception of a smith'S' workshop. 
We can do the same thing with regard to a book­
binder's, workshop, 'a bakery, a tailor's shop, &cc. 
Comparing these first generalisations and taking all 
that which is common 00, them all, we may then 
obtain a conception of arlis'ans'workshaps in general. 
We shalll then, have a generrulisaitiOlIL 'of the second 
order. Taking the general features af this, and also 
another genenilisatian referring' to peasant farmmg j 
we arrive at a broader generalisation" that of the 
"economy of small producers." When we, denote 
the general . features of such a number of siniilar 
phenomena we get a generalised description. 

The processes' of life are so complex and' varied that 
a simple descriptianeasily becomes . confusing: in 
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apply only one premise obtained by induction. The 
case is, therefore, one of simple deduction. But for 
the purpose of understanding and forecasting a definite _ 
particular case, science most frequently has; to apply 
several inductive generalisations or laws simulta­
neously. If, for example, we have to forecast the 
movement of the prices of commodities we mlJlst take 
into consideration a number of generalisations and 
abstract law.s ,relating W the changes of the labour 
values of these commodities, the changes in the value 
of money, the influence of private capitalist monopoly, 
&c., &c. This is complex deduction. 
- It is quite clear that _the reliability and exactne;;s 

of our deductions depend upon :the general premises 
bum :which we draw our inferences. For that reason 
the power of deduction rests entirely upon the relia­
bility-of what we obtain from our inductive methods. 
In this sense, an inference (deduction) drawn from a 
generaHsed description is less reliable than an infer­
ence drawn from a statistically established premise; 
the most s:trict and exact inferences- are those wliich 
are based on the general laws of phenomena, but as 
the latter are obtained by the abstract-analytical 
method, it ]s :the chief and best support _ for the 
deductive method. 

When the abstract - laws of a phenomenon are 
established, i.e., when its chief tendencies are dis­
tinguished,and when the ties of the la:tter with 
definite conditions are known, it is sufficient to know 
t<he fundamental condition in order to be able to fore­
cast the essential features of the progress of the corres­
ponding events; in this lies the whole power of 
science in general, and economic science in par­
ticular. 

3. THE SYSTEM OF EXPOSITION 

The social relations of -production and distribution 
change gradually and consecutively. Rapid transi­
tiQns do not take place, and sharp dividing lines 
be.tween :the preceding and that which follows are not 
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man than, for instance, in large beasts of prey. 
The artificial weapons, which to-day give man. the 
decisive advantage over the rest of animate and 
inanimate Nature, at that time were so crude and the 
number at the disposal of man so small that they could 
not help him much in the struggle for existence. 

In this difficult struggle primitive' man was far 
from being the master of Nature. Quite the ·con­
trary. The first period of the life of man is the 
period of the oppression and the slavery of man, only 
the oppressor and dom:nator is not some other man, 
but Nature. 

The first werupons used by man were undoubtedly 
stones and sticks. These weapons, taken straight 
from Nature, can be found even among the higher 
apes. Nowadays there are no savages who do not 
know some other kind of weapon. 

The brain of primitive man was weak and 
undeveloped; no time was left to him for mental work 
in the continual, exhausting struggle in which the 
menace of death never disappeared for a single 
instant. 

Nevertheless, man developed. The dull oppressed 
slave of Nature, hunting for his means of life, fighting 
for his existence, in the process cf labour became 
acquainted with the subject and forces of nature, from 
generation to generation transmitted and accumu­
I1l.ted experience and improved his weapons. With 
t-::rrible slowness, during the course of many thousands 
of years, inventions and discoveries were made. 
Things were invented which to present-day man 
seem extremely simple, but they were not cheaply 
acquired by primitive man. By tying stones to 
sticks, by working them· up, by adapting them to 
various uses, these primitive weapons eventually 
evolved into many other tools-stone axes, hammers, 
knives, spears, &c. 

The. discovery of fire must be ascribed to the very 
earliest stage of the existence of humanity. Man coulid 
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gens. The limits of this form also limited the econo­
mic relations. 

The fundamental productive relation of the gens is 
simple .cQ-operation. Social labour activity is so 
limited and simple that everyone is able to do every­
thing that everyone else is able to do, and everyone 
separately carries out approximately the same kind 
of work. This is the weakest form of the ties ot 
co-operation. In certain cases ties of a more close 
character appear upon the scene : the collective execu­
tion of certain tasks which an individual could not 
carry out by himself, but is carried out with the aid 
of the mechanical force which is created in the com­
bined activity of a whole group, as, for example, joint 
defence against some strong beast, or hunting -such a 
beast. 

Later, but quite early, there developed within the 
gens a certain division of labour. At first, this divi. 
sion was based upon the physiological differences of 
sex or age; hunting represented the occupation of the 
adult male, the gathering of fruits was the work of 
women and children. &c. 

The distribution of labour among individuals could 
not have been left to the choice of each individual; 
the stern struggle with Nature did not permit that: 
the activities of the workers necessarily had to be 
strictly co-ordinated in order that there should not be 
any fruitless waste of effort. Labour had to be organ­
ised by the general will of the gens, in accordance with 
its common interests. The progress of the develop­
ment of the primitive blood alliance at tlhis moment 
can only be established approximately and in its most 
general features. In its first form, the gens consisted 
probably of the mother, and her children, who in 
their youth required her assistance. After a time, 
the advantages of co-operation made the ties of such 
a family more permanent; the children did not leave 
their mother, even when they reached the iage of 
puberty. The habit of co-habitation developed and 
the people strove more and more to keep together. 
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tion to the limit when it will again inevitably split up 
into two, and so on. Thus the increase of population 
tends indefinitely to increase the number of inhabi­
tants of a given country. But the area of a country 
is limited, and with the existing means of production 
it can only maintain a definite number of people. 
When ihe density of the hunting population has 
reached, say, twenty to the square mile, any further 
incre81se of the population will be superfluous and the 
growing population will be faced with a shortage of 
the means of life. This is what is called absolute 
over-population. 

Absolute over-population brings with it hunger, 
disease, and greater mortality-a whole series of 
sufferings. The force of suffering somewhat over­
comes the dull inertness of custom, and the progress 
of technique becomes possible. Hunger ct:fiit.ls man_ 
to overcome his ..!!vulsion to everything is new, --­
and the embryo of the new methods in the struggle 
for existence commences to develop. These may 
include methods which had clearly been known but 
never applied, as well as those newly discovered. 

The most important obstacle to the development has 
been overcome, but another still remains, and that is 
the lack of knowledge, the inability consciously to seek 
new methods in'the struggle against Nature. Owing 
to this, development proceeds unconsciously, spon­
taneously, and so slowly that modem man can only 
imagine it with difficulty. 

The improvement of technique only temporarily 
eases the sufferings that arise as a consequence of 
absolute over-population. The new methods of social 
labour in their tum prove inadequate where the 
population has still further increased, and again the 
power. of hunger compels man to take a step further 
along the path of development. 

One of the first consequences of absolute over­
population is usually an intensification of the conflicts 
between gens, and later the migration of whole tribes 
to a new country. Such migration is as difficult a 
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times (in the average condition of the temperate zone 
to seventy people to the square mile). 

Agriculture at first very, little affected the nomadic 
form of life of savage tribes; it merely supplemented 
hunting, and the tribe, submitting to the requirements 
of the chase, usually continued to migrate from place 
to place, only staying in one place long enough to allow 
for the sowing, ripening, and harvesting of crops. 
Cattle-breeding at first makes a nomadic life even 
necessary. The cattle require pasturage, and when 
grazing in one place is exhausted, it is necessary to 
move to another. 

In the course of time, the growth of the population 
compels men to combine agriculture with cattle­
breeding, and to adopt a settled form of life. This 
followed from the possibility of improving agricultural 
instruments, and employing the strength of animals in 
the work. The growth of the productivity of labour 
permitted an increase of the density of the, population 
another three times (in' temperate climates to 200 to 
the square mile). Fro!p.' that time the life of man 
became comparativ:ely secure. Unlike primitive man 
he no longer had'-to 'spend all his labour time in 
securing the immediate means of life. The labour of 
agriculture and cattle-breeding became more pro­
ductive: the degree of productivity during a definite 
period continually increased. Man has now spare time 
to devote to the improvement of the means of pro­
duction and technique generally. Furthermore, 
conditions are created in which some of the members 
of society can be relieved from physical labour. The 
means of existence are provided for them by the other 
members of the commune. 

Thus over and above necessary labour there appears 
surplus labour, which hitherto could only have existed 
in a casual and temporary manner, but now has become 
a permanent phenomenon. l 

1" Necessary labour" is that part of social-labour which 
serves to create and maintain the labour-power of society; 
" surplus" labour is the remaining part of social-labour which 
produces" surplus products_" 
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'Evidently, organising labour represents historically 
the earliest form of complex (skilled) labour. Labour 
in the primitive communist group, where each one 
could do everything that every one else could do, can 
be regarded as simple labour. This is what the 
labour of the majority in the patriarchal-tribal 
groups consists of. The function of the organiser 
is the only function that cannot be carried out irre­
spectively by any member of the group. This function 
demands special experience, . and, perhaps, more than 
usual capacity. This labour is complex "skilled" 
labour, it represents a greater expenditure of energy 
equal to multiplied simple labour.] 

The organiser was guided in his actions, at any rate at 
first, by the common interests of the group. Basing his 
calculations on the general sum of the requirements of 
the group on the one hand, and the general sum of labour 
at the disposal of the group on the other, he distributed 
the work, and established the forms of co-operation 
and division of labour. Of course he carried out his 
complicated task very largely spontaneously, following 
established custom and the· example of ancestors; 
only in the minor branches of production, where custom 
did not give any direct guidance, did the organiser act 
on his own initiative and according to his own 
judgment. 

The growing complexity of the task of organisation 
in the course of time caused new changes in the structure 
of the gens. The expansion of the group and of its pro­
duction rendered the task of organisation impossible for 
one man, and gradually part of this work was necessarily 
transferred to other members of the group, usually to 
the older and more experienced. Each one of these 
became an organiser, although secondary and sub­
ordinate, of some part of the group-for quite 
understandable reasons, that . part to which he was 

1 Simple labour is that labour which can be carried out without 
special training by the average (in strength and development) 
worker of a given society. With the progress of. economic and 
cultural life, simple labour, of course; progresses. 
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most closely related by birth. Thus, within the 
group there began gradually to develop families 
grouped around the partial organisers, at the head 
of which stood the patriarch. The differentiation 
into families, however, did not develop very far in the 
patriarchial epoch; the unity of the group always 
prevailed over the separateness of its parts. 

Gradually the family of the patriarch acquired 
special importance. The members of this family were 
in closer contact than any of the others with the general 
work of organisation, and had more facilities than the 
others for training themselves in that work. For that 
reason it was from among the members of this family 
that other organisers were elected when the old organiser 
died or became inefficient. Naturally, the patriarch 
strove to render such a state of affairs permanent, and 
trained beforehand his nearest relatives for the task of 
organising and the other members of the group to 
elect them. In time this effort was crowned with 
success; the election of the organiser became an empty 
formality, and the patriarch began himself to appoint 
his successor; the function of organiser in a single 
family became hereditary. 

Such are the productive relations within the patri­
archal tribe. Besides these the inter-tribal connections 
of human labour acquire considerable importance in 
the patriarchal period. 

With the break up of the tribe the ties between the 
newly-established groups did not break up completely. 
In certain cases .where the strength of an individual 
group proved inadequate, groups that were related to 
each other (belonging to the same tribe) united for 
joint action-for defence against invading strangers, 
the hunting of large herds of animals, &c. At the head 
of such enterprises stood either a council of elders 
(organisers) or a specially selected leader. 

Side by side with such organised co-operation there 
appear upon the scene other forms of ties between 
groups, viz., unorganised social division of labour. 
As surplus labour becomes rather a common, and with 

. c 
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The conception of the individuality of the group 
equally dominated the mind of the organiser, because 
for him, too, under no circumstances was it· possible 
to live alone outside of the tribe, because he knew of 
no other social ties but the tribal, and life outside 
society meant death. The same consideration applied 
to the other members of the group to an even greater 
degree. Generally speaking,· conservative custom had 
not yet been shaken by the new relations, and individual 
consciousness had only just begun to distinguish itself 
from group consciousness. The only thing that had 
disappeared was the conception of the uniformity of 
the . group. 

Thus the general mould of the mind of the patriarchal 
group is little distinguished from that of the primitive 
gens. Consequently the former obstacles to all develop­
ment still remained to a considerable extent. Nevertheless, 
forces were created which reduced these obstacles . 

. Temporary intercourse and ties with other groups, 
although weak, widened the horizon of individuality 
beyond the limits of its own group, and the contact 
between various fohns of custom weakened their 
conservatism. 

Now arises another question: how rich and how 
suitable as material for further development was 
human knowledge at that period? 

Of course the thousands of years of life of tribal 
societies did not pass in vain, men's mental stock 
became wider and more varied. The development of 
speech made considerable progress. Primitive inan, as 
we saw, possessed very few words, and these had an 
extremely indefinite meaning. At that time it was quite 
sufficient. But the new stages of development brought 
with them complicated labour operations and tools, and 
above all division of labour-a whole economic system 
guided by the chief of the authoritarian-tribal com­
mune, the patriarch. Speech became an extremely 
necessary instrument of organisation and had to be en­
riched by additional words and their combinations. 
Previous :words· became differentiated, changed their 
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form, and little by little acquired more definite sense. 
Such a development of speech became a mighty ideo­
logical instrument for progress in general, and for facili­
tating the task of organising labour in particular. This 
instrument was particularly necessary for the organiser of 
the authoritarian-tribal commune. With the expansion 
of production and the increase in the size of the commune 
it became impossible to guide all the processes of labour 
by means of. gesture and mimicry. Besides this, the 
development of speech became an extremely valuable 
means for preserving the whole of the accumulated 
labour experience. In order that this experience might 
be to an extent permanently preserved in the memory 
of the tribe, either in the form of recollections or oral 
tradition, it was necessary to have a more or less 
developed speech. 

It would not be erroneous to assume, that it was during 
the period we are examining that man first began to 
explain Nature to himself, and to seek the connections, 
between phenomena, and that this was the first time 
that anything approaching a "philosophy" arose. 
The e};lSence of this philosophy 'was natural fetishism. 

All the time man- strove to explain--to- himseII'-tne 
distant by the near, the unusual by the usual, what was 
strange by what was understandable. New phenomena 
appeared to be explained if they could be fitted into the 
framework of old observations. What was nearest to 
man and most ,customary were his relations to the 
people surrounding him. Hence, throughout this epoch, 
the general form of the philosophy of man bore the 
impress of his social relations. Sometimes this was more 
and sometimes less clear and evident. Natural fetishism 
is that view' of nature in which the relations between 
things are regarded as the relations between men. The 
separation of organising work from the work of execu­
ton created a peculiar duality in the internal relations 
of the tribal society; the mental forces, as it were, 
separated themselves from the rude physical forces, 
conscious beginnings from the spontaneous. The first 
was personified by the patriarch, the second by the rest 
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men and commanding the whole of the phenomena 
of surrounding nature. All the teachings of the 
an!Jestors, all oral traditions preserved in the commune, 
were regarded as a revelation of these gods and 
represented the "religion" of that epoch. Religion 
at that time consequently was the general organisation 
of experiences. Uniting into one whole the scattered 
data of labour experience, it assisted in preserving in 
the memories of men a mass of practical knowledge. 
The religious myths, establishing the causes of the 
connection between a number of phenomena of nature, 
rendered it much easier to remember these connections 
and the consecutiveness of phenomena. 

Closely bound up with religion is another instrument 
of organisation, and that is custom-the rules of co­
habitation, or social standards. Custom at first existed 
simply as the teachings of the ancestors; but later, 
with the development of religious cults, it was con 
verted into the commands of the gods whose inexorable 
will is now obeyed as was formerly the authority of 
the patriarch. 

While organising experience and establishing technical 
rules and standards of custom, religion at the same time 
acts as a brake on further development. The" teachings 
of ancestors " and " commands of gods " are all guiding 
rules made sacred by conservative thought for centuries 
and even for thousands of years. If in our age a 
departure from customary standards frequently calls 
forth a struggle with the older generation, then one 
can imagine what a degree of resistance must have been 
roused to any innovation in authoritarian-tribal life. 

An elemental force on the one hand and a tremendous 
wealth of experience on the other is necessary in order 
to overcome this ideological conservatism. 

5. FORCES OF DEVELOPMENT AND NEW FORlIfS OF 

LIFE IN THE PATRIARCHAL-TRIBAL PERIOD 

In view of the fact that social consciousness in the 
epoch we are studying essentially represented the 
same natural obstacles to' development as in the 
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previ6us stages of human existence, then the motive 
power of social development must also have been the 
same elemental force of absolute over-population. 
To the extent that the growth of population caused an 
insufficiency of the means of life, conservative customs 
had to give way; technique improved and social 
relations changed. The rise and gradual expansion of 
exchange was an extremely important acquirement for 
this development. The progress of exchange or, to be 
exact, the social division of labour, perfecting itself 
on the basis of the development of technique, itself 
represents a mighty driving force for all development 
that followed. 

Another but less important acquirement of the 
period was the appearance of "slaves." Owing to the 
rise of surplus labour, the organiser in many instances 
considered it advantageous to increase the number of 
the group. In doing so, he increased the sum total of 
the surplus products at the disposal of the organiser. 
For that reason it frequently happened in patriarchal 
society that enemies taken in battle were no longer 
killed, but included in the particular group and 
compelled to take part in its production. These became 
the slaves of the group. 

It must not be imagined, however, that in 
patriarchal society the slaves were reduced to the 
position of chattels. They were almost on an equality 
with the other members of the group' to which they 
were joined; the joint character of the work closely 
bound them to the rest and gradually wiped out the 
memory of past struggles. It is doubtful whether the 
organiser "exploited" them any more than his own 
kin; they worked as the others worked. The slaves 
were not sold, and generally the attitude towards them 
was similar to that of American Indians to their 
adopted prisoners. 

The rise of exchange and the appearance of slavery, 
at a first ,glance two extremely different facts, represent 
a single very important feature: both represented a 
violation of the old form of co-operation based exclu­
sively on kinship and the tremendous psychological 
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similarity of individuals arising from it. Ties of kinship 
are naturally saturated with the spirit of extreme 
exclusiveness and a spirit of intolerance towards all 
that which exists beyond its limits; the new forms of 
life, to a certain extent, contradicted this intolerance 
and limited it. Out of this arose a number of other 
social facts. 

The domination of the ties of pure kinship was the 
. complete and unconditional domination of custom. 
The force of custom in relation to the established forms 
of life was so strong and personal self-consciousness 
so weak that an individual was simply unable to come 
into contradiction with and violate custom; he could 
not even imagine such a thing. There was no such 
thing as crime. If anything happened that did not 
accord with custom it was not regarded as modern 
man regards a crime or an offence, but as an 
abnormality. If a child was born with two heads it 
was killed as a monstrosity; if a person violated custom 
he was treated in the same way: he was killed, or exiled, 
which meant the same thing. This was not a punish­
ment, but instinctive self-defence against an inex­
plicable and dangerous phenomenon. Ideas of law and 
the violation of laws, of morality and immorality, 
absolutely did not exist; men followed custom by 
force of the same natural necessity as that by which 
they ate, drank, or slept. 

With the development of new social ties not based 
on kinship, affairs changed. Violations of custom 
ceased to be exceptional accidents. In the first place, 
various customs began to come in contact with each 
other, and the carrying out of the customs of one 
group frequently meant the violation of the customs 
of 'another. Thus a slave prisoner in carrying out his 
ancient tribal customs might easily interfere with the 
normal progress of production in the group to which 
he had been joined, and thus cause considerable em­

. barrassment to his new comrades. In the same way 
the proper carrying out of exchange relations must 
frequently have violated the old deep-rooted habit of 
regarding all alien peoples with hostility. The viola-
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Already in the patriarchal-tribal group a partial 
breaking-up into fainilies was observed. This was 
caused, as we have said, by the impossibility for the 
patriarch individually to carry out the whole of the 
work of organisation, and the necessity for him to 
transfer some of it to subordinate organisers. These 
subordinate organisers, however, enjoyed very little 
independence, and production in the community was 
carried on more or less as a single unit. With the 
prevalence of settled (tgricultural life, production in the 
form of small economic units-families-acquired 
considerable independence in economic life. 

In agricultural work, the work of the members of a 
single family is usually sufficient, the co-operation of 
the whole of the group is not required. Furthermore, 
small family production in this case is more productive 
than that of a large group. When crude methods 
of cultivation are employed the application of the 
concentrated attention and effort of a small group on 
a small plot of land will be more able to draw out the 
natural qualities of the soil than a large crowd spreading 
their collective activity over a wide area. 

Thus the agricultural comrriune bordering on the 
feudal period consisted of numerous family groups 
related by kinship, each of which, to a considerable 
degree, individually conducted their farms. 'In their 
size these groups represented something bet'Yeen the 
ancient patriarchal tribe and the modern family;. they 
corresponded to something like the Slav "large 
family" of a score or so of members which have 
survived in some places even to our times. 

Considerable productive ties, however, still remained 
between the family groups. In many instances when 
a particular family was unable to cope with.its work 
it was assisted by the neighbouring family, and even 
by the whole commune. This happened usually in 
constructing dwellings, and in clearing forest-land for 
a new plot for cultivation, &c. The advantage of 
collectivism in cattle-breeding was so considerable that 
from the spring to the autumn all the cattle on the 
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as usually was the case-not by a single commune, 
but by an alliance of kindred tribes, the chiefs in their 
turn elected a temporary general chief. 

However, the enibryo of economic inequalities already 
existed. One of these was represented-although only 
temporarily-by the putting forward of an organiser 
of common enterprises. The other was the private 
ownership of land which existed side by side with 
common ownership. The land that was cleared by the 
individual labour of a particular family remained the 
property of that family. In the same way, land acquired 
by war, if divided among those who had participated 
in that war, was not redistributed. 

Nothing could be clearer than that the households, 
distinguished from the rest by the superiority of their 
economic power, under such conditions must have 
acquired power more rapidly than the rest. In the 
first place, such households could with greater facility 
extend the area of their lands by clearing new un­
occupied land: secondly, persons belonging to those 
larger households generally occupied a more prominent 
post in the organisation of military enterprises, and 
consequently received a more considerable share of 
the spoils-animate and inanimate. 

Thus the inequality among economic units increased 
and gradually destroyed the uniformity ofthe commune. 
The influence of the richer families upon the course of 
life of the commune increased more and more, owing to 
the fact that their economic superiority enabled them 
to place the others to a certain extent in a position of 
dependence upon them; the larger households could 
undertake the construction of such' undertakings as 
the others were not able to do, for instance, the con­
struction of large mills or bakeries, &c. Being more 
stable, the large establishments suffered much less from 
all kinds of economic shocks, from famines or other 
natural calamities, which were by no means rare when 
technique was undeveloped. It often happened" 
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therefore, that the richer families under such cir­
cumstances assisted the poorer ones out of their 
stocks; this the poor peasant repaid by working on the 
rich one's land, which thus allowed the latter consider­
ably to increase his area of cultivation and his 
production generally. 

In the course of time the actual power of the richer 
families led to organisers of military detachments being 
elected only from among their number, and, naturally, 
these families took advantage of their economic in­
fluence to render such a state of affairs permanent. 
They energetically resisted any individual attempt to 
alter this system and gradually managed to convert 
a custom into a law, the authority of the chief became 
hereditary in his family, the temporary organiser of 
war became a permanent one. 

This period can be considered as the beginning of 
the feudal period proper. The large landowner, 
separating himself from the commune, firmly secured 
for himself the function of military organiser, and by 
various means succeeded in placing the commune in 
economic dependence upon himself. This is the typical 
feudal lord. He is the "seignior" of the commune, 
i.e., its powerful chief (literally "seignior" means the 
eldest). 

There were other instances where the rise of the feudal 
lord took place much earlier, during the period of 
transition from the nomadic patriarchal commune to 
the settled agricultural commune. This happened 
where the acquirement of land for settlement needed 
particularly long and stubborn wars, so that war quite 
early left its impress upon the construction of the 
commune. 

Feudal relations developed rapidly and became 
strengthened; on the one hand the positive and 
socially useful role of the feudal lord in the life of the 
commune, and, on the other, the economic and juridical 
subordination of the peasants to him grew and became 
more permanent. 

The feudal lord built a strong castle to which the 
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peasants under his protection fled in the event of an 
attack by enemies. He saw to the construction of 
roads and bridges, &c., for the commWle. In every 
case when the peasant homesteads could not cope 
with their affairs with their own resources, the feudal 
lord came to their assistance; he organised systematic 
support for them in the event of bad harvests or 
destruction by war. All this required the expenditure 
of resources, and, of course, the feudal lord was not 
inclined to sacrifice the resources of his estate for the 
sake of his peasants gratis. The peasants paid for all 
the care which the feudal lord devoted to them with 
their labour. 

Feudal exploitation had two main forms: the first, 
compulsory labour, the basic and earliest form; the 
second, the payment of dues. When the feudal lord 
was little more than a rich peasant, forced labour 
existed as the customary form of repaying debts; when 
the power of the "feudal lord became stable, it became 
a permanent obligation on the peasant; the peasant 
had to work a certain number of days in the year on 
the feudal lord's estate. Sometimes the feudal lord 
found it more advantageous to receive his dues not 
in the form of labour, but in the form of finished 
products. These dues were imposed mainly, and to 
an increasing extent, upon the products of handicraft 
labour. The extent of these feudal dues in kind, as 
well as of the feudal labour service established, was 
preserved by customary law. Of course, in 'case of 
necessity, the seignior could' easily secure an increase 
in his dues. ' 

Feudal labour service (serf labour) and feudal dues 
are forms of exploitation which are simple and frank. 
Feudal labour service is the direct and obvious acquisi­
tion of surplus labour, and feudal dues is the acquisition 
of surplus product. 

Based on feudal labour service and feudal dues the 
seignior's estate, like the small peasant's homestead, 
wasl1lmost exclusively self-sufficing. Of course the 
feudal lord, to a greater extent than the peasant, 
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could resort to exchange for· the purpose of satisfying 
his more refined requirements, but even for him this 
was exceptional-exchange was still very weakly 
developed-and most of what he required he received 
from his serfs. 

As long as· the feudal estate was run on self-sufficing 
lines--on a basis of consumption-the extent of serf 
labour and feudal dues was limited by the require­
ments of consumption of the feudal lord. For that 
reason the burdens of the dependent population were 
comparatively not great; naturally they increased 
with the progress of exchange, as a consequence of 
which the requirements of the feudal lord developed. 

The relations between the feudal lord and those 
under his authority were not quite uniform; one 
section of the peasants were in a state of greater 
economic· dependence, bore greater burdens, and 
accordingly were juridically more subject to the 
feudal lord than others; the other part were in 
comparatively more favourable conditions; custom 
preserved these differences and transmitted them 
from generation to generation to the descendants 
of the peasants. 

These differences depended partly on the character 
of the obligations borne; a smith, for instance, who 
paid only dues to the lord, and having practically no 
other business with him, could naturally be more free, 

. economically and legally, than an agriculturist who 
had to perform serf labour and consequently for a 
certain period would be in a position of complete 
servitude. Sometimes the distinctions in obligations 
were due to historically created relations. Later, 
settlers whom the feudal lord had invited to settle on 
his estate on conditions of exemption were to a less 
extent serfs than the old members of the commune. 

Some of the lord's subjects dwelt in the manor as 
his personal servants and did not engage to any extent 
in productive work. Their servitude reached the 
highest degree, because, unlike the peasants, they did 
not have their own homesteads, but lived entirely 
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by the grace of the lord. These were domestic sla ves­
menials. 

Only the most dependent of the lord's subjects were 
deprived of the right of migration, to go to a place out­
side his authority. Others could do so, but in doing so 
they were deprived of their land and stock. In order to 
understand the logic of such relations it is necessary to 
take into account the following considerations. 

The most general position of the economic dependence 
of the population upon the feudal lord expressed itself 
in that the latter was regarded as the lord of aU the land 

. upon which his subjects lived. Because agriculture 
played such an important part in the productive life of 
society, it was natural that the feudal lord should strive 
to acquire complete domination over the land, which 
meant at the same time domination over men. With 
the economic superiority of the feudal lord, his efforts 
could not but be crowned with success. It often 
happened in those disturbed times that a free peasant 
owner voluntarily gave up his land to the neighbouring 
feudal lord in order to enjoy his protection, and im­
mediately receive it back in fief, i.e., on conditional 
possession. The title of supreme owner of the land did 
not mean, however, that the feudal lord .could arbit.rarily 
dispose ofthe land; in practice he submitted to custom. 

The economic independence of the. feudal group was 
yery considerable, but not absolutely so. In war above 
all it was found that the forces of an individual group 
were insufficient to resist the surrounding enemies as, 
for iristance, in the attacks made by the nomadic 
races which frequently made raids on feudal Europe, 
or by the more powerful neighbouring feudal lords. 

On this ground there developed between the feudal 
lords relations similar to those existing on the feudal 
estate between the lord and his peasants. Just as the 
requirements of military defence compelled the peasants 
to submit to the feudal lord, so did they compel the 
weaker feudal lords to submit to the stronger. 
Voluntarily, or after an unsuccessful struggle, the 
seignior recognised the more powerful seignior as his 
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lord and protector-suzerain. Together with his 
.followers he fought under his over-lord in war-his 
form of feudal service-and sometimes paid him 
definite dues. In certain cases he was subject to the 
court of the suzerain. Generally the suzerain did not 
meddle in the internal affairs of his vassal. 

The suzerain in his turn was usually a vassal to a 
still more powerful seignior, &c., right up to the king. 

The king was but the last link in the chain of feudal 
lords. The king did not interfere in the internal affairs 
of his vassal states, nor for that matter was his influence 
on their external affairs very great. Frequently the 
authority of the kings and of the suzerains eXisted 
only in name. 

Under such conditions-the split-up character and 
the weakness of the ties between the parts of the 
social organisation-the undeveloped technique which 
continually created "absolute over-population "-the 
feudal world was doomed to constant wars.1 

1 In speaking of "absolute over-population" of the feudal 
period, it should be observed that the meaning of the term 
over-population is now slightly changed. Over-population 
of the feudal period not only means that some sections of society 
have not enough of the means of life, and that this affects only 
'the lower classes of society; it means also the over-population 
of the feudal classes. Even if the familv of the feudal lord did 
not increase, the stagnation in technique and the increase in the 
number of the peasantry would make it more difficult for the 
feudal lord to secure the means for satisfying his own external 
requirements from the peasants on his own estate. This would 
become even more difficult if the family of the feudal lord 
increased. Here again it is a question, as before, of the discrepancy 
between the quantity of articles of consumption possible to 
produce with the given technique, and area of land and the 
requirements of a growing population; we must take into 
consideration, however, not only the daily requirement. 'I of the 
mass of the population, but also the highly developed demands 
of the feudal lord. 

As the extensive demands of the feurlal lord are determined by 
the social relations of the given society, we can regard over­
population as originating not only from the stagnation in the 
relations between man and Nature, but from the character of 
the developing relations between men (the transition to the 
" relative" over-population of the subsequent periods, which 
depends almost exclusively upon the second cause). 
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(c) Individualisation of the Priest Class 
In the early stages of the development of the 

authoritarian-tribal commune, the patriarch was the 
organiser, not only of peaceful labour, but also of 
war; even if he did not himself possess the qualities 
of military chief he elected a temporary chief, as 
circumstances required, but retained general control 
and leadership in his hands. 

The development of feudalism put forward the chief 
as independent and hereditary military organiser. The 
tribal commune split up into family groups and was 
converted into a commUliity of neighbours. The labour 
activity of the family groups was conducted under the 
guidance of its head, the master of the house. What, 
then, remained of the organising functions of the 
patriarch? 

In spite of the considerable independence of the 
family groups considerable economic and social ties 
were nevertheless retained. The general control over 
their activities and the ties between them, the unifying 
peaceful organisational functions which were formerly 
carried out by the patriarch, could neither to any 
extent be transferred to the feudal lord to be specialised 
in his own particular activities, nor to the head of the 
large families, the sphere of whose leadership was 
too narrow. This general control, the general peaceful 
organisational functions, were transferred to the 

. successor of the patriarch-the priest. 
The priest was the conservator of the accumulated 

experience of society handed down by the ancients. As 
this experience was handed down in a religious form of 
commandments and revelations of deified ancestors, 
the priest appeared as the representative of the gods 
and as the link between them and the people. But the 
main function of the priest was of an economic-organisa­
tional character and was of tremendous importance in 
life. 
. Thus, it was, extremely 'important for every agri­
,culturist to 'know when to begin ploughing, sowing, 
&c. The fruitfulness of the work depended entirely 
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upon the proper distribution of the seasons. But an 
exact distribution of the seasons of the year is possible 
only with a knowledge of astronomy. Only the priests 
had this knowledge, for, owing to the accumulation of 
the observations of the sun, moon, and the stars, 
handed down to them throughout centuries, they were 
able to draw up a calendar sufficiently exact for 
agriculture. . 

In some countries like Egypt, Mesopotamia, and 
Hindustan, considerable exactness was required in 
determining the seasons. In these countries, owing to 
the melting of mountain snows or to tropical rains, 
the rivers periodically overflow their banks and flood 
wide expanses of territory bordering them. These 
floods, while making the soil very fertile, .at the same 
time like a seething element threaten destruction to 
man and all that he has created. In order to take 
advantage of one and avoid the other 'it is necessary 
to have a strict calculation of the seasons and complete 
knowledge of the connections between the seasons of . 
the year and the level of the water in the rivers. This 
was the business of the priests, who in these countries 
developed astronomy and kept an exact record of the 
floods. But to observe the floods was not sufficient; 
it was' necessary, as far as possible, to regulate them. 
For this purpose it was necessary to cut canals, construct 
dams and sluices, artificial ponds and lakes. It was 
necessary to construct them and keep them in good 
order, and later to use them for increasing the field of 
labour by irrigating adjacent waterless districts. In 
this respect the ancients performed real miracles of 
technique. Information has been preserved, for 
instance, of the famous lake Meridu, with the aid of 
which it was possible to cultivate a tremendous area of 
ancient Egypt which now represents a waterless sandy 
desert in Libya. For such work it was necessary, of 
course, to have engineers with considerable knowledge 
of mathematics. These were the priests who· were 
particularly distinguished by their knowledge. of 
geometry. 

(c. 
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The work of peaceful organisation did not exhaust 
all the flJnctions of the priest. Continuing the work of 
the patriarch, he usually had charge of social hygiene 
and medicine, i.e., helped in preserving the labour 
power of the community. The priests also under­
took the education of the youth, and thus' trained 
future members of the society. They also sanctified 
marriages and burials and gave advice in family 
affairs. 

They carried all their stock of knowledge in their 
heads and orally transmitted it from. one generation 
of priests to another. In the course of time the art of 
writing developed, which, so to speak, was monopolised 
by the priests. In ancient times, and partly in 
the Middle Ages, they were the only literate people. 
The hieroglyphics and cuniform inscriptions which 
describe the social life of the ancient East were made 
by priests. Such also was the case in the feudal world 
of medireval Europe, where the ability to read and 

. write was the distinctive feature of the clergy. 
They were not only organisers in the narrow sense of 

the word, but were also scientists, legislators, doctors, 
and teachers; in some countries they developed their 
control over all relations between men to· such an 
extent that they controlled even the thoughts of their 
flock. This is evidenced by the practice of the 
" Confessional" in the Christian and in some other 
religions. 

The organisation of the priests developed side by 
side with that of the secular organisation of the feudal 
lords: in the majority of cases, military combinations 
were followed by ecclesiastical combinations. The 
type of organisation of the clergy was that of the 
secular authoritarian organisation, i.e., a chain of 
subordinates and superiors, a hierarchy of priests; 
in medireval Europe, for instance, deacons, priests, 
and above them abbots, bishops, cardinals, and above 
them all, the Pope. Unlike the secular feudal lords, the 
clergy were always distinguished by their compactness 
and discipline. The peaceful character of their main 
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functions did not create grounds for quarrels and 
differences such as occurred among the secular feudal 
lords, but it was precisely these differences and struggles 
within the feudal world which imperatively demanded 
particularly close unity in the functions of peaceful 
organisations. 

The clerical organisations, church, monastery, &c., 
were a considerable social force and became the feudal 
owners of large estates, and frequently the suzerains of 
secular feudal lords. Like the secular feudal lords thev 
lived on the surplus labour of the' peasants, who gave 
them either part of the products of their labour in the 
form of feudal dues, or part of their labour time in the 
form of serf labour. This surplus labour served as the 
source of income of the priests, to which was added a 
special tax on the faithful, like the tithes of Europe. 

In their domains the priests not only organised 
productive work, but also military defence. Monasteries, 
for example, were like the feudal castles, fortified 
points which frequently put up extraordinary resistance 
against attacks from without. Things went so far that 
cathedrals and monasteries organised their own armed 
forces. 

The social-economic functions of the Catholic Church 
in medireval Europe gave her unparalleled power over 
the minds of the people. As a consequence of this, 
apart from its usual revenues, the Church received 
numerous offerings of property, land, labour, and 
products. All this, of course, facilitated the economic 
power of the Church. In order to have a conception of 
her wealth, it is sufficient to say that towards the 
end of the Middle Ages she managed to concentrate in 
her hands nearly a third of the known world. 

This was facilitated by the manner in which the 
Church employed its revenues. It is necessary to bear 
in mind that feudal society as a whole was a self­
sufficing system, and that the revenues of the Church 
consisted mainly of the products of agriculture. The 
clergy itself was unable to consume this mass of 
products, and she was able to sell only a small part 
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conquered; it is quite underStandable that undet 
such conditions it was very easy for two sharply­
distinguished estates-classes-to arise. But in order 
to establish the feudal system in the conquered 
countries it must first of all have existed in the land of 
the conquerors, as was, indeed, always the case. 

3. THE DEVELOPMENT OF IDEOLOGY IN FEUDAL 

SOCIETY 

In the sphere of ideology feudal society made 
enormous progress. 

Growing out of a comparatively small tribal 
commune, the social organisation of feudal society 
spread over an enormous territory and united hun-

. dreds of thousands and sometimes millions of people. 
Technique progressed, and production became more 
complex than in preceding periods. In order to maintain 
the productive ties between men, in order to express 
and establish the complex inter-relations of their 
operations, their. tools, materials, and labour, it was 
necessary that the fundamental means of organisation 
-speech-should develop; and, indeed, during the 
period with which we are dealing speech acquired an 
enormous power of expression and flexibility. Not 
only did the number of words increase many times, 
but they also acquired many forms of combination 
and aspects, as, for instance, declensions and conju­
gations in the Aryan and other languages. 

In its general construction, feudal society-like the 
preceding society-...:.was based on authority and sub­
ordination, only in considerably complicated' forms. 
Society represented an hierarchical ladder in which 
each lower rung was subordinated to the higher .. This 
social economic structure of feudalism determined 
the character of human thought which essentially 
remained authoritarian, only considerably developed 
and more complex. In the sphere of thought, primitive 
animism-ascribing life to all inanimate objects, 

. which in the mind of the savage act according to 
the dictates of their" spirit "-is supplanted by a more 
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The sphere of ethics, i.e., the' rules regulating the 
inter-relations between men, was also wholly imbued 
with religious ideas. No clear dividing line had yet 
been drawn between" law" and" morality," "sin" 
and "crime," "virtue" and "duty." What· was 
condemned by society as displeasing to the gods, an 
evil deed, may become an object of persecution; 
every law was sanctified by religion, which always 
demanded subjection to the earthly authorities as 
representatives of the heavenly authorities . 
. Under the class structure of feudal society, the 

functions and the organisation of each class were differ­
ent from one another, and for that reason the standards 
of law and morality, as instruments of organisation, 
were different with each class. The" rights" of one 
class differed from the "rights" of all other classes. 
In the same way their "virtues," "honour," and 
" decency" differed also. What was regarded as a 
terrible crime in one class was regarded as a mild 
offence in another. A feudal lord could kill a peasant 
almost with impunity, but if a peasant, even in self­
defence, killed a feudal lord he was subjected to the 
severest punishment. The" virtues" of a feudal lord 
were brutal courage and pride of birth, both of which 
were necessary for his military functions and the 
preservation of his power; the virtues ofa peasant 
were humility and patience. All this was necessary for 
the preservation of the existing class society, and feudal 
religion sanctified it all as heing established by the gods. 

Taken as a whole feudal ideology, like authoritarian 
ideology, was extremely conservative. All that which 
was not clothed in religious conceptions, i.e., tradition, 
the . commandments of ancestors and of fetishised 
ancestor-gods, was rejected and was frequently 
persecuted as atheism and heresy. Anything new in 
technique, in the organisation of life, in ideas,compli­
cated and embarrassed the position of the governing 
classes and threatened the pillars of their authority; 
they were deeply interested in the preservation of the old. 

The clergy, the guardians of religiolls tradition) were 
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particularly imbued with this spirit. It was the clergy 
who frequently sent the inventors and thinkers of that 
epoch to the block and the stake. 

In spite of the deep conservatism peculiar to the 
feudal society it developed nevertheless, and much 
faster than patriarchal-tribal society. The conservative 
ideas were opposed by the growing and more complex 
social system and the tremendous experience accumu­
lated through thousands of years. The forces of develop­
ment now began to operate much more intensively than 
before, and to these were ever added new forces .. 

4. THE FORCES OF DEVELOPMENT AND THEIR 

TENDENCY IN FEUDAL SOCIETY 

The elemental conservatism of the feudal period, like 
the conservatism of the tribal group, but less firm and 
stubborn, had to give way before the operation of an 
elemental force.· This force was absolute over-popula­
tion, produced as a consequence of the absence of 
progress in technique and the insufficiency of means 
for satisfying the requirements of society. 

The first effects of absolute over-population or 
"land shortage" were the innumerable wars of the 
feudal world. As has been explaIned, it was these wars 
that mainly led to the conversion of the free agricultural 
communes into the feudal groups and created the 
type of organisation of feudal society. To the extent 
that feudal society grew and developed, the scale of 
war increased also. Thus the unification of the feudal 
world of Western Europe under the Papacy was followed 
by the Crusades. These were wars directed towards 
overcoming the continually increasing land shortage. 

In any case war was the least advantageous method 
for feudal society of ridding itself of its surplus 
population, for by destroying the ·productive forces 
of feudal society it thereby created a new surplus 
population, if not among the conquerors, at any rate 
among the conquered. Therefore there necessarily had 
to be some, even if very slow, technical progress. 
In agriculture, until the end of the Middle Ages, 
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circle of exchange relations; and secondly, indirectly, by 
allowing ·Europeans to acquire several new technical 
methods and improvements. In those times this 
necessarily led to the progress of exchange, as more 
perfect technique requires a greater division of labour 
and specialisation.1 

The development of handicraft, being connected 
with the gradual separation of handicraft from agri­
culture and the specialisation of trades, signifies 
the development of exchange from the mere fact 
that no handicraftsman can live directly on the pro­
duction of his own labour, and, producing these in 
considerably greater numbers than he requires, he must 
sell them in order to purchase the things he requires. 

The self-sufficiency economy of the feudal world 
gradually developed into a system based on exchange. 

N.B.-Feudal relations developed in the East and in 
the classic world many centuries before the Christian 
era, and in Western Europe approximately from the 
fifth to the ninth centuries, i.e., from the period of 
the end of the Roman Empire to the decline of the 
empire of Charlemagne. The most flourishing period 
of the feudal· system was the tenth and the eleventh 
centuries. After that period its decline began, 
as a consequence of the development of exchange. 
In Russia the feudal system prevailed in the period 
of the appanaged princes. The feudal lords were 
named "Boyars," "appanaged princes," "Grand 
Dukes," but in essence they were the same as the 

. feudal barons of Western Europe. 

5. GENERAL CHARACTERISTICS OF THE NATURAL SELF­

SUFFICING SOCIETIES OF THE PAST 

(1) In the sphere of productive technique, natural 
self-sufficing society in the past was distinguished by 

1 Thus many improvements were learnt from the Arabs in 
the sphere of agricultural technique: fruit-growing, vegetable­
growing, artificial irrigation, &c.; also in the sphere of engineer­
ing much important knowledge was acquired with regard to 
technical chemistry (preparation of acids useful in production). 
and finally in the techniquc of navigation. 
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the power of external nature over man, and the little 
command of men over external nature. This applies 
to a greater extent to primitive communist society 
and to a less extent to feudal society. 

(2) In the· sphere of productive relations these· 
societies are distinguished by the narrowness and 
organised character of the productive ties. Neverthe­
less, frOID. time immemorial unorganised productive 
ties have also existed which established a certain 
connection between individual groups. The extremes 
in this case are: primitive society, an almost com­
pletely isolated highly compact group of a score or so 
of people, in which unorganised (exchange) ties are 
almost completely absent; and feudal society much 
less compact but embracing hundreds of thousands 
and even millions of people, united for the struggle 
for life not only by organised, but partly also by 
exchange, relations. . 

(3) In the sphere of distribution the characteristic 
features are the prevalence of an organised form of 
distribution and the absence of extremes of wealth 
and poverty. In this respect primitive society alone 
is typical; feudal society stands on the borders of 
new forms of life. 

(4) .The social consciousness of natural self-sufficing 
society of the past is distinguished by its elemental 
conservatism (the dominance of custom) and the 
poverty of the materials of knowledge. It would 
be almost correct to regard the primitive period as 
having had no philosophy of any kind; the two. 
subsequent periods are distinguished particularly by 
natural fetishism which reflects the power of nature 
over society, but a power which is tottering and not 
absolutely overwhelming. 

(5) Corresponding to such a character of social 
consciousness, the forms of development in such 
societies are elemental. Absolute over-population is 
the fundamental driving force of social development. 
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COMMERCIAL SOCIETY 

IV 
THE DEVELOPMENT OF EXCHANGE 
1. CONCEPTION OF EXCHANGE SOCIETY 

71 

W
E have seen that natural self-sufficing 
societies existed practically without exchange, 
or at all events were able to dispense with 

it. Compact, and economically isolated from the rest 
of the world, they produced all that was necessary 
to satisfy their requirements-food, clothing, and 
tools. Exchange society presents quite another picture. 
There, one is unable to speak of the independent 
existence, not only of single productive units, workshop, 
farm, mine, &c., but of whole territories and even 
whole countries. Thus, for instance, when, after the 
World War, Russia was isolated from the rest of the 
world, it began to experience an extreme shortage of 
a number of products necessary for the satisfaction of 
some of its most important requirements. If some 
districts of Russia, like Petrograd or Moscow, were 
cut off from the rest of the country as 'a consequence 
of the extreme dislocation of transport, the majority 
of the population of these cities would be doomed to 
certain death. This applies to a greater degree to 
individual economic enterprise in the exchange system. 

The fact is that developed exchallge society is 
distinguished from natural self-sufficing society by the 
extensive social-division of labour. This means that· 
exchange society is composed of an enormous number 
of enterprises, formally independent of each other, each 
of which is engaged in producing a particular product: 
ironworks and machine construction works, textile and 
match factories, boot and hat factories, corn arid dairy 
farms, &c., &c. In a word, the whole of production 
is divided into a number of branches, and these again 
into numerous separate enterprises. It is true that 
already in primitive communist society there existed 
the embryo of the division of labour. In examining 
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would enter into exchange,with a commune whose soil 
was good for the cultivation of flax but not of corn. 
A nomadic group of cattle-breeders would exchange 
meat for the corn of the agriculturists, &c. The second 
condition existed in the ties of tribal kinship between 
individual communes which had been maintained as a 
result of collective undertakings. Subsequently, with 
the greater development of exchange, the variety of 
products was to a greater degree determined, not by 
natural conditions, but by the variety in the develop­
ment of technical skill. Friendly relations also were 
frequently established apart from kinship. 

In its historical development exchange passes 
through three phases and assumes three different forms: 
simple or casual exchange, complete or developed 
exchange, and fully developed or money exchange. 

The first, the simple or casual form, applies to the 
period when exchange was still a rare phenomenon. 
Two men, usually the representatives of the two tribal 
communes, casually meet. Each has a product for 
exchange which happens to be required by the other. 
On the scene there are just two products, say, an axe 
and spears. This exchange we can present in the 
following form :-

One axe =two spears. , 
In this case the axe quite accidentally proves to be 

not a simple product, i.e., an article intended for direct 
use, but a commodity. Apart from its use value as a 
tool, it revealed a new quality having a social character. 
It turns out that in return for it, it is possible to receive 
the product of another's labour-two spears. Of the 
general mass of axes produced. by the given commune 
the superfluous axe has acquired a value in exchange 
or "exchange value." 

In the course of time exchange becomes less casual 
and acquires a more permanent character, because 
the peaceful meeting of the representatives of various 
tribes becomes a common practice. These meetings 
now take place at definite places specially for the 
purpose of making exchanges-the embryo of the 
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At first this function was always imposed upon some 
commodity, which for some reason or other was 
particularly widespread, such as amber, hides, salt, 
cocoa-beans, cowrie shells, &c. At the present time it is 
quite common to meet savage tribes who use as money 
such cOIIJJ;llodities as are the most permanent articles 
of import and export, and it frequently happens that 
two neighbouring villages will have varying money 
commodities. Among nomadic tribes cattle usually 
serves as money. This was still the case in southern 
Europe at least up to the tenth century B.C. In the 
poems of Homer one can find references to the valuation 
of one copper tripod to twelve bulls, a golden set of 
armour at one hundred bulls, &c. Among some peoples 
the very word "money" originates from the word 
cattle. The Latin word pecunia undoubtedly originates 
from the word pecus which means" cattle." The Indian 
word rupee and the Russian word rouble also originate 
from the same root word which stood for cattle. 

Gradually, however, cattle-money was squeezed out 
by metal money. At first iron and copper money 
appeared. This metal evidently was bought as eagerly 
as cattle, because· metal tools. and weapons were 
articles of first-rate importance in every commune. At 
the same time metal has many advantages, thanks to 
which it is much more convenient for the function of 
money. In the first place it can be easily divided into 
pieces of smaller value, which could not be done with 
cattle without killing them. Secondly, one piece of metal 
possesses the same value as any other piece of the same 
metal, whereas with other commodities, including cattle, 
this is not so; one sheep cannot be e:xactly the same as 
another. Thirdly, metal can better be preserved than 
other materials, although even copper and iron spoil to 
some extent as a consequence of the operation of the 
air and dampness. Fourthly, metal takes up less bulk 
and weight in a given value as compared with other 
articles, owing to the fact that it demands a compara­
tively greater amount of labour to produce it. 

Subsequently iron and copper are substituted by 
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silver and gold. In the precious metals all the above­
mentioned technical advantages are expressed particu­
larly strongly. At a first glance it may appear difficult 
to explain how these metals, almost useless in pro­
duction, became to be purchased as willingly as cattle, 
iron, &c. But it can be explained in this way:, silver 
and gold are used mainly for ornament. Even in present 
times articles for adornment find a ready sale. Un­
cultured peoples, particularly uneducated women, are 
prepared to deny themselves necessities in order to be 
able to don some trinket.Uncivilised and semi-civilised 
peoples particularly love ornament and prize it very 
much .. European merchants, for instance, for a string 
of beads were able to purchase a large quantity of fish, 
game, fruits,' &c. Thus the demand for articles of 
ornament allows for the transition from iron and copper 
money to silver and gold. 

It must not be thought, however, that metal money 
arose immediately in the neat, well-made form of 
modern money, having exact weight and a definite·stan­
dard of quality. Metal was at first nothing more than' 
the money commodity; it differed from other' com­
modities only in that it was accepted in exchange for 
any other commodity. 

"When one goes to market in Burma," relates a 
traveller, "one provides oneself with a piece of silver, 
a chisel, a hammer, a pair of scales, and some weights. 
'What is the price of these pots? ' asks a purchaser. 
, Show me your money,' replies the merchant, and in 
accordance with its aspect he will name one or another 
price in a certain weight of silver. The merchant will 

. loan the purchaser a small anvil, and he will cut off a 
piece of silver, then he will weigh the piece in his own 
scales, for one cannot trust the scales of the merchant, 
and will add a pieceOi" take off a piece as is required 
until the weight named has been obtained. In large 
purchases, which are paid for in the very best silver, the 
process is still more complicated: it is necessary to call 
in an assayer to test the silver, for whose. services, of 
course, it is necessary to pay." 
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for money" on the market; on the contrary, apa'rt 
from the money in circulation on the market there is 
a surplus, which as a "hoard" or financial reserve 
peacefully reposes in the pockets or the coffers of its 
owners, ready to appear when there is an increased 
demand for money for purchasing goods or for the 
payment of debts. 

4. LABOUR VALUE AND ITS SIGNIFICANCE IN THE 

REGULATION OF PRODUCTION 

In exchange society every producer exchanges his 
product-his commodities-for the commodities of 
other people. First he exchanges his commodities for 
money, and with this money he buys other commodities 
which he requires; but money, as we have seen, is 
also a commodity, and therefore there is no need to 
speak of it particuJarly. The question is, therefore, 
what quantity of commodities does the producer 
receive in exchange for his own ? In other words, 
what is the exchange value of his commodities? 

We will assume that society is quite homogeneous, 
that its various members are equal in the extent of 
their requirements, .and that the quantity of labour 
power expended by each of them in production is· also 
equal. If there are a million members, then each one 
will represent one-millionth part of the requirements 
of society, and the labour of each will represent one­
millionth part of the social expenditure of labour; 
power. If at the same time the whole of the social 
production completely satisfies the whole of the social 
requirements, then for the complete satisfaction of 
his needs each member must receive one-millionth· 
part of the social product. If one of them will. receive 
less, he will begin to weaken and decline, and will be 
unable to continue his former social function of· 
providing one-millionth part of social labour power 
for the struggle against Nature. If some of them· 
will receive more than one-millionth part each, then 
others will suffer as a consequence and receive less. 

The quantity of labour power which society requires to 
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generally necessary in a given stage of social develop 
ment and between labour power expended in any 
individual instance. For economic science only normal 
value is of importance; it can devote attention to 
individual value only .to the extent that is necessary 
in order to understand any deviation from the normal. 

If we examine various forms of labour separately it 
will not be difficult to see that one form is more complex 
and that another is more simple. Thus the labour of 
a scientist is more complex than that of a watchmaker, 
and the labour of a watchmaker is more complex than 
that of a shoemaker, &c. It is necessary to take into 
consideration the degree of complexity of labour in 
investigating the social value of commodities. 

The variety of the forms of labour and their un­
equal complexity arise from the unequal training of 
workers and consequently the unequal development of 
organisms. The more complex forms of labour corre­
spond. to higher development, the simpler forms to a 
lower development. It is obvious that a more highly 
developed organism while at work expends more 
labour power in a given time than a less developed 
organism .. Therefore more complex labour should be 
regarded as a greater expenditure of labour power than 
less complex labour: complex labour is multiplied 
simple labour. Thus one hour's labour of a scientist in 
expenditure of labour power may be equal to three 
hours of that of a mechanic and twelve of that of an 
unskilled labourer. 

We will call "simple labour" the least complex 
form of labour that exists in a given society. In 
comparing values, simple labour represents a natural 
measure with which to gauge more complex forms of 
labour. One hour's simple labour of the average 
intensity in a given society is a natural unit of labour 
power. If a product produced in 100 hours of social 
labour of such a complexity that one hour of such 
labour represents four hours of simple labour of average 
intensity, then the value of that product will express 
itself in 400 units, &c. . 
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It is obvious that for societies standing at varying 
levels of development the units of labour power will 
also vary. 

Thus, as a unit of measurement of social labour 
power we must take one hour's labour of average 
intensity. If a commodity costs twelve such hours 
then it must exchange for a commodity which also 
contains twelve "hours," for example, for a corre­
sponding quantity of money metal. If exchange is 
conducted on any other basis, then some enterprises 
must suffer and decline. Prices of commodities on the 
market, on the average, must correspond to their 
values, otherwise the existence of society as a whole 
will become extremely unstable. 

But exchange society possesses a certain stability, 
although prices of commodities continually, to a more 
or less extent, deviate from their values because there 
is no organising mind to direct exchange. Nevertheless 
the very structure of society contains a peculiar 
regulating mechanism, the operations of which direct 
the fluctuations of prices in such a manner that 
deviations to one side are compensated by deviations 
to the other side, and thus, on the average, establishes 
an equilibrium. This mechanism possesses enormous 
po'wer, crude and elemental: it is called market 
competition. 

If a producer agrees to sell his commodities below 
their value, his business will suffer; if other producers 
agree to purchase his commodities above their value 
they will suffer materially. A conflict of interests arises 
between buyer and seller. As a consequence of the 
struggle everyone strives to demand never less than the 
value for his 'commodities, and to give never more than 
the value for the commodities of others. In this manner 
the idea, of "prices" that develops in society really 
corresponds (approximately) to their value. . 

A producer, however, is not always able to sell 
his commodities at the value; sometimes he is com­
pelled to sell them cheaper. We will assume that 1,000 . 
shoemakers have brought 200,000 pairs of bt:wts to 
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market and society can only buy 150,000 J?airs; the 
shoemakers would then find themselves ill a very 
embarrassed position. Supply is then greater than 
demand, all the boots cannot be sold, and each of the 
sellers risks being left without a customer. As a conse­
quence' a severe struggle commences between the 
sellers; each one would be willing to sacrifice one 
portion of the value in order to attract purchasers and 
not have to return home with unsold goods. The 
prices of commodities drop; boots which cost fifty 
" hours of simple labour" are sold for a sum of money 
which represents. forty or thirty-five of such units of 
labour power. The shoemakers' businesses weaken, 
some collapse entirely; some of the shoemakers are 
forced to reduce their output because their business 
no longer satisfies their needs, i.e., they cannot pUrchase 
enough food or the same quantity of raw materials as 
previously; others again entirely give up the shoe­
making business for some other, or find themselves 
without business altogether. The result is that on the 
next occasion the market is not only not overstocked 
with boots, but indeed the contrary is the case; with 
a demand for 160,000 pairs of boots the supply only 
amounts to 120,000 pairs. In that case a struggle 
commences between the purchasers. Not wishing to 
be left without boots many purchasers agree to pay 
more than the value for them-to give sixty or sixty-five 
units of labour in the shape of money instead of fifty. 
These advantageous prices permit the producer to 
expand his business, the number of shoemakers may 
again increase, and again there will be a change in 
the relations between supply and demand, and prices 
will again fluctuate in the other direction, &c. 

Thus competition on the market between purchaser 
and seller on the one hand, and between the sellers of 
siniilar commodities on the other, as well as between 
purchasers, tends, in the continual fluctuation of prices, 
to maintain them about the level oftheir value, lowering 

. prices which have risen too high, raising prices which 
have fallen too low. If the production of a given 
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productive organisation is the organisations that are 
hostile to it and against which it has to fight. These 
struggles frequently demanded the expenditure of a 
considerable portion of the energy of society. This 
applies particularly to those societies which were the 
first to take the path of development and stood higher 
than their neighbours from the point of view of 
material well-being. It frequently happened that 
backward "barbarian" tribes and races conquered 
more highly developed societies and partly destroyed, 
or partly changed, their culture. But some societies, 
thanks to the early development of division of labour, 
and consequently of exchange, succeeded in developing 
a high military technique, which gave them consider­
able superiority over the backward and still partly 
nomadic races. Such advanced societies, for a number of 
centuries, managed successfully to resist the seething 
pressure of the lower races. These victories usually 
led to the increase of the productive power of the more 
cultured social organisations which converted their 
numerous prisoners into slaves. 

The first to develop in this direction were several 
Eastern societies disposed in the fertile valleys of great 
rivers (the Nile, Tigris, Euphrates, &c.) and later the 
societies of antiquity which present the highest and 
most perfect types of slave-owning systems. 

The starting point, however, of the development 
of the slave-owning systems both in the Eastern 
despotisms and in the world of antiquity was the 

. existence of systems of feudal relationships. If we 
turn to Greece of the period of the Trojan wars we 
shall see the familiar picture of feudal society. The 
" king" as described by Homer has nothing in common 
with the future monarchy of centralised States. He is 
nothing else than the military suzerain of an alliance 
of feudal groups united for some common military 
enterprise and bearing the name of "clan" or 
"fratria." Slavery at that time already existed, but 
it was a rather mild form of subjection and led in the 
main to the acceptance of the prisoners into the 
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conquering tribe. The same is observed III the 
organisation of the Roman tribes. 

It is true that feudalism in the world of antiquity 
did not succeed in developing into that form into 
which it developed in medireval Europe. This is 
particularly observable in the peculiar democratism 
in the social organisation of the Greeks of the period 
of Homer. The feudal alliances were united in peace 
time through the councils of tribal chiefs, and the 
king-suzerain acquired important influences only 
during war. Apart from the council of elders, there 
were also the popular assemblies, which limited the 
power of the elders and the king. All these are clear 
traces of the preceding epoch of patriarchal-tribal 
society. For that reason the economic life of the Greeks 
described in the" Diad" and the" Odyssey" should 
be properly defined as feudal-tribal relations. This 
system served as the basis for the future slave-owning 
system which developed in the womb of feudalism as 
exchange developed. 

As long as exchange was weakly developed, the 
surplus product was used in its direct natural form; 
exploitation was limited, because the requirements of 
the dominant familv are limited; of what use is an 
enormous quantity ·of corn to it if it is not able to 
eat it all? But the process of exchange permitted the . 
almost unlimited development of the requirements of 
the dominant family. Every surplus product could be 
exchanged for some new article of consumption not 
produced by the group itself. For that reason the more 
surplus products, the better it was for the lord. The 
subordinates of the organiser are now for him not 
only tools of production, but tools of production of 
surplus products, objects of exploitation. The 
satisfaction of the requirements of those who laboured 
is now forced to the background. The most important 
thing is the extraction of the greatest possible profit, and 
the greatest profit demands that the requirements of the 
worker be reduced to the lowest possible minimum 
and that the quantity of his labour be increased to the 
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maximum. Under such conditions the feudal organiser 
had to resort in his activity to methods of crude 
forcible compulsion such as were formerly applied to 
slaves newly accepted into the group. The feudal lord 
now began to regard the slave exclusively as a source 
of surplus labour, and strove to extend his domains 
by the mass exploitation of slaves. ' 

Slaves were obtained mainly by capturing barbarians 
in war. In the course of time this was supplemented 
by the purchase of slaves from the barbarians; 
who conducted unceasing war among themselves 
and for good prices sold their prisoners of war to the 
societies of antiquity: But war was not only conducted 
between the barbarians. Isolated Greek and Roman 
States made repeated attacks upon each other, and 
in the' event of victory treated their prisoners of war 
in the same way as did the barbarians, that is, 
converted them into slaves. The same fate was meted 
out to vassals who fell into debt. Intensifyirig the 
exploitation of dependent elements of the population, 
ruining and enslaving them, particularly by means, of 
usurious loans, the feudal lords reduced them either 
to the position of serfs or to that of slaves. The latter 
happened frequently in those places where the funda­
mental conditions for the development of slavery 

. existed. . 
Sometimes feudal dependence was preserved and 

developed to a wide' extent side by side with slavery, 
as, for example, in Eastern societies. But even in these 
the system of slavery was of overwhelming importance 
in social life. At other times, as happened in the 
societies of antiquity, the transition to the cultivation 
of the land with the aid of slaves took place very early, 
and this left no room for the development of, feudal 
relations. 

It is true that, side. by side with slave economy, for 
a long time there continued to exist comparatively 
small family economy in which slavery did not exist. 
This applies to the numerous artisan workshops and 
peasant farms, which even in the most flourishing period 
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of the slavery of antiquity were still very widespread. 
But the general form of life was determined by the 
relations of slave-owning groups which represented 
the greatest economic force in ancient society. 

The number of slaves reached colossal proportions. 
Thus in the possession of Rome at the most flourishing 
period of slave ownership there were from thirteen to 
fourteen million slaves, whereas the number of free 
citizens did not exceed six or seven millions. The same 
preponderance of slaves over freemen for a certain 
period existed in ancient Greece. It is quite under­
standable therefore that slave ownership dominated 
the market, and in this sense played the part of great 
capitalist enterprises having tremendous advantages 
in competition. This compelled the smaller enterprises 
to adapt· themselves to these conditions and aroused 
in them a striving to acquire slaves for the purpose of 
increasing their productivity. 

Co-operation and division of labour were applied 
to a wide extent in large slave undertakings. In Greece 
even before the fifth ·century B.C. there existed 
extensive factories-ergasteria'---in which slaves worked. 
Later in Italy and Sicily there developed enormous 
farms where frequently hundreds of slaves worked on one 
field. It should be observed that the division of labour 
rarely exceeded certain limits, i.e., the production of 
certain products by certain workmen; the various 
stages of production of a given product were only in 
exceptional cases divided among different workmen 
(for instance in the tanning yards). This is explained 
by the fact that the market was not very extensive, 
demand was not sufficiently large to call foiththe 
production of goods in mass, and it is only in mass 
production . that increased division of labour is 
advantageous. 

In the course of time, with the growth of slave 
economy the .funCtion of organiser alscibecame 
divided. As long as the enterprise was not very large, 
the owner could direct production ·himself. He 
personally distributed the work and product of his 
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enterprise, and in this sense was an organiser of 
production. But when his enterprise. expanded and 
the number of slaves considerably increased, the 
owner was then compelled to select assistants and 
transfer part of his functions to them. Side by side 
with the master there appear slave-organisers, overseers, 
assistant managers, &c. The only function left to the 
master under these conditions is that of supreme 
control, and that not for long. Isolating himself more 
and more from the process of production, he finally 
transfers even the last function to the technical staff 
selected from among the slaves. The slaveowner is 
now converted into a pure parasite whose " activity" 
consists in the most refined enjoyment of life. 

The dominant family stood over the mass of slaves 
who were deprived of all rights, but slavery left its 
sharp impress even upon the organisation of the family. 
The head of the family had enormous power, and even 
had the right to sell his children into slavery. In fact, 
this latter was by no means a rare occurrence, even in 
the most flourishing period of the classic world. 

Thus the slave-owning group was composed of two 
opposite elements. At one end there stood the despot 
slaveowner, dominating over his subjects and squeez­
ing surplus labour out of them; on the other there 
was the mass of slaves, without rights, converted 
into tools of production, and reduced to the position 
of commodities. 

2. INTER-GROUP PRODUCTIVE· TIES 

In the first stages of its development the slave 
system principally bore the character of the natural 
self-sufficing system. In its developed form, however, 
it presents itself as a mixed natural-exchange system. 
The requirements of the slaves, reduced to the physio­
logical minimum, are satisfied mainly by the products 
of the slaveowner's group; the greater part of the 
requirements of the slaveowner, on the other hand, 
are acquired by exchange. Purple cloth, utensils, 
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In some cases an extensive political whole developed. 
mainly as a consequence of war. This took place owing 
to the existence of two conditions: first, when the 
very conditions of external nature created the necessity 
for extensive social organisation, as, for instance, when 
the fate of production depended upon the successful 
regulation of the level of great rivers (the fertile valleys 
of the Nile, the Tigris, the Euphrates, and the 
Hoang-Ho were the' places where the first despotic 
monarchies arose), or when it was necessary to combine 
to resist the continuous attacks of strong hostile races. 
Secondly, when the exchange relations were not yet 
sufficiently developed, nor yet sufficiently wide and 
stable to create a strong political alliance. During the 
innumerable wars of the feudal period individual 
groups succeeded in subjecting many neighbouring 
groups. At first the conquered groups were directly 
incorporated in the victorious groups and converted 
into slaves. But having reached a certain limit the 
complete incorporation of conquered groups becomes 
impossible, the economy of the group becomes too 
large to be conducted by a single lord. Then the. 
conquerors would be satisfied with imposing upon the 
conquered groups their political domination and 
compelling them to pay tribute, at the same time 
leaving them a considerable share of independence in 
their internal affairs. 

Expanding more and more, the individual group 
became converted into one of the enornl0US despotic 
States of the ancient world, like the Egyptian, Assyrian, 
Babylonian, Persian, and other States. The power of 
the despot in reality represented the unlimited power 
of a slaveowner. Between theIdespot and the simple 
head of a slave-owning family there were numerous 
intermediary stages, such as satraps, governors of 
provinces, &c., and every official had enormous power 
over his subordinates whose. activities he had to 
organise. The type of organisation of such States was 
everywhere the same. 

'{'he character of ancient States which developed 
E 
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on the basis of finn and extensive exchange ties with 
other groups was different. These were alliances of 
kindred and equal communes, the primary aim of 
which was to conduct joint military undertakings and 
the protection of exchange and private property. 

. Owing to the penn anent relations and the development 
of social division of labour, business between individual 
groups of such an alliance increased more and more­
the ties between them became closer and finner. 
The common affairs of the group were decided by a 
council of the lords, and subsequently by those they 
appointed, who, however, remained under the control 
of the council. In the internal affairs of the group 
every free head of a family remained, as before, complete 
master. Of course, the slaves did not take any part in 
the administration of public affairs. Of such a character 
were the numerous republics of ancient Greece and 
partly of Italy. 

Owing to the numerous wars of the ancient world, 
the organisation of the second type proved to be not 

. particularly finn, and frequently changed into organisa­
tions of the first type. War demands a strict unity of 
power which is very difficult to achieve in aristocratic 
republics. In this manner Republican Rome changed 
into the Rome of the Cresars. Furthennore, it frequently 
happened that as a consequence of the conflict of 
economic interests the internecine wars in the republics 
led to similar fonns: many Greek republics were 
frequently transfonned into autocracies. When the 
petty slave-owning peasants, artisans, and merchants 
took up anns against the large compact slave­
owning autocracy they usually remained under the 
banner of the king, or the tyrant, as only the strict 
centralisation of forces could secure victory for them. 

The prevailing relations among slaves was that of 
equality-the equality of course of the unfranchised. 
However, as the slave lord transferred part of his 
organising functions to some of his trusted slaves, there 
arose· the power of slave over slave. 
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Family ties among slaves were created or destroyed 
according to the interests of the slave lord. 

The interests of the slave lord also determined the 
amount of the means of life that went to the share of 
the slaves. With the wide development of systematic 
trading in slaves, it became more advantageous to 
the slaveowners to interest themselves not so much in 
the complete satisfaction of the fundamental needs of 
the slave, but chiefly in intensifying and prolonging his 
every-day labour. In this way the slave soon became 
"worn out," and was replaced by a fresh one who was 
comparatively cheap. Consequently the interests of 
the slave lord regulated the length of the life of a slave 
in the same way as their multiplication was regulated. 

In the despotisms of Asia every subject was a slave 
of the State. Economically, this was expressed in the 
exploitation of private enterprises by the State· 
enterprises, by the collection of enormous tribute and 
taxes. Juridically, this was expressed in the complete 
absence of the rights of the individual before any of 
the " cogs " of the administrative maehine serving the 
purpose of collecting the tribute and taxes. Masses 
of the population knew nothing of civic life. The yoke 
of oppression that lay on their shoulders became ever 
heavier as the organisation of the officials became more 
perfect. Instead of executing the orders of the higher 
authorities, and serving them as living tools of exploita­
tion, these officials more and more began to live by 
exploitation themselves. Such a change took place in 
proportion as the higher class of the Asiatic bureaucracy 
transferred their social-organisational functions to the 
lower, and thus transformed itself from a class of 
productive members of society into a class of parasites 
like the slaveowners of Greece and Rome. Furthermore, 
in endeavouring to make the position of their successors 
secure, the bureaucracy created an enormous number of 
socially useless· offices. In such Eastern despotisms 
as China and Persia the monstrous power of the 
administrative apparatus was the source of the greatest 
economic and legal oppression. 
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production, as cattle. In this respect the various 
categories in which means of production were divided 
in that period were :-

(1) Instrumenta muta-mute, or inanimate, instru­
ments, such as axes, lathes, &c.; (2) Instrumenta 
semivocalia-that is animate instruments, but which 
can only half or imperfectly express their feelings, 
i.e., domestic animals; and (3) Instrumenta vocalia­
instruments gifted with the power of speech, i.e., 
human tools-slaves. 

Thus slaves were reduced to the level of cattle; 
they were simply stock.1 Under such circumstances 
there could not have been much ideology among the 
slaves; there can be no doubt that it was extremely 
poor, void, narrow, and limited. It would be futile to 
seek here for any elements of development. The 
mentality of the class at best (in the case of the educated 
slaves) was a weak reflection of the mentality of the 
slaveowners. 

The. slave-owning class was in a different position. 
Here psychological poverty need not necessarily exist. 
The very function of organising demands a certain 
mental development, and the exploitation of the 
slaves gave the slaveowners the opportunity to devote 
their time not only to various pleasures, but also to 
mental exercise. . 

The extensive period of slavery embraces a long 
series of dissimilar social functions. In COniparing the 
level of spiritUal life in the various stages of the period, 
and among the various peoples, it will be possible to 
find all the stages of transition from complete barbarism 
to that high stage of civilisation reached by Greece 
and Rome at their most flourishing period. 

There is no need to dwell at length on the mentality 

1 Not knowing any other social system the ancients regarded 
slavery as a natural and immutable law of Nature. The most 
intellectual people, and even the geniuses of those times, were 
not able to think otherwise. "Nature creates some people to be 
free and others to be slaves" (\ristotle in ' Politic a "). Plato, 
one of the most noble minds of antiquity, when planning a perfect 
State, could not conceive it, however, without slaves! 
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of the dominant class in those societies which developed 
amidst weak exchange relations and which were 
limited to the forms of the Eastern despotisms. In 
these, at a certain stage of development, the difference 
between the psychology of the slave and slaveowner 
is hardly to be distinguished. The similarity in the 

. oppression which lays on both gives rise to the same 
narrowness, voidness, and immobility of thought. 
The difference in degree is so insignificant that it is 
hardly worth attention. 

Slave-owning society with a considerable develop­
ment of exchange presents quite a different picture. 
Free and widespread exchange ties widen the mental 
horiron of men, give an impetus to knowledge, and 
free the mind from the chains in which it was bound 
in the natural self-sufficing groups of earlier times. 
The absence of external oppression on the one hand, 
and the comparatively small power of nature over 
man on the other, created a favourable soil for the 
development of thought and for the more intensive 
development of knowledge. 

The classical world, for the period of its existence, 
undoubtedly succeeded in highly developing knowledge. 
But was this progress in the direction favourable for 
the development of technique and economics? Was 
the knowledge acquired useful in the direct struggle 
with nature, in the endeavour to seize power over her? 

Here it is necessary to distinguish two stages in the 
life of the classical world. As long as the large slave­
owner remained the organiser of production in his 
group, and side by side with him the free peasant and 
artisan was preserved, social thought tended in the 
direction of acquiring practical knowledge. It is true 
that this was in the earlier period of slave-owning 
culture, when the forces of developing knowledge 
were still insignificant and when the conservatism of 
feudal life still hung to a considerable degree over the 
mind. Then the progress of practical knowledge could 
only have been very slow. 

Bu.t in comparison with previQus epochs the progress 
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was extremely rapid, During thc course of a few 
centuries many technical improvements were made 
and inventions discovered. In the latter centuries of 
the history of the world of antiquity there was accumu­
lated a large stock of scientific practical knowledge, 
and in some spheres of production things were most 
expediently managed and based on a comparatively 
deep knowledge of the laws of phenomena. 

This applies first of all to the mass of practical 
knowledge in the sphere of construction and engineer­
ing, in ship building, in the working of metals, and 
weavirig, which reached a high degree of perfection. 
Oversea and overland trade assisted the development of 
geography and astronomy, so necessary for keeping 
correct bearings at sea, and called forth the study of 
atmospheric phenomena, which is of tremendous im­
portance in navigation. Particularly important successes 
were achieved in the sphere of elementary geometry; this 
was so highly developed that subsequent epochs had 
little to add to what had already been achieved under 

"the pressure of the every-day experience of the classic 
world. Furthermore, one must note the enormous 
progress in agricultural technique expressed in the 
rotation of crops, selection of crops, and inlproved 
instruments. It is true that much of the knowledge was 
acquired independently. Most of it was acquired 
from the great nations of the East (Egyptians, Phceni­
cians, and Babylonians). But if we take into considera­
tion the existence of authoritarian religion and ideology, 
still strong at that time, hostile, as is known, to all 
innovations, we must come to the conclusion that the 
acquirement of this knowledge was tantamount to 
independent invention. 

In the following stage the actual functions of the large 
slaveowner in production rapidly diminish and the work 
of organisation is transferred to a certain section of the" 
slaves. At the same time the progress of events destroys 
the peasant and artisan class and converts them into 
a parasitic proletariat (in what manner will be shown 
later). Then the directiol). Qf tbe menta,l life of the 
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dominant class naturally alters. It isolates itself from 
the struggle against nature, from the sphere of pro­
duction, and passes to a " higher sphere." As the social 
function of the dominant class tends more and more to 
consumption, so their thinking tends more and more 
towards refined self-indulgence. 

All interest disappears in technical science which 
directly serves productive labour, i.e., the occllpation 
of slaves and not that of lords. The progress of the 
natural sciences is held up at the very beginning, 
because the observation and experiment of every-day 
phenomena are not considered occupations worthy of 
a lord. Ofthe social sciences there is nothing to be said; 
just the very beginning of' it appears in the form of the 
superficial history of the heroes and wars, but the study 
of material and economic culture is completely absent, 
for the reason that social science deals with unimportant 
and contemptible affairs-production. 

In the second stage of development of slave-owning 
society, the ancients with particular eagerness occupied 
themselves with the most abstract of the natural 
sciences, mathematics and logic. Among more concrete 
sciences which were respected was astronomy, which 
was regarded as a sublime, lofty subject. To apply such 
sciences to the practical purpose of life was regarded as 
a degradation. In the opinion of Plato the application 
of geometry to the solution of some mechanical problem 
would be an insult to the dignity of geometry. 

In hardly any other period has philosophy engaged 
the attention of men to such an extent as it did that of 
the ancicnt world, particularly of Greece. Greek philo­
sophy was the most brilliant product of ancient 
civilisation. But even here the dominant features are 
the isolation of philosophy from every-day life, an 
insufficient striving to lay down the study of actualities 
as its basis, and its prevailingly speculative character. 

In general, in the later period of the ancient world 
the wealth of knowledge was almost useless for 
technical progress, and consequently for economic 
development. 
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The development of the fine arts was another 
characteristic product of the spiritual life of the ancient 
world, a product also almost useless for economic 
progress, although highly valuable for the upper classes 
for the enjoyment of life. 

Ideological creativeness therefore was isolated from 
life and soared in lofty spheres far from contemptible 
labour. The only sphere in which it for a long time 
preserved its connection with production was in the 
sphere of law. The upper classes of the classical world, 
as we have seen, were involved "to a considerable degree 
in exchange relations, the normal development of 
which demands strictly definite organisational rules­
legal standards. And so Rome created its famous 
system known as "Roman Law," which subsequently 
rendered good service to bourgeois society, which, like 
the society of antiquity, was based on private property. 
It must be admitted, however, that even in the sphere 
of law ancient society in the period of its decline was 
engaged mainly in summarising and formulating what 
had been done in its most flourishing period. 

The separation of ideology from production was one 
of the causes that hastened the collapse of ancient 
society. 

4 .. THE CAUSES AND PROCESS OF THE DECLINE OF 

SLAVE-OWNING SOCIETY 

For the development of every society it is necessary 
to have a surplus store of energy, which might be used 
for extending production, for improving technique, 
and generally for increasing the productivity of social 
labour. Those societies which do not possess such a 
surplus of energy, and which employ it unproductively, 
are doomed to a slow but sure destruction. Among the 
societies of this type were the Eastern despotisms 
composed of two opposing elements-the centralised 
bureaucracy and the lower masses wholly subjected to 
it. These lower classes-not only the innumerable 
slaves of the Eastern despots, but also the remnants 
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of the independent or feudally dependent small 
producers-lived under incredibly hard conditions. 
Oppressed by unbearable labour, they were kept in 
continual poverty by the unlimited demands of the 
rulers, and even if any spare time remained to the lower 
classes above that which was necessary to maintain the 
extremely low standard of life it was used to satisfy the 
whims of the satraps and despots. The rulers stood far 
away from productive labour, and their social function 
was to invent methods of exploitation. Immersed in 
idleness and wallowing in the fabulous depravity and 
luxury of the East they became pure parasites. 

All this led to the Eastern despotisms beginning to 
undergo a process of slow degeneration, which was 
usually completed by the intervention of a more virile 
external force. 

The structure and life of slave-owning society of 
the world of antiquity was considerably more complex 
and varied, and corresponding with that the process of 
its economic and general decline was more complex. 

Technical progress-the basis of all development of 
society-began to slow down considerably from the 
moment the slave-owning class abandoned its organising 
functions in production. In fact this was the only class 
whom the conditions of life gave an opportunity to 
develop. As it become converted into a socially 
parasitic class, so its development began to change; 
it proceeded now along parasitic consuming lines and 
not upon productive lines. The slaves, owing to the 
condition of their lives, could not develop the forces 
of society in the struggle with nature. 

But this is not all. These slaves deteriorated, they 
became degraded mentally and physically. A man 
reduced. to a tool of production rapidly loses his vital 
energies. Ruthless exploitation shortens his life and 
leads to the rapid degeneration and destruction of his 
descendants. With the continued and systematic 
trading in slaves, it was more advantageous to demand 
the greatest possible exertion of the slaves without 
bothering about completely restoring their exhausted 
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strength by rest, food, or the general satisfaction of 
their needs. It is true that the human tools soon became. 
worn out, but the gains squeezed out of them were 
sufficient and more to purchase others. 

As a consequence the slaves necessarily died out, their 
number decreased, the death rate among them exceeded 
the rate of increase. During the course of many cen­
turies the death rate among the slaves was made good 
by the flow of fresh prisoners of war secured in the wars 
with the barbarian neighbours of the cultured slave­
owning societies. As long as this source of slaves lasted, 
slave-owning society did not deteriorate. It main­
tained itself at one level. Production did not decrease 
in extent because there was a sufficiency of labour 
power. 

Such a state of affairs could not last for ever. A time 
arrived when success in the war with the barbarians 
rapidly declined, the acquisition of slaves in sufficient 
quantities became very difficult, and finally llupossible. 
Victories over the barbarians were replaced by a series 
of defeats; the wars from offensive became defensive. 
The source of labour had disappeared. What were the 
causes of such a change in the fortunes of war? 

The reason lies in the rapid decline in the military 
strength of slave-owning societies. 

War-the production of slaves-was the only sphere 
of production which could not under any circumstances 
be transferred to the slaves, and for that reason it 
remained the occupation of freemen. The armies could 
only be composed of freemen, and for that reason the 
decline of the freemen class meant the decline of the 
army, the decline of the production of slaves. At the 
same time the inherent economic contradictions of the 
ancient world broke the power of the free class. 

The class of freemen was composed first of all of 
typical large slaveowners, who were in the minority, and 
secondly, of small property owners whose enterprises 
frequently were of a family character, that is to say, were 
managed without slaves, and maintained principally 
by the personal labours of the owner and the members 
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of the family. The majority of such enterprises were 
agricultural and the rest artisan. 

Thus the principal part of the military strength of the 
ancient world was composed of small-owning agricul­
turists, in other words, the peasantry. Rome, uniting 
under its power the whole of the ancient world, in the 
period when its aggressive policy was developing 
represented a peasant State. As long as a strong 
numerous free peasantry was preserved, as long as the 
classical world could maintain its high military tech­
nique, it was not difficult to secure victories over thc 
barbarian races-brave, compact, but unacquainted 
with the art of war. 

The peasantry bore the whole of the burdens of war, 
not only in the sense that they had to shed their blood, 
but also in that they had to bear almost the whole of 
the taxation and expenditure entailed by these wars. 
The upper class-the large slaveowners-were able to 
avoid these burdens because, together with their wealth, 
they possessed political power. The peasants shared in 
the gains of the wars only to an insignificant degree, the 
largest share going to the rich slaveowners because they 
occupied the most important and influential posts in 
the army and controlled the distribution of the booty 
(chiefly slaves and land), and made themselves rulers of 
the conquered provinces, &c. . 

The ruination of the peasantry was hastened also by 
the growth of large-scale agriculture. Employing many 
hundreds of slaves in agriculture, the large landowners of 
Sicily and southern Italy supplied the market with huge 
quantities of cheap corn. Frequently the conquered 
peoples sent enormous quantities of corn to Rome 
gratis in the form of tribute. For the majority of small 
agriculturists the production of corn for the market 
became positively unprofitable. 

War and the competition of slave-owning latifundia 
ruined the peasants and compelled the latter to throw 
themselves into the arms of the usurers. Usury was an 
extremely profitable business, and, besides, it did not 
require any expenditure of labour., It was quite natural 
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therefore that many slaveowners, brought up in idle­
ness, readily took to usury. The interest which had to 
be paid on loans was incredibly high. In the flourishing 
period of Athens 18 per cent. per annum was quite a 
usual figure. In Rome such persons as Pompey, Sulla, 
Antony, and even such idealist patriots as Brutus 
and Cassius did not hesitate to lend money at the enor­
mous interest of from 48 per cent. to 70 per cent. per 
annum. The slave-owning creditors possessed a powerful 
apparatus to compel their debtors to pay the interest 
imposed. This apparatus was the State-the organ of 
the class domination of the slaveowners. The State 
applied the severest measures to defaulting debtors, 
including selling them into slavery and even putting 
them to death. Falling into the hands of such creditors 
the peasants were completely ruined. 

Thus everything combined against the small peasant: 
the burdens and heavy taxation and constant war, the 
power of usurers' capital, and the force of competition 
of large slave-owning agriculture with its higher tech­
nique. The ruination of the peasantry proceeded 
rapidly. The small farmer lost his land for debts, and 
frequently voluntarily abandoned it owing to the 
impossibility of making it pay. 

His holding passed into the possession of the large 
landowner. Thus the ownership of the land became 
concentrated in the hands of the rich. Already about 
the first century B.C. the whole of Italy represented 
a few enormous estates-Iatifundia. 

Side by side with the ruination of the peasantry 
proceeded the ruination of the artisans. It is true 
that the competition of the large slave-owned enter­
prises was not so destructive to the artisans as large­
scale farming was to the peasants, because the technique 
of slave production in industry was not higher than 
that of the artisan, and the productivity of labour 
depended upon the individual art and skill of the 
artisans. But the slave system undermined the position 
of the artisans by destroying their greatest support­
small peasant farming. The fact is that the chief 
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cust'Omers 'Of the artisans were the peasants. Until 
the peasants were caught in the net 'Of usurers' capital, 
until c'Ompetiti'On and war reduced their standard 'Of 
life t'O a physi'OI'Ogical niinimum, they f'Ormed a wide 
market f'Or the pr'Oducts 'Of the artisans. But with 
the ec'On'Omic decline 'Of the peasantry began the 
degenerati'On 'Of the artisans which added t'O the general 
picture 'Of the degenerati'On 'Of the w'Orld 'Of antiquity. 

Small pr'Operty 'Owners became m'Ore and m'Ore 
c'Onverted int'O "pr'Oletarians," i.e., freemen deprived 
'Of the means 'Of pr'Oducti'On. In the rural districts 
where the rich d'Ominated, and where producti'On was 
c'Onducted by slave lab'Our, the pr'Oletarians had n'Othing 
t'O d'O; they fled t'O the t'Owns t'O seek the means 'Of 
life. Hundreds 'Of th'Ousands 'Of such h'Omeless pe'Ople 
accumulated in the t'Owns, but even there f'Ound n'O 
pr'Oductive 'Occupati'On. 

The State had t'O maintain them, and P'Olitical 
parties used them in their struggles against each 'Other. 
The main s'Ource 'Of existence 'Of the pr'Oletarians was 
charity given by the rich, State aid, and selling their 
v'Otes t'O P'Olitical parties. This applies particularly 
t'O the pr'Oletarians wh'O lived in R'Ome. They always 
served the side that paid m'Ost. They were the real 
"pr'Oletarian parasites," acting as the servit'Ors and 
fawners uP'On the d'Ominant P'Olitical P'Ower and 
individual ec'Onomically powerful persons. To these 
were added freed slaves who had been released for 
some special service to their masters 'Or for a ransom,. 
This lower element of the proletariat hastened its 
moral degeneration by uniting to all the existing 
vices of free people the baseness of slave psychology. 

Thus the peasants and artisans were ruined; they 
lost their previous social functions and became de­
moralised. They were transformed into proletarian 
parasites; At the same time the military power of 
slave-owning society began to wane. The parasitic 
proletariat were incapable of taking the place of 
the energetic and courageous peasants in the army; 
a parasite cannot bear the heavy labour and the 
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stern discipline of war; he never wishes to leave 
the town where he can secure the means of life without 
working. In this connection the proletarian was very 
much like his opposite-the effeminate large slave­
owner. 

And the barbarians, strong in the compactness of 
tribal ties, free and proud, indefatigably continued 
their struggle against the slave-owning world, against 
its military organisation--'-the Roman army. And 
this at one time indomitable bulwark of ancient 
culture began gradually to give way before the pressure 
of wave after wave of barbarians. From offensive the 
wars of the Roman Empire became defensive and victory 
was substituted by defeat. The military production 
of slave labour power diminished, and at the same 
time the very basis of ancient culture was being under­
mined. 

A general decline in production began as a con­
sequence of the insufficiency of labour power, and the 
first. to suffer was agriculture. At first there was 
observed in the latifundia a transition from agriculture 
to cattle-breeding, which latter requires fewer labourers. 
Things did not rest there; the villages became 
deserted and the pastures which took the place of the 
former fields in their turn became a waste. The 
decline of agriculture in itself undermined other spheres 
of industry for which the country served partly as a 
source of raw materials and food and partly as a 
market. But apart from that the same shortage of 
fresh slaves that led to the collapse of agriculture also 
led to the decline of manufacturing industry. Step 
by step the ancient world approached towards 
complete collapse. But it still struggled for its life 
and culture and strove to adapt itself to· changing 
conditions. 

The Roman Empire endeavoured to make good the 
shortage of labour power in the main branches of 
production, war and agriculture, by free barbarians . 

. The composition of the Roman legions changed; 
they were recruited more and more from among 
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Gauls and Teutons, and in the course of time whole 
detachments of barbarian mercenaries were hired to 
guard the frontiers. Thanks to this Rome could for 
some time longer resist the barbarians with the aid of 
barbarians, but the Roman army ceased to be Roman 
in composition, and even the Roman captains were 
squeezed out gradually by Teuton chiefs and Teuton 
detachments. When in the year 476 the barbarian 
'Odoacer overthrew the Roman Emperor Romulus 
Augustula, it was but the outward expression of the 
already completed conversion of the Roman army 
into the Teutonic. 

The same thing took place in agriculture. The 
government of the Empire endeavoured to attract 
settlers to the deserted land and granted them holdings 
on favourable conditions in return for certain dues 
and taxes. Private landowners acted in the same way 
and leased their land to those who desired to take it 
in return for certain dues. Thus arose the free colonists 
-the class of small fanners who conducted their 
independent farms on State or private land for the 
payment of certain dues. The greater part of the free 
colonies in the Roman Empire were composed of 
barbarians, from whom, consequently, there developed 
the germs of a new peasantry. 

Side by side with the free colonies, the decline of 
large-scale agriculture gave rise to colonies that were 
not free. In many cases slaves became leaseholders 
of land. When the conditions of the corn' market 
became considerably worse, the previous mass pro­
duction in the latifundia could not continue even 
where there was not a shortage of slaves. Cultivation 
on a small scale by tenant fanners was more advan­
tageous because the latter undertook all the care 
and payment of dues. Thus it became more ad­
vantageous for the master to allow the slave 
independently to conduct a fann in return for the 
payment of dues than to exploit him directly. Further­
more, the comparative freedom of labour raised 
its intensity and productivity in comparison with 
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the usual slave labour, which permitted the possibility 
of increased exploitation . 

. And so the causes of the degradation of ancient 
culture lie in the fact that the basis of this culture 
consisted in the military exploitation of barbarous 
races which represented, as it were, the raw material 
for the production of human tools--:-the slaves. The 
consecutive stages of the process may be outlined in 
the _ following manner: degradation of slaves by 
excessive exploitation; the degradation of freemen 
by converting them into parasitical elements of 
society; the decline of military power and military 
production; the decline of production in general as 
a consequence of the shortage of labour power; the 
installation of barbarian elements into the decaying 
society; and the final victory of these elements over 
its remains. 

5. SERFDOM 

As has been stated, the second line of development 
led from feudal society to the system of serf relations. 
That happened where the military exploitation of 
backward races did not playa great part and did not 
leave a deep impression on the process of historical 
development: in western Europe of the Middle Ages, 
in Russia, and in Japan. The basis of the change was 
the complete development of exchange which created 
firm and permanent economic ties over an extensive 
territory of the feudal world. The market expanded, 
the variety of the goods that appeared upon it increased, 
the social division of labour became greater, and the 
money form became predominant. Upon this basis 
the relations of the feudal lord to the subject popula. 
tion, and particularly the degree and character of 
exploitation, altered. 

In the period of natural self-sufficing economy the 
greed for acquisition had its limits in the constant 
consumption of the feudal lord. With undeveloped 
exchange the most powerful feudal lord cannot extend 
his consumption beyond that which his own estates 
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are capable of producing. There would be no sense in 
his increasing the dues of his peasants to 100,000 
bushels of corn, say, because his household would be 
incapable of eating it all and the corn would lay in 
his barns and rot. Things are altogether different 
under a system of wide social division of labour, under 
a money system. Consumption, then, can develop 
without land, as it were, if only there is money enough. 
Money can do everything; but a given sum of money 
cannot secure everything, but only a limited quantity 
of things. This function of money gives birth in men 
to a desire to increase money wealth to an unlimited 
degree. This desire seized hold of the feudal lord more 
and more in proportion as they passed over to the 
exchange system. 

(The development of such a desire was facilitated by 
the further fact that money can be saved and 
accumulated, which cannot be done with means of 
production.) 

Thanks to this there arises for the feudal lord a 
powerful motive for intensifying exploitation, for 
increasing the feudal dues and feudal labour. The 
dependent position of the peasants deprived them of 
all possibility of putting up any resistance to this. 
Gradually the feudal dues and labou,r became 
extreme. The feudal lord, who formerly was the 
solicitous patriarchal ruler over the peasants, began 
more and more to regard them exclusively as sources 
of income. 

The most typical example of this development is the 
exploitation by the Rumanian boyars in the first half 
of the last century. The possibility of the wide sale of 
corn led to the ruthless exploitation of the labour 
power of the peasants. This was formulated in a 
collection of laws known as the "code of feudal 
labour." In addition to a number of compulsory 
payments in kind, the code above all laid down that 
the peasants were obliged to render twelve days' work 
per year. But a day's work was not calculated according 
to the customary understanding of that term, but 
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according to the length of time necessary to execute 
the" daily task." The code frankly stated that twelve 
labour days must be taken to mean thirty-six days of 
hand labour. In addition to this the peasants had 
to add another twenty days for carting wood and 
other work. Thus the peasant had to render fifty-six 
days of feudal service in the year. If holidays and 
the time when it is not possible to carryon agricultural 
work be taken into account, it will be seen that the 
peasant had to devote two-fifths of his labour time to 
the feudal lord. It should be observed, however, that 
the figures quoted do not give an exact representation 
of labour service rendered by the peasants for the 
Rumanian boyars, for the interpretation of the "law" 

. and the determination of the daily task was of course 
not left to the peasant. One Moldavian boyar frankly 
stated that according to the feudal code "twelve 
feudal service days comprise 365 days in the year." 

In Russia in the eighteenth and the first half of the 
nineteenth centuries three days' labour service per 
week was regarded as being moderate. 

With the development of exchange relations, the 
extension of his own cultivation became one of the 
main strivings of the feudal landowner. With this aim 
in view he gradually cut down the area of the peasant 
land and curtailed the common lands and forests 
which formerly the peasants used jointly with himself. 
When this proved insufficient he simply deprived the 
peasants of part of their allotments and added them 
to his own private estates, in this way intensifying the 
development of land shortage in peasant culture and 
at the same time increasing the labour service for the 
cultivation of his enlarged estates. 

Meanwhile, as exploitation increased and became 
more intense, the socially useful functions of the feudal 
lord declined. The deepening of economic ties based 
on the development of ·exchange caused the 
strengthening of political ties. The more powerful 
feudal lords subdued the smaller ones, put an end to 
their innumerable wars of plunder, deprived them of 
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. The subjection of the peasants to serfdom took place 
gradually. It usually began with those who had fallen 
into debt to the feudal lord. Formerly the feudal lord 
assisted the peasants in bad years and in periods of 
natural calamities by loans of seeds, stock, or cattle. 
Of course these loans were not granted gratis, but with 
the moderate exploitation that existed at that time 
they did not lead to the ruin of the peasants. With 
the intensification of exploitation, the necessity for 
resorting to borrowing became more frequent. At the 
same time lending began to acquire a severely usurious 
character and it became more and more difficult to repay 
the debts. This indebtedness increased year by year 
and hung like millstones round the necks of the 
peasants. Debtors were prohibited from leaving their 
allotments. Later, the right to leave was withdrawn 
even after repayment, and subsequently the prohibition 
was applied, first in actual practice and later by the 
legislature, to all peasants. 

Thus the force of exchange relations caused a 
transition from the feudal system to the system of 
serfdom. In these new conditions the character and 
functions of the peasant commune changed also. In 
order to exploit it the better the landowner gradually 
diminished its independence; in the place of the elected 
communal elders and courts he appointed one of his 
proteges, and all decisions adopted by the ge)1eral 
meeting of the commune had to be confirmed by him 
or his representative. In general the landowners 
preserved the communal form, in so far, of course, as 
it did not run counter to their interests. In the period 
of extreme oppression of the peasantry, the communal 
form became quite advantageous for the landowner; so 
that he not only carefully preserved them, but even 
artificially created them where they did not exist. He 
imposed collective responsibility upon the peasants; that 
is to say, the whole commune (in Russia the "Mir") 
was responsible for the carrying out of the various 
obligations of each individual peasant. In this manner 
the communes had to assist every farm that was 
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deteriorating, for the ruin of the one would increase 
the burdens of the others, and for the same reason the 
commune itself would strive to hinder any peasant 
from leaving the place. In a word, although the form 
of the new serf commune recalls the former feudal 
commune, its role was essentially different. The former 
tended towards the equality of each individual peasant 
homestead in wellbeing, the latter towards equality in 
the distribution of the burdens of oppression. 

The forces of development of the serf system were 
extremely limited. . 

Severing direct connection with the process of 
production, the landowner was gradually converted, 
from being a participant and organiser, into a parasite 
living exclusively upon the labour of the peasants. 
The unpaid labour of the serfs, from among whom he 
appointed his steward, gave him the possibility of 
throwing off all care for the development of the 
technique of agriculture. He strove, not for the improve­
ment of the methods and organisation of farming, but 
for devising means for squeezing out surplus labour and 
surplus products from the peasants. The projects of 
the former Russian agriculturists, thoroughly imbued 
with the ideology of the hmdowners, are extremely 
characteristic of this. They troubled, not about 
perfecting the methods of cultivating the soil or 
economising labour, but about the discipline and the 
exploitation of the muscular power of the peasants. 
The serf system was thus converted into a senseless 
waste of labour power. For example, the landowners 
of Riazan sent corn to Moscow by road, whereas 
transport by the rivers Oka and Moskva undoubtedly 
required much less expenditure of labour. The 
merchants, taking this into consideration, of course 
used these waterways for transporting their goods to 
Moscow, but not so the landowners. To send their 
corn by the river Oka they would have to buy barges 
and hire bargees, whereas their serfs would transport 
the corn gratis upon their own horses and waggons. 

Neither could the peasants improve the technique 
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of their farms. ·Working under the whip, and knowing 
beforehand that any increase in the productivity of 
their labour would be taken by the landlord, they had 
no incentive to increase it. Furthermore, the peasants 
had neither the means nor the strength to improve 
their technique. The products that remained to them 
were barely sufficient for a semi-starvation existence. 
In reducing the necessary labour time of the peasants, 
the landowner compelled them to work at night, to 
give up their holiday rest-days, and finally to put their 
children to the heavy exhausting work, and in spite of 
all this they could not produce sufficient to feed their 
families. Underfeeding became permanent and led 
to the inevitable result, the degeneration of the peasants. 
In Russia, for instance, the peasant population during 
the twenty years prior to the reform of 1861 was quite 
stationary. 

Where the dominant class degenerates as a conse­
·quence of parasitism, and the subject labour class 
degenerates from exhaustion resulting from extreme 
exploitation, there can be no development to higher 
forms: the serf system of itself would lead to stagnation 
and then to decline. The only forces that ,could drive 
it forward· are those operating upon it from without. 
This is what happened in medireval Europe. The 
medireval agricultural world collapsed because side by 
side with it there arose another world, the towns, 
whose economic ties transformed the former, and 
became distinguished from it by its higher progressive 
conditions and relations. 
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artisans developed their crafts to such a degree that 
there could be no comparison with those carried on by 
the village craftsmen. Subsequently the feudal lords 
preferred to purchase their manufactures from the 
city artisans. Their peasants then had no longer 
to provide these goods, but to provide the means with 
which to procure them. This is how the individualisa­
tion of the town from the village took place. The 
slowness with which this took place can be judged by 
the fact that, according to the Duke of Bavaria of that 
day, the citizens of the town of Munich in 1589 could 
not have existed without ploughing and pasturage. 

At the period of the rise of the towns the extent of 
production increased many times. In the first place, 
labour became more productive, and, secondly, the 
quantity of social labour increased, for society bad 
become more extensive. With the increasing variety 
of social products the sphere of production engaged 
in the transp(Jrtation of products began ;apidly to 
develop. An increasing quantity of goods were required 
in places where they were not produced. A special 
social class arose who were engaged particularly in 
transporting products and distributing them among 
consumers-the merchant class. The technique of 
transporting products and communications generally 
improved, roads were laid, bridges built across rivers, 
larger and stronger ships were built capable of per­

.forming long voyages, and armed forces were placed 
along roads and at storing centres for the protection 
of goods under conveyance. 

As for industrial technique, that improved during 
this period by the numerous specialisations of technical 
methods. 'This was due to the fact that handicraft 
migrating from the village into the town, in the course 
of time, under the influence of expanding demand, 
split up into an increasing number of subdivisions. 
In the first stages of the development of the towns 
an artisan would be engaged at the same time in the 
several branches of his industry. In England, for 
instance! a smith would at the same hme do joiner's 
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work, a shoemaker would also do tanning. Subsequently 
handicraft split up into a number of special crafts ; 
tanning became specialised from shoemaking; instead 
of the clothier we had the spinner, weaver, fuller, and 
dyer; the smith's craft became divided into the 
cutler's and locksmith's and nailmaker's arid armourer's 
crafts, and the latter split up into the manufacture 
of shields, of swords, and of helmets. Such a wide 
specialisation caused the adaptation of the previously 
universal instruments to definite and special operations, 
which, of course, facilitated the growth of productivity 
of labour. Hand tools, however, remained predominant 
and this placed a certain limit on the increase of the 
productivity of labour. The strength and speed of 
movement of the human hands, even allowing for the 
greatest skill of the workmen, cannot exceed a certain 
physiological limit. 

In general the progress made was enormous. With 
the growth of the extent and variety of social 
production, with the development of the transport 
industry, with the improvement of the technique of 
communication between men, the power of nature 
over the social man weakened more and more. The 
material environment, the social life of man, ceased 
to depend wholly upon the natural conditions of the 
particular place. If the natural resources of one 
country were not sufficient to conquer nature, these 
means could be procured through other people from 
another country. Each new conquest in the struggle 
against nature spread much more rapidly than the 
previous one. This broke the domination of elemental 
forces and the economic ties of the mutual relations 
between men extended. The crude power of nature 
gave way before expanding, although not closely 
compact, social union. 

2. THE DEVELOPMENT OF TOWNS 

To the extent that the material forces of the town 
population increased the actual dependence of the 
town upon the seignior, upon whose land it is situated, 
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grew less. Sometimes by means of payments and 
sometimes by direct fighting the townsfolk acquired 
iqcreasing independence in the internal affairs of 
the town. The conflicts between the feudal lords 
weakened their power, and thus frequently created 
favourable opportunities for the town dwellers to 
settle their affairs with their feudal lord. Relying on 
their military power and strong walls, the town in 
many cases played a decisive role in this struggle 
by supporting one or another feudal lord. The town 
did not give its assistance for nothing, but in return 
for some new right or privilege. During the Crusades, 
when large numbers of feudal lords fell into financial 
embarrassment, many to'Yns were able to purchase 
their independence and land from the seignior and 
free themselves from feudal dues and obligations and 
the interference of the seignior with the internal affairs 
of the city. 

The struggle of the towns against the feudal lords 
who strove to maintain their power over them continued 
throughout the whole of the second half of the Middle 
Ages. The group first to take the lead in this struggle 
were the city merchants whose occupation developed 
in them ,great energy, pugnacity, and organising ability. 
Grouping around the oldest, richest, and most powerful 
merchant families, the richer merchants organised 
into the so-called guilds. These guilds in form had 
the usual religious character, but in reality had for 
their purpose the joint defence of common economic 
interests. Under the banner -of the guilds the town 
long continued the struggle for i1ldependence. The 
structure of the guild and the relations between the 
rich families at the head and the remaining members 
of the organisation strongly recalled the relations 
of the seignior and his vassals. _ 

In the course of time, the further development of 
handicraft and the growing strength of the artisan class 
Jed to another grouping of the town population-the 
fonnation of the craft guilds. \ 

Essentially the guild organisation represents a relic 
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ofthe patriarchal relations, that communal. guardianship 
, over the individual and individual enterprises which 
. existed in the agricultural communes of the feudal 
period. What forces could have caused these relics of 
former relations to assert themselves and develop 
among new social formations ? 

In small handicraft production mutual aid and sup­
port among producers is essential in order to make their 
position firm and secure. Without such aid, the small 
producer, as a consequence of his economic weakness, 
always stood in danger of losing his all at the first 
misfortune, such as a temporary fall of prices, the 
breaking of some tool, a fire or theft. 

The position of the handicraftsmen becomes par­
ticularly shaky when there is free competition between 
them. Competition would mean ruin for the weakest, 
and these are the majority. It was, therefore, necessary 
for those working in a particular craft to unite in order 
to abolish competition. . 

In all probability the origins of the guild organisation 
must be sought in the communal relations of the feudal 
agricultural world. Historical traces of the rise of the 
guilds may be found between the eleventh and thir­
teenth centuries. Sometimes guilds arose in the form 
of temporary combinations between the craftsmen of 
a given town working at a given craft, or at several 
allied crafts. Such temporary unions became more 
stable as the advantages of unity became obvious to 
their members, and finally they became permanent. 

Penn anent guilds developed not only as a consequence 
of the fact that the guilds had to organise the struggle 
for the emancipation of the town from feudal oppression, 
but also because the old aristocracy of the towns did 
not readily abandon their dominant position in political 
life, and the guilds had to exert considerable effort to 
break their stubbornness. 

Developing amidst approximately the same social 
conditions, the main features of the construction of the 
various guilds were of one type, although, of course, 
may have differed in some details. 
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Each guild had its elected administration and its 
rules. The rules of the guilds were rather varied, rather 
democratic in general, but bearing traces of aristocratic 
tendencies. These traces at first, in the period of the 
struggle against the old civic aristocracy and against 
feudalism, were inconsiderable and hardly noticeable. 
Even serfs had the right to become equal members of 
the guild if they had lived a year and a day in the town. 
In the course of time, as the guilds acquired the actual 
domination in public affairs and secured the possibility 
in their turn of becoming the aristocracy of the town, the 
democracy of the guilds began to decline. The guilds 
began to divide into different groups; one had more rights 
than the other, as, for instance, those who were not yet 
independent masters or those who had not fully served 
their period of professional training. The first are 
journeymen (appearing in Gennany in the thirteenth 
century) and the second apprentices (appearing in 
Germany in the fourteenth century). 

From that time only" master craftsmen," i.e., those 
who independently follow their craft, are full and equal . 
members of the guild. These are a peculiar kind of 
artisan aristocracy; but this aristocracy was pased not 
on birth or wealth, but on the art of handicraft, on the 
degree of skill at their craft. Every craftsman with a 
certain amount of energy and ability could aspire to 
the position of master craftsman. For this purpose he 
had first of all to serve as an apprentice with some 
master craftsman; then he had to pass an examination 
of.his skill at his craft as a journeyman. This, however, 
does not give him the right to open a workshop of his 
own; he must work as a wage worker for a certain 
number of years. Only after he had done this could he 
go up for examination as a master craftsman, and if he 
passed he could then carryon his trade independently. 
His rights in the sphere of public affairs increase 
parallel with the rise in his economic position. 

The essence of the system obviously consists in 
avoiding excessive competition among craftsmen arising 
from a too rapid increase in the number of businesses. 
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Many other measures were taken to reduce competi­
tion. Thus the number of journeymen and apprentices 
which each master craftsman could employ was limited 
to two or three, and was rarely more than five. Conse­
quently the master craftsman could not at will extend 
his business, and could not greatly increase the 
productivity of labour in his business by means of 
increased co-operation and division of labour; he 
could not by these means squeeze other artisans out 
of the market and compel them to starve. His business 
was doomed to remain a small one, and for that reason 
there was room for all in the market. 

As the number of employed workers was small, the . 
profits received from their labour were insufficient to 
allow the· master craftsman to live comfortably by 
limiting his functions merely to that of organising. He 
had to work side by side with his men, as a consequence 
of which in the first period of the guilds, before new 
forces had come to the front to break up the old forms, 
the relations between the master craftsman and his 
workmen were friendly and domestic. 

Furthermore, in order to avoid inequality in com­
petition, the length of the working day and the number 
of working days in the year were strictly defined by 
rule. Nor is there any difference in the length of 
the working time of the master craftsman and 
of his men, for both permanently work side by 
side. The working time varies in the various guilds, 
usually between fifty and sixty hours a week (in 
England in the fifteenth century it was eight hours a 
day). In addition to the numerous holidays in the 
Catholic Church Calendar, the Monday of each week was 
also kept as a holiday. 

The wages to be paid to a workman, the minimum 
price of commodities, and the qualities it must possess 
before the master could sell -them were also usually 
fixed by the rules ofthe guild. 

Production was regulated and defined by rules down 
to the minutest details. All these regulations tended to 
one thing, viz., that all master craftsmen conducted their 
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tions was unfavourable for the carrying out of such 
a task as "gathering up the lands." Their power was 
not sufficiently centralised, and therefore insufficient 
for this task. 

Thus the progress of events imposed upon the 
military feudal system the "historic mission" of 
developing out of itself fresh forces capable of 
establishing order in the land, and there the necessary 
elements were found. 

The quarrels between the petty feudal lords them­
selves, and between them and the towns, played into 
the hands of the greater feudal lords, particularly the 
princes and kings. Gradually they began to " gather 
up the lands" in their own hands by subduing the 
petty feudal lords and almexing their domains to their 
own. The petty feudal lords energetically resisted 
the encroachments of their suzerains, but the latter 
found in the towns energetic and reliable allies who 
were hostile to the former. The alliance with the 
towns placed means at the disposal of the kings which 
their antagonists could not obtain. The kings organised 
standing armies which enabled them to go to war at 
any moment, and this the feudal lord was not able to do. 

The progress of military organisation rendered 
considerable service to the cause of the kings and 
hastened their victory over their unruly subjects. 
The discovery of the use of gunpowder rendered the 
hitherto inaccessible castles and iron weapons of the 
feudal lords useless. The feudal lords ceased to be 
invincible when they ceased to be socially necessary. 
The subdued feudal lords became simply landowners 
and in the majority of cases entered the service of 
the kings. 

The Catholic Church, like the other feudal lords, 
very reluctantly, and not without energetic resistance, 
surrendered its prior organisational function in 
social life to a new force. At times the clergy succeeded 
in winning important victories against the monarchs. 

At the end of the Middle Ages the struggle 
ended with the victory of the kings. Thus gradually 
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developed the extensive absolute monarchic organisa­
tions capable for a time of guaranteeing the peaceful 
progress of the developing exchange system. 

4. THE FORCES OF DEVELOPMENT OF THE MEDLEV AL 

TOWNS 

The exchange system of the towns was much more 
capable of development than the feudal and serf 
systems. The absence of subject labour, the growth 
of specialisation, the extensive commercial ties, and 
the increase of . the productivity of labour laid the 
foundation for the whole of the subsequent economic 
development of Europe. The surplus labour of the 
towns was not spent on the whims of a degenerate 
feudal parasitic class, but on the expansion and im­
provements of the methods of production. As the 
towns stood to the country in the relation of monopolists 
they were able by means of trade to squeeze part of 
the surplus labour out of the country also. All this 
facilitated the enrichment of the towns which in a few 
centuries reached a state of magnificent prosperity. 

In the period of the city handicraft system a new 
motive force arose-competition. Individual enter­
prises strove to secure the most favourable positions 
for themselves on the market. This could be achieved 
by reducing the amount of labour necessary to be 
expended in the production of one or another com­
modity' in other words by increasing the productivity 
of labour. From this follows the development of 
technique, the primary motive power of economic 
development. It is true that competition was but 
weakly developed at this stage of social life : the handi­
craft guild system limited it by a variety of means. 
But the very measures adopted by the guild against 
competition proved that competition existed, and that 
its influence was sufficiently important to make it 
necessary to introduce these measures to combat it. 
The framework of the guilds could not altogether 
fetter it, and later on it gradually undermined and 
finally broke this framework. 



ECONOMIC SCIENCE 183 

5. THE MAIN FEATURES OF THE IDEOLOGY OF THE 
PRE-CAPITALIST EpOCH 

The serf and the handicraft guild systems made an 
enormous breach in the self-sufficing systems prevailing 
previously to them. The former arose as a consequence 
of the rise of exchange, and they in their turn facilitated 
the development of exchange. But the influence of 
the old ideology was still very strong. This is due, first 
of all, to the fact that social consciousness is generally 
conservative, and secondly to the fact that authori­
tarian relations still prevailed in the feudal village 
and in the handicraft guild town. The power of the 
landowners in the country and the master craftsmen 
in the towns made a deep impress on the ideology of 
society. Ideas in general continued to remain authori­
tarian and feudal conceptions still dominated men's 
minds. 

But as economic relations underwent a change, as 
exchange, undermining the old social forms, developed, 
the elements of new ideas began to develop. The first 
of these was exchange fetishism. 

This exchange fetishism was the expression of a 
new power which subjected man in exchange society­
the power of social relations. 

In exchange is expressed the division of labour 
among men-but this is unorganised division of labour. 
It is this unorganised character ofthe division of labour 
which renders the producers incapable of adapting 
themselves to their mutual relations and causes them 
to designate these relations as a " power." 

As has been explained, prices of commodities are 
subject to the law of value, i.e., in their fluctuation 
prices always tend to correspond to value. But at 
any given moment prices to a more or less degree 
deviate from value because the law of value is not 
carried out consciously by an organised power, but 
by the elemental mechanism of competition. At any 
given moment a producer of commodities stands the 
risk of finding himself unadapted to the conditions 
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of the market; his labour power, partly or com­
pletely, has been spent uselessly, his participation in 
social distribution diminished, and his consumption 
reduced, and this means the partial or complete 
collapse of his labour power and his business. 

As a consequence of all this the market to the 
producer represents an external force to which he 
must adapt himself, but whether he succeeds or not 
does not depend upon his will. In the same way 
external nature, with its innumerable unexpected 
dangers, presented itself to the mind of the savage. 
From this arise the two varying forms of fetishism. 

The market and competition, with its frequent and 
bitter struggles, conceal from the eyes of the producer 
the fact of the social alliance, of social co-operation, 
in the struggle against nature. Buyer and seller, who 
have both actually worked for society, meet on the 
market, not as members of the same social alliance, 
but as opponents. The ·producer has no possibility 
of understanding that his labour is. an expenditure of 
social labour power like the labour of other producers. 

The producer of commodities cannot know anything 
of the social value of commodities because he is not 
accustomed to regard commodities as a social product. 
Observing numerous cases of exchange, he has a con­
ception of values-in reality the usual price of 
commodities-but to him it is an inexplicable pheno­
menon. He cannot connect this with the expenditure 
of social labour power first of all, because he has no 
conception of the social character of the labour with 
which the product was produced, and, secondly, because 
value presents itself to him always in the form of a 
definite quantity of money and not in· the form 
of a definite quantity of labour. If the producer of 
commodities cannot in his mind connect value with 
the relations of the social labour of men, he can, 
however, connect it with the commodity itself. Super­
ficially, this is quite· natural; no matter who may have 
the commodity, the producer or some other person, 
it is always sold for its inherent value. From this 
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nothing is easier to conclude than that value-the 
capacity of being sold for a certain sum of money-is 
an attribute of the commodity itself independent of men 
or of society, in short that value is the natural quality 
of a commodity. Whence comes the quality? what 

. determines its limits? the producer never seeks to 
know. To him the exchange value of an axe is five 
shillings and nothing else, it exists in the axe itself 
independently of anything else, just as for the natural 
fetishist the spirit of an axe was the spirit of the axe 
and nothing else. Not having the possibility of com­
prehending that exchange expresses the social labour 
co-operation of men in the struggle against nature, 
i.e., the social relations between men, commodity 
fetishism considers the capacity of commodities to 
exchange to be the inherent natural quality of com­
modities themselves. 

Thus, what in reality represents the relations between 
men seems to it to be the relations between things. 
Exchange fetishism consequently represents the opposite 
to natural fetishism which represents the relations 
between things as the relations between men. 

Exchange fetishism expresses the domination of 
human relations over men, just as natural fetishism 
expressed the domination of external nature over man. 
Where the social man comes up against some elemental 
force which he cannot subordinate to himself, and to 
which his mind cannot adapt itself, he inevitably 
creates for himself a fetish. 

The development of exchange also creates the illusion 
of individual production.. The individual producer 
imagines that his enterprise is economically quite 
independent. As a matter of fact, there is no such thing 
as individual production in exchange society. A single 
enterprise represents but a part of an economic society 
of labour to which it is bound by a million threads. But 
the individual commodity producers enter the market 
as opponents. When two representatives of exchange 
society meet in the capacity of buyer and seller, one 
strives to buy advantageously and the other to sell 
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remarkable peculiarity of the means of exchange is 
ascribed to money as such; there arises moneyfetishism, 
which aroUses an insatiable greed for accumulation. 
At first accumulation has for its aim the satisfaction 
of immediate requirements, but in the course of time, 
when, with the development of competition, a large 
reserve of money begins to give a tremendous advantage 
in the economic struggle, accumulation acquires a special 
character. From a means it is converted into an end 
in itself; the commodity producer and merchant begin 
to accumulate for the sake of accumulation. 

The illusion of individual production also created the 
fetishism of private property. It appeared with the 
development of exchange. 

The conception of "property" arose only when 
" individuality" arose in the commune in the person of 
the organiser. Only then was it possible to speak of a 
given tool or article as "belonging" to the patriarch, 
who, owing to his special function in the system of 
production, stood out from among the other members 
of the commune. No one but he, for instance, could put 
on the adornments of a chief. But" property" in 
that period is radically different from property in 
modern times. The patriarch organiser could not grant 
or bequeath his weapons to anybody else. On the death 
of the chief, or on his retirement, all his "property" 
was transferred to his successor. 

With the development of exchange the conception 
of property acquires quite another character. When two 
exchanging parties represent two individual communes 
they confront each other as the owners and non-owners 
of a given commodity and recognise each other as such .. 
With the development of the individuaIisation of 
production this polarity of exchanging commodity 
producers acquires, as we saw, a more marked form. 
The tools and products of his labour, and commodities, 
belong to the individual, who purchased them on the 
market. He imagines these things as something that is 
his own, and that has no relation to other men. The 
individual regards his property as a relation between 
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his things and himself. This is the fetishism Df private 
prDperty. 

That this is indeed a fetish, that the individualistic 
cDnceptiDn Df private prDperty is an illusiDn, is evident 
alDne frDm the fact that a YDuth may be the Dwner 
Df. an enDrmDUS fDrtune to. which he, Df cDurse, has 
no. practical relatiDn and Df which he can have no. 
cDnceptiDn. This YDuth can be the Dwner because 
sDciety recDgnises him as such, and if necessary will 
protect his prDperty frDm any attempt Df anybDdy else 
to. acqure it. This example clearly ShDWS that prDperty 
is a social relaiion, the relation of society simultaneously . 
to a given person and to given things. 

Private property determines individualism. Indivi­
duality, in the minds Df men, separates itself mDre and 
mDre sharply frDm the rest Df sDciety. At the same time 
there develDps a self-cDnsciDusness Df individuality 
which regards itself and its Dwn interests as the centre 
Df life and nDt the authDrity and his cDmmands as 
was the case in fDrmer times. Filled with the greed fDr 
accumulatiDn and acquisitiDn, it seeks new paths and 
methDds Df enrichment. This makes itself felt first Df 
all in the eCDnDmic sphere and then in the sphere Df 
ideas which serves as a weapDn in the struggle fDr 
eCDnDmic advantage. 

Thus exchange gradually destrDYs authDritarian 
fetishism, which dDminated in natural self-sufficing 
sDciety, and gives rise to new fDrms DfthDught which l:I.re 
no. IDnger cDnfined by the fDrmer narrow limits. 
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VII 

MERCHANT CAPITALISM 

1. THE GENERAL CONCEPTION OF CAPITAL 

139 

I N common parlance capital is taken to mean 
wealth which produces profit. But this is totally 
incorrect, because no wealth, by itself, can create 

profit. 
Let us take a concrete example: a merchant possesses 

a certain sum of money. He spends this money on the 
purchase of commodities, and later, by selling these 
. commodities, he receives a certain profit. This operation 
,can be expressed in the following formula: M (money)" 
C (commodity), M1 (money), in which M1 is a greater 
quantity than M, otherwise there would be no purpose 
in making the operation. Let us suppose. that M 
represents £8, and that M1 represents £10. Let us 
suppose further that the production of the money 
metal contained in two shillings demands the expendi­
ture of one day's socially necessary labour power. 
Consequently, the merchant in spending £8 not only 
receives this back again, but receives an additional 
£2 or :products representing twenty days socially 
necessary labour. 

The surplus may originate from two sources. It is 
possible that the transfer of the commodities from the 
producer. from whom the merchant bought them, to 
the cons.'U1ller, to whom the merchant sold them, 
required the expenditure of twenty days' labour. In 
this case the merchant completes the work of the 
direct pn1ducer,' he finishes the necessary labour 
process of producing the commodity; that which the 
merchant :receives in this case bears the same character 
as that which the artisan receives. In the majority of 
cases, however, the amount oflabour expended by the 
merchant by no means exhausts the difference between 
M and Ml. This difference arises from the fact that 
the merc1mnt does not pay the artisan for the whole of 
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A manufacturer purchases means of production and 
labour power which comprises industrial capital. 
When the process of production· is completed, he 
obtains commodities which are sold for a sum of money 
exceeding that which he originally expended. The 
surplus is obtained by the manufacturer, in paying the 
workmen wages, giving them only a part of the values, 
which they had added to the means of production, in 
converting them into the finished product. Thus the 
profit derived from capital in this instance also 
originates from the appropriation of the product of 
another's labour, from the exploitation of the labour 
power of another person. 

This exploitation is possible because the means of 
production, without which it cannot be carried on, do 
not belong to the direct producer, or perhaps the latter 
does not possess them in sufficient quantities, but 
either wholly or partly represent the private property 
of the capitalist. From this point of view capital 
should be defined as means of production which have 
become means of exploitation owing to the fact that they 
are private property. 

The majority of bourgeois economists define capital 
as "a product of labour used for further production." 
If this is a correct definition then the stick which the 
savages use to knock off fruits from trees or the spear 
which he uses to kill a wild beast for the sake of its 
flesh are also capital. Such a definition would make us 
believe that· capital has existed as long as man has 
existed, whereas we see that the existence of capital 
is connected with a definite system of productive 
relations, viz., the exchange organisation. As this 
system is not eternal, as it appears as a definite stage 
of economic development, and at a definite stage may 
disappear, so capital represents an historically transi­
tional phenomenon. From this point of view the awl 
of an itinerant cobbler, passing from one customer to 
another, or the plough of a peasant working together 
with his family, no more represents capital than the bow 
or the sickle of primitive man. Means of production 
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and money, which represents the general form of value 
of the former, become capital only in the hands of 
those who, basing themselves on their property rights, 
use them for the purpose of appropriating the surplus 
labour of others irrespective of whether the . latter are 
wage workers or apparently independent producers. 
If these same means of proquction should cease to be 
private property, and consequently means of ex­
ploitation, they would cease to be capital, although, of 
course, preserving their use in production. 

2. THE TECHNICAL RELATIONS OF PRODUCTION 

Two fundamental facts determined the transition 
of handicraft city society to commercial capitalist 
society: first, the general increase in production, 
an d, secondly, the very rapid development of that 
branch of production engaged in the distribution of 
commodities. 

The general growth of production was a necessary 
result of the forces of development which operated in 
handicraft city society. 

The particularly great progress of "commercial 
transport" was due to the fact that, with the growth 
of production as a whole and the developing division 
of labour, it was necessary not only to transport a 
larger mass of products, but to transport them over 
greater distances than previously. 

Expanding production is no longer limited by the 
adjacent markets, but step by step enters into con­
nection with the more distant markets, to which 
an ever-increasing share of products have to be trans­
ported. The discovery of these more distant markets, 
as well as maintaining connection with them, becomes 
an increasingly difficult task. At the same time the 
conveyance of products from the workshop to the 
market acquires increasing importance in the general 
system of production. 

In accordance with this, changes take place in the 
social functions of the various groups of society. 
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3. THE EXPANSION OF THE POWER OF MERCHANT 

CAPITAL OVER PRODUCTION 

As the area of the market expanded and it became 
difficult and even impossible for the small commodity 
producer to maintain contact with it, the economic 
power and social importance of the class which 
specialised in this task increased. 

Producing commodities for a wide, indefmite, and 
distant market the small commodity producer loses 
all possibility of personally placing his goods on the 
market as happened in the majority of cases when the 
market was limited, near, and definite. It is known, for 
example, that a watch made by an English craftsman 
in the sixteenth century was sold in Turkey. At the 
beginning of the same century, according to a con­
temporary, woodwork manufactured in Kaluga [Now 
a province of Russia.-Tr.] "was exported to Moscow, 
Lithuania, and other adjacent countries." Under such 
conditions the small producer could not, of course, 
himself place the products of his labour upon the 
market. Thus the last operation of production-the 
distribution of the product-finally became separated 
from the other processes, and the need of the producer 
for a go-between became imperative. Out of this 
arose the economic dependence of the producer upon 
the merchant. The producer had to sell his product 
to the merchant in order to be able to continue his 
work, but the conditions of this transaction ceased 
to be equal for both sides. In the first place, the pro­
ducer does not know the actual conditions of the 
market in which the merchant sells his products. 
Secondly, the producer cannot wait, for owing to his 
small stocks he must sell his products immediately in 
order to be able to acquire the means for continuing 
his business. The merchant, on the other hand, having 
all the necessary information and possessing com­
paratively larger means can postpone his purchases 
if the conditions offered him are not to his liking. 
Consequently the producer generally has to give way 
and accept the price offered him by the merchant. 
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This does not mean, however, that the producer 
will sell his products at an arbitrarily low price; 
in the first place, there is competition among the 
merchants, and in the last resort, although with 
extreme difficulty, he can find another merchant; 
secondly, it is not to the advantage of the merchant 
to destroy the business of the producer by imposing 
too heavy conditions upon him, for by doing so he 
would not be able to extract any more profit out of him 
and would thus destroy the basis of his own well-being. 
Consequently exploitation is carried on to a degree 
which still allows the small producer the necessary 
means for continuing his business; all above that is 
taken by the merchant by reducing the price which 
he gives for the product below its value. 

It should be observed that frequently the merchant 
buyer was not merely a merchant, but a producer 
carrying out the final operation in the manufacture 
of a particular commodity before it is sent to market. 
For instance, in the manufacture of clocks, which 
right from the fiTI;t was divided among a number of 
small producers, each making the various parts of 
the clock, the craftsmen who assembled the various 
parts usually also acted as merchants. . In the textile 
industry this part was played by the finisher. In 
essentials this case is in no way different from the 
other; that producer becomes dominant who carried 
out the last operations in the manufacture of a 
product, no matter whether it is the last or the last 
two operations. 

The seizure of economic domination by the merchant 
is· facilitated by the fact that small enterprises are 
very unstable. Any accidental shock, any natural or 
economic calamity, threatens ruin to the enterprise of 
the small producer and compels him to resort to the 
assistance of the economically stronger members of 
society, usually these very same merchants. Then 
the merchants act in another role, that of usurer­
creditor. In lending money to the producer for· the 
purpose of enabling him to maintain his business, he 
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IS really paying beforehand the prices of the goods 
which the producer, his debtor, will produce. The 
effect will be that the price of these commodities will 
be forced down still lower, and the dependence of the 
producer upon the merchant will be still more 
permanent. Usually under such circumstances the 
producer formally undertakes not to sell his products 
to any other merchant than his creditor. 

The usurer and merchant buyer are not always com­
bined in the same person; frequently these two 
functions are specialised. This fact, however, does not 
alter the position of the producer. Frequently the 
usurer in his development becomes a merchant buyer, 
thus extending his socially productive role. The mer­
chant, by force of circumstances, is compelled to act 
as the usurer in rendering assistance to declining 
enterprises.l 

Thus, although formally the small producer remains 

lOne of the most striking examples of this is the so-called 
" Kulak" [Literally a "fist."-Tr.] in the villages in Russia. 
Owing to many reasons, crude primitive technique, which places 
production in almost complete dependence on atmospheric 
conditions and on external nature in general, the heavy burdens 
of dues and taxations, and the fluctuations of the price of corn, 
&c., the peasants' farms fall into an unstable position. Under the 
natural self-sufficing system one of these reasons did not exist 
(the fluctuation of prices); the others only led to the curtailment 
of consumption by the peasant's family. Under the money 
system, however; all these reasons lead to a moment arising 
when the peasant is in extreme need of money-for the purchase 
of instruments, seeds; for paying dues, &c. As the sale of the 
peasants' commodities (com and, as we shall see later, labour 
power) in most cases does not realise the necessary sum, he must 
resort for assistance to the kulak-usually his wealthier neighbour. 
'l'he kulak lends'the money, but -for enormous interest (in the 
majority of cases for 10 or 20 per cent.). Furthermore, the loan 
is frequently repaid not only in money but in labour (the kulak 
is usually a farmer) or in produce (the kulak is also in this case 
a merchant). As, however, the interest is high, and the peasant's 
farm 'is very shaky, and in addition to which, owing to his 
general ignorance and his ignorance of the laws, the peasant is 
usually cheated, his indebtedness ,does not decrease, but increases. 
Finally, when the loan actually has been repaid over and over 
again, juridically it is so great that the peasant can no longer 
retain his fa.rm anq it passes into the hands of his creditor. 



146 A SHORT COURSE OF 

free, his real independence has disappeared. Basing 
himself on his economic power, the merchant intervenes 
in the productive activities of the small producer: 
acts as controller and the supreme organiser of 
production. In accordance with his interests, the mer­
chant indicates in what quantity, in what quality, and 
at what time a certain product should be finished and 
fixes the price for it. The producer is compelled to agree 
to this, otherwise he will not be able to sell his com­
modities. In accordance with his interests the merchant 
compels the producer to curtail production or helps 
him to increase it. Indirectly the merchant influences 
the technique of production in demanding products of 
a particular quality. In general, the merchant, if not 
formally, at least actually, becomes the organiser of 
small industry. 

. Thus, actually small enterprises are combined under 
the authority of a single organiser. This combination 
is far from being complete; it still leaves the small 
producer considerable independence in the internal 
affairs of his enterprise. This is merchant capitalist 
organisation of production. 

Merchant capitalist production cannot be regarded 
as typical small production. Although the greater part 
of the process of producing commodities is carried out 
in small and formally separate workshops, it is never­
theless large-scale production for the market. 

The process of the development can be traced in the 
histories of a number of industries in western Europe. 
Solingen had long been known for its manufacture of 
steel weapons. The craftsmen in this trade themselves 
took their products to the fair, and on returning home 
went back to their work. But when trade developed, 
some of these craftsmen became merchants, who were 
exclusively engaged in trading in Solingen arms and, 
in fact, controlled the whole industry of the town. To 
execute the orders of the merchant became the common 
practice. The same thing took place in the Italian 
cities (Venice, Genoa, &c.) which manufactured silk 
fabrics for the whole of Europe. 
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According to the rules of the guild every master 
craftsman himself had to sell his product directly to the 
consumer. This was one of the measures adopted by the 
guild to prevent competition and the rise in power of 
individual craftsmen. In the course of time, however, 
the guilds had to abandon this principle. They started 
by allowing one craftsman to sell his goods to another, 
and later allowed those craftsmen to buy goods who 
had ceased to produce goods. Sometimes it happened 
that merchants who did not belong to the craft guild 
were allowed to join it, and thus received the oppor­
tunity of trading in the products of the craftsmen. 
This was the period, however, when the compactness 
of the craftsmen, fighting for their existence, still 
represented a real force. With the subjection of the 
craftsman to the merchant all limitations in the method 
of disposing of the products of the craftsmen was gradu­
ally removed. The expansion of the market slowly but 
surely undermined the existence. of the craft guild, 
which gradually lost its economic importance. 

To work for the merchant in the course of time 
became the common practice. Thus at the end of the 
sixteenth century a single merchant in the Basle silk 
industry gave out work to about sixteen craftsmen. In 
the first half of the seventeenth century the number of 
looms working for a single merchant reached about 
fifty. In Nottingham in 1750 fifty merchants provided 
work for 1,200 stocking weaving looms. In the silk­
weaving industry in Lyons in the eighteenth century 
the average number of craftsmen working for a single 
merchant was from eight to fourteen, employing from 
thirty-five to fifty workers. 

As merchant capital developed, it acquired increasing 
power over the producer and widened its sphere of 
influence in the internal organisation of industry. It 
should be observed in addition that the remnants of 
feudal relations did not in the least hinder merchant 
capital from seizing the power of organisation, and with 
it the power of exploitation of peasant farming. In 
undermining the well-being of the serf peasants, the 
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landowner reduced his own power of resistance to 
merchant capital. In transforming his feudal dues into 
a money payment he compelled the peasants to sell 
their products, and thus forced them into the hands 
of merchant capital. Finally, the landowner himself 
assumed the function of merchant capitalist as buyer 
or usurer. 

Very often the merchant undertook to supply the 
producer with the materials of production which the 
latter purchased from the former. As it became more 
and more frequent for the producer to take these 
materials on credit, the transaction became much 
more simple: the merchant . simply gave these 
materials to the small producer who had to manu­
facture goods out of them for the merchant at a 
previously agreed price. As a consequence the producer 
lost his independence to an even greater degree. 
Strictly speaking, it can no longer be said that the 
producer sells his goods to the merchant; he merely 
receives payment from the merchant for the labour 
he expends· in converting the latter's materials into 
finished· goods and for the wear and tear of his own 
tools. If we removed this second part of the payment 
we should have what is commonly called wages. 

This is the domestic system of large-scale capitalist 
production, the second stage of the development of 
merchant capitalism. 

This stage of capitalism forced its roots down so 
deep into society that it still continues to exist at the 
present day, i.e., in the period of the domination of 
the highest form of capitalism. In Germany at the 
end of the last century there were half a million people 
employed in home industries. In Switzerland in the 
same period 20 per cent. of the whole working popula­
tion worked in their own homes under the direction 
of merchant capital. Home industry is widespread 
even in England where it is known by the characteristic 
term of the" sweating system." In Russia it is known 
as the "Kustar" industry and embraces one and 
a-half million workers. The kustar -Norks almost 
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exclusively for the merchant. The merchant supplies 
him with the raw material and even tools, and lends 
him money. It is clear that under these conditions 
the kustar is actually converted into a wage worker 
for the merchant capitalist. 

The large-scale character of domestic capitalist 
production is evident not only from the fact that goods 
are conveyed to the market in large quantities, but 
also from the wholesale supply of raw materials which 
are afterwards distributed among individual small 
producers. 

It is clear that the greater the actual dependence 
of the small producer upon merchant capital, the 
more rapidly does the former lose the last shreds of 
independence, and the less able is' he to resist the 
further encroachments of the latter. 

Sometimes, after the complete ruin of the small 
producer, the merchant capitalist finds it advantageous 
to supply him not .only with materials, but also with 
tools, and thus the final traces of the independence 
of the small enterprise disappear. This is the last 
stage in the development of merchant capital and 
the border line of its transition to industrial capital. 

4. THE DECAY OF THE SMALL ENTERPRISE AND 

THE DEVELOPMENT OF TIlE CLASS STRUGGLE 

The external aspect of merchant capital changes 
very little in the organisation of the enterprises of 
individual small producers, but a considerable change 
takes place in the inter-relations between the groups. 

At first the invasion of merchant capital into the 
life of the small enterprise is advantageous for the 
producer. The merchant, forced to compete with 
local buyers, gives the producer fairly good prices, 
and above all gives him large orders for distant markets . 
But things change as the producer falls into economic 
dependence upon the merchant. The yoke of com­
mercial capital then becomes for the producer an ever­
increasing and often an unbearable burden. The 
well-being of the small enterprise is forced down to 
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a. level which leaves the merchant capitalist nothing 
more to take. The small producer exhausts himself 
in the effort to maintain his previous position or, 
at least, to keep it at a definite level. Not only does 
he exhaust himself, but he compels his wife and 
children to work harder. Children are forced to do 
heavy work at an age at which formerly they had 
opportunities of unhindered development. The female 
members of the family are no longer limited to house­
work as was the case formerly, but take an active 
part in producing for the market in every sphere in 
which the technique of production will permit. The 
head of the family becomes an exploiter of his family 
just to the extent that he is exploited by the merchant 
capitalist. 

This fact is strikingly evident in rural home industry 
where agriculture is conducted as a subsidiary occupa­
tion to handicraft. This has not for its defence such 
strong organisations as the guilds of the town artisans, 
and for that reason falls more easily under the power 
of merchant capital. The merchant, in fixing the 
price of the commodities of the rural artisan, takes 
into consideration the subsidiary support which the 
former obtains from agriculture, and forces prices 
down to such a level that the artisan, even with his 
two occupations, cannot secure the necessary means 
of livelihood. The exploitation of the labour power 
of the artisan reaches such a degree that it leads to 
the degeneration of that class.1 

Such also is the fate of peasant economy with its 
subsidiary home industry. The position of both 
the peasant and the artisan in the serf village 

1 It must be noted that, at its earliest stage of development in 
the form of merchant capital,capital strives to break up the 
patriarchal form of the family and the absolute power of the 
latter. In taking part in production for the market, leaving the 
sphere of pure domestic occupations, the women acquire 
considerable economic importance in the life of the family. This 
destroys the economic basis of the inequality of women. But 
the power of obsolete custom is so great that much time passed 
before the influence of merchant capital made itself clearly felt. 






































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































