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I examine the system of bourgeois economy in the following order: capital, landed 
property, wage-labour; the State, foreign trade, world market.

The economic conditions of existence of the three great classes into which modern 
bourgeois society is divided are analysed under the first three headings; the 
interconnection of the other three headings is self-evident. The first part of the first book, 
dealing with Capital, comprises the following chapters: 1. The commodity, 2. Money or 
simple circulation; 3. Capital in general. The present part consists of the first two chapters. 
The entire material lies before me in the form of monographs, which were written not for 
publication but for self-clarification at widely separated periods; their remoulding into an 
integrated whole according to the plan I have indicated will depend upon circumstances. 

A general introduction, which I had drafted, is omitted, since on further consideration it 
seems to me confusing to anticipate results which still have to be substantiated, and the 
reader who really wishes to follow me will have to decide to advance from the particular 
to the general. A few brief remarks regarding the course of my study of political economy 
are appropriate here. 

Although I studied jurisprudence, I pursued it as a subject subordinated to philosophy and 
history. In the year 1842-43, as editor of the Rheinische Zeitung, I first found myself in 
the embarrassing position of having to discuss what is known as material interests. The 
deliberations of the Rhenish Landtag on forest thefts and the division of landed property; 
the official polemic started by Herr von Schaper, then Oberprasident of the Rhine 
Province, against the Rheinische Zeitung about the condition of the Moselle peasantry, 
and finally the debates on free trade and protective tariffs caused me in the first instance 
to turn my attention to economic questions. On the other hand, at that time when good 
intentions “to push forward” often took the place of factual knowledge, an echo of French 
socialism and communism, slightly tinged by philosophy, was noticeable in the 
Rheinische Zeitung. I objected to this dilettantism, but at the same time frankly admitted 
in a controversy with the Allgemeine Augsburger Zeitung that my previous studies did 
not allow me to express any opinion on the content of the French theories. When the 



publishers of the Rheinische Zeitung conceived the illusion that by a more compliant 
policy on the part of the paper it might be possible to secure the abrogation of the death 
sentence passed upon it, I eagerly grasped the opportunity to withdraw from the public 
stage to my study.  

The first work which I undertook to dispel the doubts assailing me was a critical re-
examination of the Hegelian philosophy of law; the introduction to this work being 
published in the Deutsch-Franzosische Jahrbucher issued in Paris in 1844. My inquiry 
led me to the conclusion that neither legal relations nor political forms could be 
comprehended whether by themselves or on the basis of a so-called general development 
of the human mind, but that on the contrary they originate in the material conditions of 
life, the totality of which Hegel, following the example of English and French thinkers of 
the eighteenth century, embraces within the term “civil society”; that the anatomy of this 
civil society, however, has to be sought in political economy. The study of this, which I 
began in Paris, I continued in Brussels, where I moved owing to an expulsion order 
issued by M. Guizot. The general conclusion at which I arrived and which, once reached, 
became the guiding principle of my studies can be summarised as follows.  

In the social production of their existence, men inevitably enter into definite relations, 
which are independent of their will, namely relations of production appropriate to a given 
stage in the development of their material forces of production. The totality of these 
relations of production constitutes the economic structure of society, the real foundation, 
on which arises a legal and political superstructure and to which correspond definite 
forms of social consciousness. The mode of production of material life conditions the 
general process of social, political and intellectual life. It is not the consciousness of men 
that determines their existence, but their social existence that determines their 
consciousness. At a certain stage of development, the material productive forces of 
society come into conflict with the existing relations of production or – this merely 
expresses the same thing in legal terms – with the property relations within the 
framework of which they have operated hitherto. From forms of development of the 
productive forces these relations turn into their fetters. Then begins an era of social 
revolution. The changes in the economic foundation lead sooner or later to the 
transformation of the whole immense superstructure.  

In studying such transformations it is always necessary to distinguish between the 
material transformation of the economic conditions of production, which can be 
determined with the precision of natural science, and the legal, political, religious, artistic 
or philosophic – in short, ideological forms in which men become conscious of this 
conflict and fight it out. Just as one does not judge an individual by what he thinks about 
himself, so one cannot judge such a period of transformation by its consciousness, but, on 
the contrary, this consciousness must be explained from the contradictions of material life, 
from the conflict existing between the social forces of production and the relations of 
production. No social order is ever destroyed before all the productive forces for which it 
is sufficient have been developed, and new superior relations of production never replace 
older ones before the material conditions for their existence have matured within the 
framework of the old society.  



Mankind thus inevitably sets itself only such tasks as it is able to solve, since closer 
examination will always show that the problem itself arises only when the material 
conditions for its solution are already present or at least in the course of formation. In 
broad outline, the Asiatic, ancient,[A] feudal and modern bourgeois modes of production 
may be designated as epochs marking progress in the economic development of society. 
The bourgeois mode of production is the last antagonistic form of the social process of 
production – antagonistic not in the sense of individual antagonism but of an antagonism 
that emanates from the individuals' social conditions of existence – but the productive 
forces developing within bourgeois society create also the material conditions for a 
solution of this antagonism. The prehistory of human society accordingly closes with this 
social formation. 

Frederick Engels, with whom I maintained a constant exchange of ideas by 
correspondence since the publication of his brilliant essay on the critique of economic 
categories (printed in the Deutsch-Französische Jahrbücher, arrived by another road 
(compare his Lage der arbeitenden Klasse in England) at the same result as I, and when 
in the spring of 1845 he too came to live in Brussels, we decided to set forth together our 
conception as opposed to the ideological one of German philosophy, in fact to settle 
accounts with our former philosophical conscience. The intention was carried out in the 
form of a critique of post-Hegelian philosophy. The manuscript [The German Ideology], 
two large octavo volumes, had long ago reached the publishers in Westphalia when we 
were informed that owing to changed circumstances it could not be printed. We 
abandoned the manuscript to the gnawing criticism of the mice all the more willingly 
since we had achieved our main purpose – self-clarification. Of the scattered works in 
which at that time we presented one or another aspect of our views to the public, I shall 
mention only the Manifesto of the Communist Party, jointly written by Engels and myself, 
and a Discours sur le libre echange, which I myself published. The salient points of our 
conception were first outlined in an academic, although polemical, form in my Misere de 
la philosophie..., this book which was aimed at Proudhon appeared in 1847. The 
publication of an essay on Wage-Labour [Wage-Labor and Capital] written in German in 
which I combined the lectures I had held on this subject at the German Workers' 
Association in Brussels, was interrupted by the February Revolution and my forcible 
removal from Belgium in consequence. 

The publication of the Neue Rheinische Zeitung in 1848 and 1849 and subsequent events 
cut short my economic studies, which I could only resume in London in 1850. The 
enormous amount of material relating to the history of political economy assembled in 
the British Museum, the fact that London is a convenient vantage point for the 
observation of bourgeois society, and finally the new stage of development which this 
society seemed to have entered with the discovery of gold in California and Australia, 
induced me to start again from the very beginning and to work carefully through the new 
material. These studies led partly of their own accord to apparently quite remote subjects 
on which I had to spend a certain amount of time. But it was in particular the imperative 
necessity of earning my living which reduced the time at my disposal. My collaboration, 
continued now for eight years, with the New York Tribune, the leading Anglo-American 
newspaper, necessitated an excessive fragmentation of my studies, for I wrote only 
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exceptionally newspaper correspondence in the strict sense. Since a considerable part of 
my contributions consisted of articles dealing with important economic events in Britain 
and on the continent, I was compelled to become conversant with practical detail which, 
strictly speaking, lie outside the sphere of political economy. 

This sketch of the course of my studies in the domain of political economy is intended 
merely to show that my views – no matter how they may be judged and how little they 
conform to the interested prejudices of the ruling classes – are the outcome of 
conscientious research carried on over many years. At the entrance to science, as at the 
entrance to hell, the demand must be made: 

Qui si convien lasciare ogni sospetto 
Ogni vilta convien che qui sia morta.

[From Dante, Divina Commedia: 
Here must all distrust be left; 
All cowardice must here be dead.] 

Karl Marx 
London, January 1859  

 

1. Production, Consumption, Distribution, Exchange 
(Circulation) 

(1) PRODUCTION 

Independent Individuals. Eighteenth-century Ideas. 

The object before us, to begin with, material production. 

Individuals producing in Society – hence socially determined individual production – is, 
of course, the point of departure. The individual and isolated hunter and fisherman, with 
whom Smith and Ricardo begin, belongs among the unimaginative conceits of the 
eighteenth-century Robinsonades, [1] which in no way express merely a reaction against 
over-sophistication and a return to a misunderstood natural life, as cultural historians 
imagine. As little as Rousseau’s contrat social, which brings naturally independent, 
autonomous subjects into relation and connection by contract, rests on such naturalism. 
This is the semblance, the merely aesthetic semblance, of the Robinsonades, great and 
small. It is, rather, the anticipation of ‘civil society’, in preparation since the sixteenth 
century and making giant strides towards maturity in the eighteenth. In this society of 
free competition, the individual appears detached from the natural bonds etc. which in 
earlier historical periods make him the accessory of a definite and limited human 
conglomerate. Smith and Ricardo still stand with both feet on the shoulders of the 
eighteenth-century prophets, in whose imaginations this eighteenth-century individual – 
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the product on one side of the dissolution of the feudal forms of society, on the other side 
of the new forces of production developed since the sixteenth century – appears as an 
ideal, whose existence they project into the past. Not as a historic result but as history’s 
point of departure. As the Natural Individual appropriate to their notion of human nature, 
not arising historically, but posited by nature. This illusion has been common to each new 
epoch to this day. Steuart [2] avoided this simple-mindedness because as an aristocrat and 
in antithesis to the eighteenth century, he had in some respects a more historical footing. 

The more deeply we go back into history, the more does the individual, and hence also 
the producing individual, appear as dependent, as belonging to a greater whole: in a still 
quite natural way in the family and in the family expanded into the clan [Stamm]; then 
later in the various forms of communal society arising out of the antitheses and fusions of 
the clan. Only in the eighteenth century, in ‘civil society’, do the various forms of social 
connectedness confront the individual as a mere means towards his private purposes, as 
external necessity. But the epoch which produces this standpoint, that of the isolated 
individual, is also precisely that of the hitherto most developed social (from this 
standpoint, general) relations. The human being is in the most literal sense a 
Ζωον πολιτικον[3] not merely a gregarious animal, but an animal which can individuate 
itself only in the midst of society. Production by an isolated individual outside society – a 
rare exception which may well occur when a civilized person in whom the social forces 
are already dynamically present is cast by accident into the wilderness – is as much of an 
absurdity as is the development of language without individuals living together and 
talking to each other. There is no point in dwelling on this any longer. The point could go 
entirely unmentioned if this twaddle, which had sense and reason for the eighteenth-
century characters, had not been earnestly pulled back into the centre of the most modern 
economics by Bastiat, [4] Carey, [5] Proudhon etc. Of course it is a convenience for 
Proudhon et al. to be able to give a historico-philosophic account of the source of an 
economic relation, of whose historic origins he is ignorant, by inventing the myth that 
Adam or Prometheus stumbled on the idea ready-made, and then it was adopted, etc. 
Nothing is more dry and boring than the fantasies of a locus communis.[6]

Eternalization of historic relations of production – Production and distribution in general. – 
Property 

Whenever we speak of production, then, what is meant is always production at a definite 
stage of social development – production by social individuals. It might seem, therefore, 
that in order to talk about production at all we must either pursue the process of historic 
development through its different phases, or declare beforehand that we are dealing with 
a specific historic epoch such as e.g. modern bourgeois production, which is indeed our 
particular theme. However, all epochs of production have certain common traits, common 
characteristics. Production in general is an abstraction, but a rational abstraction in so far 
as it really brings out and fixes the common element and thus saves us repetition. Still, 
this general category, this common element sifted out by comparison, is itself segmented 
many times over and splits into different determinations. Some determinations belong to 
all epochs, others only to a few. [Some] determinations will be shared by the most 
modern epoch and the most ancient. No production will be thinkable without them; 
however even though the most developed languages have laws and characteristics in 
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common with the least developed, nevertheless, just those things which determine their 
development, i.e. the elements which are not general and common, must be separated out 
from the determinations valid for production as such, so that in their unity – which arises 
already from the identity of the subject, humanity, and of the object, nature – their 
essential difference is not forgotten. The whole profundity of those modern economists 
who demonstrate the eternity and harmoniousness of the existing social relations lies in 
this forgetting. For example. No production possible without an instrument of production, 
even if this instrument is only the hand. No production without stored-up, past labour, 
even if it is only the facility gathered together and concentrated in the hand of the savage 
by repeated practice. Capital is, among other things, also an instrument of production, 
also objectified, past labour. Therefore capital is a general, eternal relation of nature; that 
is, if I leave out just the specific quality which alone makes ‘instrument of production’ 
and ‘stored-up labour’ into capital. The entire history of production relations thus appears 
to Carey, for example, as a malicious forgery perpetrated by governments. 

If there is no production in general, then there is also no general production. Production is 
always a particular branch of production – e.g. agriculture, cattle-raising manufactures 
etc. – or it is a totality. But political economy is not technology. The relation of the 
general characteristics of production at a given stage of social development to the 
particular forms of production to be developed elsewhere (later). Lastly, production also 
is not only a particular production. Rather, it is always a certain social body, a social 
subject, which is active in a greater or sparser totality of branches of production. Nor 
does the relationship between scientific presentation and the real movement belong here 
yet. Production in general. Particular branches of production. Totality of production. 

It is the fashion to preface a work of economics with a general part – and precisely this 
part figures under the title ‘production’ (see for example J. St. Mill) [7] – treating of the 
general preconditions of all production. This general part consists or is alleged to consist 
of (1) the conditions without which production is not possible. I.e. in fact, to indicate 
nothing more than the essential moments of all production. But, as we will see, this 
reduces itself in fact to a few very simple characteristics, which are hammered out into 
flat tautologies; (2) the conditions which promote production to a greater or lesser degree, 
such as e.g. Adam Smith’s progressive and stagnant state of society. While this is of 
value in his work as an insight, to elevate it to scientific significance would require 
investigations into the periodization of degrees of productivity in the development of 
individual peoples – an investigation which lies outside the proper boundaries of the 
theme, but, in so far as it does belong there, must be brought in as part of the 
development of competition, accumulation etc. In the usual formulation, the answer 
amounts to the general statement that an industrial people reaches the peak of its 
production at the moment when it arrives at its historical peak generally. In fact. The 
industrial peak of a people when its main concern is not yet gain, but rather to gain. Thus 
the Yankees over the English. Or, also, that e.g. certain races, locations, climates, natural 
conditions such as harbours, soil fertility etc. are more advantageous to production than 
others. This too amounts to the tautology that wealth is more easily created where its 
elements are subjectively and objectively present to a greater degree. 
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But none of all this is the economists’ real concern in this general part. The aim is, rather, 
to present production – see e.g. Mill – as distinct from distribution etc., as encased in 
eternal natural laws independent of history, at which opportunity bourgeois relations are 
then quietly smuggled in as the inviolable natural laws on which society in the abstract is 
founded. This is the more or less conscious purpose of the whole proceeding. In 
distribution, by contrast, humanity has allegedly permitted itself to be considerably more 
arbitrary. Quite apart from this crude tearing-apart of production and distribution and of 
their real relationship, it must be apparent from the outset that, no matter how differently 
distribution may have been arranged in different stages of social development, it must be 
possible here also, just as with production, to single out common characteristics, and just 
as possible to confound or to extinguish all historic differences under general human 
laws. For example, the slave, the serf and the wage labourer all receive a quantity of food 
which makes it possible for them to exist as slaves, as serfs, as wage labourers. The 
conqueror who lives from tribute, or the official who lives from taxes, or the landed 
proprietor and his rent, or the monk and his alms, or the Levite and his tithe, all receive a 
quota of social production, which is determined by other laws than that of the slave’s, etc. 
The two main points which all economists cite under this rubric are: (1) property; (2) its 
protection by courts, police, etc. To this a very short answer may be given: 

to 1. All production is appropriation of nature on the part of an individual within and 
through a specific form of society. In this sense it is a tautology to say that property 
(appropriation) is a precondition of production. But it is altogether ridiculous to leap from 
that to a specific form of property, e.g. private property. (Which further and equally 
presupposes an antithetical form, non-property.) History rather shows common property 
(e.g. in lndia, among the Slavs, the early Celts, etc.) to be the more [8] original form, a 
form which long continues to play a significant role in the shape of communal property. 
The question whether wealth develops better in this or another form of property is still 
quite beside the point here. But that there can be no production and hence no society 
where some form of property does not exist is a tautology. An appropriation which does 
not make something into property is a contradictio in subjecto. 

to 2. Protection of acquisitions etc. When these trivialities are reduced to their real 
content, they tell more than their preachers know. Namely that every form of production 
creates its own legal relations, form of government, etc. In bringing things which are 
organically related into an accidental relation, into a merely reflective connection, they 
display their crudity and lack of conceptual understanding. All the bourgeois economists 
are aware of is that production can be carried on better under the modern police than e.g. 
on the principle of might makes right. They forget only that this principle is also a legal 
relation, and that the right of the stronger prevails in their ‘constitutional republics’ as 
well, only in another form. 

When the social conditions corresponding to a specific stage of production are only just 
arising, or when they are already dying out, there are, naturally, disturbances in 
production, although to different degrees and with different effects. 
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To summarize: There are characteristics which all stages of production have in common, 
and which are established as general ones by the mind; but the so-called general 
preconditions of all production are nothing more than these abstract moments with which 
no real historical stage of production can be grasped. 

 

3. THE METHOD OF POLITICAL ECONOMY  

When examining a given country from the standpoint of political economy, we begin 
with its population, the division of the population into classes, town and country, the sea, 
the different branches of production, export and import, annual production and 
consumption, prices, etc.  

It would seem to be the proper thing to start with the real and concrete elements, with the 
actual preconditions, e.g., to start in the sphere of economy with population, which forms 
the basis and the subject of the whole social process of production. Closer consideration 
shows, however, that this is wrong. Population is an abstraction if, for instance, one 
disregards the classes of which it is composed. These classes in turn remain empty terms 
if one does not know the factors on which they depend, e.g., wage-labour, capital, and so 
on. These presuppose exchange, division of labour, prices, etc. For example, capital is 
nothing without wage-labour, without value, money, price, etc. If one were to take 
population as the point of departure, it would be a very vague notion of a complex whole 
and through closer definition one would arrive analytically at increasingly simple 
concepts; from imaginary concrete terms one would move to more and more tenuous 
abstractions until one reached the most simple definitions. From there it would be 
necessary to make the journey again in the opposite direction until one arrived once more 
at the concept of population, which is this time not a vague notion of a whole, but a 
totality comprising many determinations and relations. The first course is the historical 
one taken by political economy at its inception. The seventeenth-century economists, for 
example, always took as their starting point the living organism, the population, the 
nation, the State, several States, etc., but analysis led them always in the end to the 
discovery of a few decisive abstract, general relations, such as division of labour, money, 
and value. When these separate factors were more or less clearly deduced and established, 
economic systems were evolved which from simple concepts, such as labour, division of 
labour, demand, exchange-value, advanced to categories like State, international 
exchange and world market. The latter is obviously the correct scientific method. The 
concrete concept is concrete because it is a synthesis of many definitions, thus 
representing the unity of diverse aspects. It appears therefore in reasoning as a summing-
up, a result, and not as the starting point, although it is the real point of origin, and thus 
also the point of origin of perception and imagination. The first procedure attenuates 
meaningful images to abstract definitions, the second leads from abstract definitions by 
way of reasoning to the reproduction of the concrete situation. Hegel accordingly 
conceived the illusory idea that the real world is the result of thinking which causes its 
own synthesis, its own deepening and its own movement; whereas the method of 
advancing from the abstract to the concrete is simply the way in which thinking 
assimilates the concrete and reproduces it as a concrete mental category. This is, however, 



by no means the process of evolution of the concrete world itself. For example, the 
simplest economic category, e.g., exchange-value, presupposes population, a population 
moreover which produces under definite conditions, as well as a distinct kind of family, 
or community, or State, etc. Exchange-value cannot exist except as an abstract, unilateral 
relation of an already existing concrete organic whole. But exchange-value as a category 
leads an antediluvian existence. Thus to consciousness-and this comprises philosophical 
consciousness – which regards the comprehending mind as the real man, and hence the 
comprehended world as such as the only real world; to consciousness, therefore, the 
evolution of categories appears as the actual process of production – which unfortunately 
is given an impulse from outside – whose result is the world; and this (which is however 
again a tautological expression) is true in so far as the concrete totality regarded as a 
conceptual totality, as a mental fact, is indeed a product of thinking, of comprehension; 
but it is by no means a product of the idea which evolves spontaneously and whose 
thinking proceeds outside and above perception and imagination, but is the result of the 
assimilation and transformation of perceptions and images into concepts. The totality as a 
conceptual entity seen by the intellect is a product of the thinking intellect which 
assimilates the world in the only way open to it, a way which differs from the artistic, 
religious and practically intelligent assimilation of this world. The concrete subject 
remains outside the intellect and independent of it – that is so long as the intellect adopts 
a purely speculative, purely theoretical attitude. The subject, society, must always be 
envisaged therefore as the pre-condition of comprehension even when the theoretical 
method is employed.  

But have not these simple categories also an independent historical or natural existence 
preceding that of the more concrete ones? This depends. Hegel, for example, correctly 
takes ownership, the simplest legal relation of the subject, as the point of departure of the 
philosophy of law. No ownership exists, however, before the family or the relations of 
master and servant are evolved, and these are much more concrete relations. It would, on 
the other hand, be correct to say that families and entire tribes exist which have as yet 
only possessions and not property. The simpler category appears thus as a relation of 
simple family or tribal communities to property. In societies which have reached a higher 
stage the category appears as a comparatively simple relation existing in a more advanced 
community. The concrete substratum underlying the relation of ownership is however 
always presupposed. One can conceive an individual savage who has possessions; 
possession in this case, however, is not a legal relation. It is incorrect that in the course of 
historical development possession gave rise to the family. On the contrary, possession 
always presupposes this “more concrete legal category.” One may, nevertheless, 
conclude that the simple categories represent relations or conditions which may reflect 
the immature concrete situation without as yet positing the more complex relation or 
condition which is conceptually expressed in the more concrete category; on the other 
hand, the same category may be retained as a subordinate relation in more developed 
concrete circumstances. Money may exist and has existed in historical time before capital, 
banks, wage-labour, etc. came into being. In this respect it can be said, therefore, that the 
simpler category expresses relations predominating in an immature entity or subordinate 
relations in a more advanced entity; relations which already existed historically before the 
entity had developed the aspects expressed in a more concrete category. The procedure of 



abstract reasoning which advances from the simplest to more complex concepts to that 
extent conforms to actual historical development.  

It is true, on the other hand, that there are certain highly developed, but nevertheless 
historically immature, social formations which employ some of the most advanced 
economic forms, e.g., cooperation, developed division of labour, etc., without having 
developed any money at all, for instance Peru. In Slavonic communities too, money – and 
its pre-condition, exchange – is of little or no importance within the individual 
community, but is used on the borders, where commerce with other communities takes 
place; and it is altogether wrong to assume that exchange within the community is an 
original constituent element. On the contrary, in the beginning exchange tends to arise in 
the intercourse of different communities with one another, rather than among members of 
the same community. Moreover, although money begins to play a considerable role very 
early and in diverse ways, it is known to have been a dominant factor in antiquity only 
among nations developed in a particular direction, i.e., merchant nations. Even among the 
Greeks and Romans, the most advanced nations of antiquity, money reaches its full 
development, which is presupposed in modern bourgeois society, only in the period of 
their disintegration. Thus the full potential of this quite simple category does not emerge 
historically in the most advanced phases of society, and it certainly does not penetrate 
into all economic relations. For example, taxes in kind and deliveries in kind remained 
the basis of the Roman empire even at the height of its development; indeed a completely 
evolved monetary system existed in Rome only in the army, and it never permeated the 
whole complex of labour. Although the simpler category, therefore, may have existed 
historically before the more concrete category, its complete intensive and extensive 
development can nevertheless occur in a complex social formation, whereas the more 
concrete category may have been fully evolved in a more primitive social formation.  

Labour seems to be a very simple category. The notion of labour in this universal form, 
as labour in general, is also extremely old. Nevertheless “labour” in this simplicity is 
economically considered just as modern a category as the relations which give rise to this 
simple abstraction. The Monetary System, for example, still regards wealth quite 
objectively as a thing existing independently in the shape of money. Compared with this 
standpoint, it was a substantial advance when the Manufacturing or Mercantile System 
transferred the source of wealth from the object to the subjective activity – mercantile or 
industrial labour – but it still considered that only this circumscribed activity itself 
produced money. In contrast to this system, the Physiocrats assume that a specific form 
of labour – agriculture – creates wealth, and they see the object no longer in the guise of 
money, but as a product in general, as the universal result of labour. In accordance with 
the still circumscribed activity, the product remains a naturally developed product, an 
agricultural product, a product of the land par excellence.  

It was an immense advance when Adam Smith rejected all restrictions with regard to the 
activity that produces wealth – for him it was labour as such, neither manufacturing, nor 
commercial, nor agricultural labour, but all types of labour. The abstract universality 
which creates wealth implies also the universality of the objects defined as wealth: they 
are products as such, or once more labour as such, but in this case past, materialised 



labour. How difficult and immense a transition this was is demonstrated by the fact that 
Adam Smith himself occasionally relapses once more into the Physiocratic system. It 
might seem that in this way merely an abstract expression was found for the simplest and 
most ancient relation in which human beings act as producers – irrespective of the type of 
society they live in. This is true in one respect, but not in another.  

The fact that the specific kind of labour is irrelevant presupposes a highly developed 
complex of actually existing kinds of labour, none of which is any more the all-important 
one. The most general abstractions arise on the whole only when concrete development is 
most profuse, so that a specific quality is seen to be common to many phenomena, or 
common to all. Then it is no longer perceived solely in a particular form. This abstraction 
of labour is, on the other hand, by no means simply the conceptual resultant of a variety 
of concrete types of labour. The fact that the particular kind of labour employed is 
immaterial is appropriate to a form of society in which individuals easily pass from one 
type of labour to another, the particular type of labour being accidental to them and 
therefore irrelevant. Labour, not only as a category but in reality, has become a means to 
create wealth in general, and has ceased to be tied as an attribute to a particular individual. 
This state of affairs is most pronounced in the United States, the most modern form of 
bourgeois society. The abstract category “labour,” “labour as such,” labour sans phrase, 
the point of departure of modern economics, thus becomes a practical fact only there. The 
simplest abstraction, which plays a decisive role in modem political economy, an 
abstraction which expresses an ancient relation existing in all social formations, 
nevertheless appears to be actually true in this abstract form only as a category of the 
most modern society. It might be said that phenomena which are historical products in 
the United States – e.g., the irrelevance of the particular type of labour – appear to be 
among the Russians, for instance, naturally developed predispositions. But in the first 
place, there is an enormous difference between barbarians having a predisposition which 
makes it possible to employ them in various tasks, and civilised people who apply 
themselves to various tasks. As regards the Russians, moreover, their indifference to the 
particular kind of labour performed is in practice matched by their traditional habit of 
clinging fast to a very definite kind of labour from which they are extricated only by 
external influences.  

The example of labour strikingly demonstrates how even the most abstract categories, 
despite their validity in all epochs – precisely because they are abstractions – are equally 
a product of historical conditions even in the specific form of abstractions, and they retain 
their full validity only for and within the framework of these conditions.  

Bourgeois society is the most advanced and complex historical organisation of 
production. The categories which express its relations, and an understanding of its 
structure, therefore, provide an insight into the structure and the relations of production of 
all formerly existing social formations the ruins and component elements of which were 
used in the creation of bourgeois society. Some of these unassimilated remains are still 
carried on within bourgeois society, others, however, which previously existed. only in 
rudimentary form, have been further developed and have attained their full significance, 
etc. The anatomy of man is a key to the anatomy of the ape. On the other hand, rudiments 



of more advanced forms in the lower species of animals can only be understood when the 
more advanced forms are already known. Bourgeois economy thus provides a key to the 
economy of antiquity, etc. But it is quite impossible (to gain this insight) in the manner of 
those economists who obliterate all historical differences and who see in all social 
phenomena only bourgeois phenomena. If one knows rent, it is possible to understand 
tribute, tithe, etc., but they do not have to be treated as identical.  

Since bourgeois society is, moreover, only a contradictory form of development, it 
contains relations of earlier societies often merely in very stunted form or even in the 
form of travesties, e.g., communal ownership. Thus, although it is true that the categories 
of bourgeois economy are valid for all other social formations, this has to be taken cum 
grano salis, for they may contain them in an advanced, stunted, caricatured, etc., form, 
that is always with substantial differences. What is called historical evolution depends in 
general on the fact that the latest form regards earlier ones as stages in the development 
of itself and conceives them always in a one-sided manner, since only rarely and under 
quite special conditions is a society able to adopt a critical attitude towards itself; in this 
context we are not of course discussing historical periods which themselves believe that 
they are periods of decline. The Christian religion was able to contribute to an objective 
understanding of earlier mythologies only when its self-criticism was to a certain extent 
prepared, as it were potentially. Similarly, only when the self-criticism of bourgeois 
society had begun, was bourgeois political economy able to understand the feudal, 
ancient and oriental economies. In so far as bourgeois political economy did not simply 
identify itself with the past in a mythological manner, its criticism of earlier economies-
especially of the feudal system against which it still had to wage a direct struggle-
resembled the criticism that Christianity directed against heathenism, or which 
Protestantism directed against Catholicism.  

Just as in general when examining any historical or social science, so also in the case of 
the development of economic categories is it always necessary to remember that the 
subject, in this context contemporary bourgeois society, is presupposed both in reality 
and in the mind, and that therefore categories express forms of existence and conditions 
of existence – and sometimes merely separate aspects – of this particular society, the 
subject; thus the category, even from the scientific standpoint, by no means begins at the 
moment when it is discussed as such. This has to be remembered because it provides 
important criteria for the arrangement of the material. For example, nothing seems more 
natural than to begin with rent, i.e., with landed property, since it is associated with the 
earth, the source of all production and all life, and with agriculture, the first form of 
production in all societies that have attained a measure of stability. But nothing would be 
more erroneous. There is in every social formation a particular branch of production 
which determines the position and importance of all the others, and the relations 
obtaining in this branch accordingly determine the relations of all other branches as well. 
It is as though light of a particular hue were cast upon everything, tingeing all other 
colours and modifying their specific features; or as if a special ether determined the 
specific gravity of everything found in it. Let us take as an example pastoral tribes. 
(Tribes living exclusively on hunting or fishing are beyond the boundary line from which 
real development begins.) A certain type of agricultural activity occurs among them and 



this determines land ownership. It is communal ownership and retains this form in a 
larger or smaller measure, according to the degree to which these people maintain their 
traditions, e.g., communal ownership among the Slavs. Among settled agricultural 
people-settled already to a large extent-where agriculture predominates as in the societies 
of antiquity and the feudal period, even manufacture, its structure and the forms of 
property corresponding thereto, have, in some measure, specifically agrarian features. 
Manufacture is either completely dependent on agriculture, as in the earlier Roman 
period, or as in the Middle Ages, it copies in the town and in its conditions the 
organisation of the countryside. In the Middle Ages even capital – unless it was solely 
money capital – consisted of the traditional tools, etc., and retained a specifically agrarian 
character. The reverse takes place in bourgeois society. Agriculture to an increasing 
extent becomes just a branch of industry and is completely dominated by capital. The 
same applies to rent. In all forms in which landed property is the decisive factor, natural 
relations still predominate; in the forms in which the decisive factor is capital, social, 
historically evolved elements predominate. Rent cannot be understood without capital, 
but capital can be understood without rent. Capital is the economic power that dominates 
everything in bourgeois society. It must form both the point of departure and the 
conclusion and it has to be expounded before landed property. After analysing capital and 
landed property separately, their interconnection must be examined.  

It would be inexpedient and wrong therefore to present the economic categories 
successively in the order in which they have played the dominant role in history. On the 
contrary, their order of succession is determined by their mutual relation in modern 
bourgeois society and this is quite the reverse of what appears to be natural to them or in 
accordance with the sequence of historical development The point at issue is not the role 
that various economic relations have played in the succession of various social 
formations appearing in the course of history; even less is it their sequence “as concepts” 
(Proudhon) (a nebulous notion of the historical process), but their position within modern 
bourgeois society.  

It is precisely the predominance of agricultural peoples in the ancient world which caused 
the merchant nations – Phoenicians, Carthaginians – to develop in such purity (abstract 
precision). For capital in the shape of merchant or money capital appears in that abstract 
form where capital has not yet become the dominant factor in society. Lombards and 
Jews occupied the same position with regard to mediaeval agrarian societies.  

Another example of the various roles which the same categories have played at different 
stages of society are joint-stock companies, one of the most recent features of bourgeois 
society; but they arise also in its early period in the form of large privileged commercial 
companies with rights of monopoly.  

The concept of national wealth finds its way into the works of the economists of the 
seventeenth century as the notion that wealth is created for the State, whose power, on the 
other hand, is proportional to this wealth – a notion which to some extent still survives 
even among eighteenth-century economists. This is still an unintentionally hypocritical 



manner in which wealth and the production of wealth are proclaimed to be the goal of the 
modern State, which is regarded merely as a means for producing wealth.  

The disposition of material has evidently to be made in such a way that (section) one 
comprises general abstract definitions, which therefore appertain in some measure to all 
social formations, but in the sense set forth earlier. Two, the categories which constitute 
the internal structure of bourgeois society and on which the principal classes are based. 
Capital, wage-labour, landed property and their relations to one another. Town and 
country. The three large social classes; exchange between them. Circulation. The (private) 
credit system. Three, the State as the epitome of bourgeois society. Analysis of its 
relations to itself. The 44 unproductive” classes. Taxes. National debt. Public credit. 
Population. Colonies. Emigration. Four, international conditions of production. 
International division of labour. International exchange. Export and import. Rate of 
exchange. Five, world market and crises.  

4. PRODUCTION 

Means of Production and Conditions of Production. Conditions of Production and 
Communication. Political Forms and Forms of Cognition in Relation to the Conditions of 
Production and Communication. Legal Relations. Family Relations 

Notes regarding points which have to be mentioned in this context and should not be 
forgotten.  

1. War develops [certain features] earlier than peace; the way in which as a result of war, 
and in the armies, etc., certain economic conditions, e.g., wage-labour, machinery, etc., 
were evolved earlier than within civil society. The relations between productive power 
and conditions of communication are likewise particularly obvious in the army.  

2. The relation of the hitherto existing idealistic historiography to realistic 
historiography. In particular what is known as history of civilisation, the old history of 
religion and states. (The various kinds of historiography hitherto existing could also be 
discussed in this context; the so-called objective, subjective (moral and others), 
philosophical [historiography].)  

3. Secondary and tertiary phenomena, in general derived and transmitted, i.e., non-
primary, conditions of production. The influence of international relations.  

4. Reproaches about the materialism of this conception; relation to naturalistic 
materialism.  

5. Dialectics of the concepts productive power (means of production) and relations of 
production, the limits of this dialectical connection, which does not abolish the real 
differences, have to be defined.  



6. The unequal development of material production and, e.g., that of art. The concept of 
progress is on the whole not to be understood in the usual abstract form. Modern art, etc. 
This disproportion is not as important and difficult to grasp as within concrete social 
relations, e.g., in education. Relations of the United States to Europe. However, the really 
difficult point to be discussed here is how the relations of production as legal relations 
take part in this uneven development. For example the relation of Roman civil law (this 
applies in smaller measure to criminal and constitutional law) to modern production.  

7. This conception appears to be an inevitable development. But vindication of chance. 
How? (Freedom, etc., as well.) (Influence of the means of communication. World history 
did not always exist; history as world history is a result.)  

8. The starting point is of course the naturally determined factors; both subjective and 
objective. Tribes, races, etc.  

As regards art, it is well known that some of its peaks by no means correspond to the 
general development of society; nor, do they therefore to the material substructure, the 
skeleton as it were of its organisation. For example the Greeks compared with modern 
[nations), or else Shakespeare. It is even acknowledged that certain branches of art, e.g., 
the epos, can no longer be produced in their epoch-making classic form after artistic 
production as such has begun; in other words that certain important creations within the 
compass of art are only possible at an early stage in the development of art. If this is the 
case with regard to different branches of art within the sphere of art itself, it is not so 
remarkable that this should also be the case with regard to the entire sphere of art and its 
relation to the general development of society. The difficulty lies only in the general 
formulation of these contradictions. As soon as they are reduced to specific questions 
they are already explained.  

Let us take, for example, the relation of Greek art, and that of Shakespeare, to the present 
time. We know that Greek mythology is not only the arsenal of Greek art, but also its 
basis. Is the conception of nature and of social relations which underlies Greek 
imagination and therefore Greek (art) possible when there are self-acting mules, railways, 
locomotives and electric telegraphs? What is a Vulcan compared with Roberts and Co., 
Jupiter compared with the lightning conductor, and Hermes compared with the Credit 
Mobilier? All mythology subdues, controls and fashions the forces of nature in the 
imagination and through imagination; it disappears therefore when real control over these 
forces is established. What becomes of Fama side by side with Printing House Square? 
Greek art presupposes Greek mythology, in other words that natural and social 
phenomena are already assimilated in an unintentionally artistic manner by the 
imagination of the people. This is the material of Greek art, not just any mythology, i.e., 
not every unconsciously artistic assimilation of nature (here the term comprises all 
physical phenomena, including society); Egyptian mythology could never become the 
basis of or give rise to Greek art. But at any rate (it presupposes) a mythology; on no 
account however a social development which precludes a mythological attitude towards 
nature, i.e., any attitude to nature which might give rise to myth; a society therefore 
demanding from the artist an imagination independent of mythology.  



Regarded from another aspect: is Achilles possible when powder and shot have been 
invented? And is the Iliad possible at all when the printing press and even printing 
machines exist? Is it not inevitable that with the emergence of the press bar the singing 
and the telling and the muse cease, that is the conditions necessary for epic poetry 
disappear?  

The difficulty we are confronted with is not, however, that of understanding how Greek 
art and epic poetry are associated with certain forms of social development. The difficulty 
is that they still give us aesthetic pleasure and are in certain respects regarded as a 
standard and unattainable ideal.  

An adult cannot become a child again, or he becomes childish. But does the naivete of the 
child not give him pleasure, and does not he himself endeavour to reproduce the child's 
veracity on a higher level? Does not the child in every epoch represent the character of 
the period in its natural veracity? Why should not the historical childhood of humanity, 
where it attained its most beautiful form, exert an eternal charm because it is a stage that 
will never recur? There are rude children and precocious children. Many of the ancient 
peoples belong to this category. The Greeks were normal children. The charm their art 
has for us does not conflict with the immature stage of the society in which it originated. 
On the contrary its charm is a consequence of this and is inseparably linked with the fact 
that the immature social conditions which gave rise, and which alone could give rise, to 
this art cannot recur.  
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