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TRANSI TI ON FROM FEUDALI SM
TO CAPI TALI SM

by: Mauri ce Dobb.

The question of what was the nature and what were the rmnoving
forces of the decline of Feudalismas an econom c system and what
connection, had this decline with the birth of nmodern Capitalism is
not entirely without interest, | think, for many underdevel oped
countries today. However, it is in the context, rather, of histori=
cal interpretation that I want to deal with this question here. For
historical interpretation, at any rate for one that attaches prinary
importance to distinctive modes of production in defining stages in
the historical process, a true understanding of this crucial trans-
itionis, | believe, essential. Moreover, without it nmuch in our
definition of Capitalismas a node of production, as well as of its
origins, nust inevitably remain blurred and uncl ear.

| shoul d perhaps explain that when | talk about Feudalism |
amnot referring to this as a juridical formor set of legal relat-

ions; | amspeaking of it primarily as a soci o-economc system But
in looking at it inthis light, | do not wish to identify it with
Schrol ler''s 'natural econony', even if it be true that trade and

nmoney-deal i ngs, (certainly |ong-distance trade), occupied a smaller
place in this type of econony than in others, both preceding and
succeeding it. | refer to it as a systemunder which economc status
and authority were associated with land-tenure, and the direct pro-
ducer (who was hinself the hol der of some | and) was under obligation
based on law or customary right to devote a certain quota of his |abour
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or his produce to the benefit of his feudal superior. Regarded
inthis way, as a systemof socio-economc relations, it is al-
nost identical with what we generally nean by serfdom provided
that we do not confine the latter to the perfornance of direct
| abour services (on the lord" estate or in his househol d) but
include in it the provision of tribute or feudal rent in produce
or even in a noney-form Using Marc Bloch's phrase, it inplies
the existence of "a subject peasantry”: he goes on to say, "the
feudal systemmeant the rigorous economc subjection of a host
of hunble folk to a few powerful nen....the land itself (being)
val ued because it enabled a lord to provide hinself with 'nen ".
To whi ch Bl och added: "what ever the source of the noble' s in-
cone, he always lived on the labour of other nen.” Summng it
up we can say that the differentiating feature of this type of
exploitation is accordingly that the sanction behind it, where-
by it is enforced and perpetuated, is so-called "extra-economc
conpul sion' in sone form

As | seeit, there are two central problens connected
with the transition fromFeudalismto Capitalism- froma sys-
temof production resting on serf-labour or "a subject peasant-
ry" to one based on hired wage-1abour. These two probl ens cor-
respond to two phases in the transition, an earlier phase and a
later one. Firstly there is the question as to what historica
nmotive-force it was that brought about the disintegration of
the feudal system of exploitation, generating a virtual crisis
of feudal society at the end of the nediaeval period in Véstern
Europe; certainly in England, in the I5th Century, and nore
widely also in France and Gerrmany (vide Marc Bloch's 'crise des
fortunes seigneuriales'). | would add that this question has to
be answered, not only with reference to the unevenness of the
process and to differences in the chronol ogi cal sequence as be-
tween different regions, but also in close relation to the so-
called 'Second Serfdom - the reinforcenment and extension of
serfdom including the inposition of a servile relationship on
previously free cultivators,which occurred in parts of Europe,
inthe 15th and | 6th centuries. Secondly, there is the question
as to the process whereby fromthis disintegration of Feudal i sm
bourgeoi s or capitalist methods of production, based on wage-
| abour, arose. D d these new social relations of production
spring up directly fromthe soil of feudal society, its appear-
ance hastening the decline of the old systemand directly supp-
lanting it? O was the process of burgeoning of Capitalism
nmore conplex and nore |ong-drawn-out in tine than this?

In considering these questions | must inevitably draw

upon English experience since this is what | best know Thi s
limtation has serious disadvantages, as | amwell aware. But
it has at |east one advantage: in that Engl and has al ways been

treated, rightly or wongly, as the classic case of the rise of
Capitalism and as a result of the Norman Conquest the Feuda
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System had previously been inposed on England in its nost conmn
plete form In connection with the second of the two quest-
ions that | have just enphasised, it is to be noted that in
this 'classic' English case two whole centuries el apsed be-
tween the decline of |abour services on the lord s estate as
the main formof servile obligation (labour-rent as Marx call =
ed it) and the Bourgeois Revolution, and a further century and
a half elapsed between the Bourgeois Revolution of the 17th
Century and the comng of the so-called 'Industrial Revolution

wi th power-machi nery and factory production. Any answer we
give to our second question rnust take full account of this
elongation of the process of transition; must expl ai n why
there was so long an interval between the decline of Feudalism
and the full nmaturing of Capitalism If it were true that

"more or less conplete forns of the capitalist order ripened
in the wonb of feudal society" ( as was stated in the Sovi et
textbook on Political Econony)(2nd ed.p.59) this long interval
woul d be hard to expl ai n.

The expl anation of the decline of Feudalismwth which
we are commonly confronted (sonetines; anong 'Marxist' witers)
is that a systemrooted in so-called ‘'natural econony' was
undermned, weakened and finally destroyed by the growth of
trade and noney deal ings, which caused Labour services to be
commuted to a noney rent and encouraged commodity production

for a wide narket. VW find, indeed, this antithesis between
"natural econony' and 'noney econony', and the dissolvent in-
fluence of the latter wupon the forner, in the work of Qustav
Schnol | er and his school . Pirenne was to elaborate this into

the view that it was the revival of long-distance trade from
the 12th Century onwarde, as a result of the revival of Mdi -
terranean trade, that broke down the self-sufficient nmanori al
econony of feudal Europe. The spread of comrerce encouraged
the demand anong the aristocracy for inported | uxuries; mer -
chant caravans, formng permanent settlenments at key points,
stimulated a revival of town |life and market exchange; feudal
estates thensel ves were encouraged by the proximty of markets
and of a thriving exchange to produce a surplus for sale out-
side the locality (whether a surplus of rural produce or of
handi crafts), and feudal |ords thensel ves becane increasingly

reliant on trade and on the obtaining of a noney inconme. In
his discussion with me in the pages of the American journal
"Science and Society', sone ten years ago, Dr Paul Sweezy was

evidently basing his own position on this conception of Henri
Pi renne.

The picture we get is, accordingly, one of trade as
the primary sol vent of feudal society: of trade operation on
the feudal systemof production and exploitation as an extern-
al force. As regards its internal structure, Feudalismtends
to be regarded in this conception as an essentially stable
system which, but for this historical 'accident’ of the revi-
val of long-distance trade, mght have continued indefinitely
| ong.
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Once, according to this view, trade and 'noney econony'
have becone enthroned as the historical destroyers of Feudalism
it is easy enough to regard them as the direct begetters of
capitalism Here nerchant capital plays the essential progen-
itive role. Fromthe accumul ated profits of expanding trade
small capitals grow to become |arge capitals. Sone of this
capital, woriginating in the sphere of commerce, flows over
first into the purchase of land and then into production - into
the enployment of free wage-labour in production. Thus the
Sovi et textbook of which |I spoke a nonent or two ago (and imt-
ating it arecent volume edited by Gto Kuusines) speaks of
capitalist " 'manufactories’ (i.e., large handicraft workshops
enpl oyi ng wage-| abour). conpeting with and ousting the old craft
guilds as being the crucial link - the formin which the neta-
nor phosi s of merchant capital into industrial capital was real -
i sed. Chers (and | think this was essentially Sneezy's view)
have seen the 'putting-out' system or Verlag-System organised
by large merchants of the towns to enpl oy craftsmen scattered
in domestic workshops in the villages or suburbs,as the crucial
rCad of transition to the natured factory systemof the 'indus—
trial revolution'.

There is much that can be shown, | believe, to be un-
satisfactory about this view' Firstly, there is the difficulty
| have nentioned about explaining the chronology of the process:
if the process of transformation was as sinple and direct as
this conception represents it as being, why was not the trans-
formation, once it had started, conpleted in a rmuch shorter
time - in the English case within one or two centuries instead
of four or five? Secondly, the counterposing of 'noney econony'
and 'natural econony' as the direct antinony responsible for
the dissolution of Feudalism is not only far too abstract a
formulation, but it ignores (partly if not wholly) the influence
"of internal contradictions and conflicts of the feudal node of
production, for exanple the peasant struggles and revolts (in a
variety of forms) which were virtually endemc in the centuries
of its decline. Moreover, it ignores the fact that the exist-
ence of trade and of production for the nmarket were by no means
always inconsistent wth serfdomas a | abour-system and i n-
crease of trade and noney dealings far fromuniformy acted as
a dissol vent of serfdom even in the formof direct |abour ser-
vices on the lord s demesne. Oh the contrary, growth of trade
was not infrequently acconpanied by an actual intensification
of serfdom as the 'second serfdonmi east of the El be, of which
Friedrich Engels spoke, is witness. Even within England itself
it was in the relatively backward north and west of England
that direct |abour services disappeared earliest, while in the
nore advanced south-east, close to town rmarkets and ports such
as London, |abour services were nost stubborn in survival; and
it was in the 13th century when agricultural production for the
market was at its highest for sone centuries that |abour ser-
vi ces i ncreased.
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Reflection on this and on the situation in eastern Europe,
where intensification of serfdomwas associated with the grow ng of
export trade in grain led me to go so far as to declare in ny dis-
cussion with Dr Saeezy that in many parts of Europe "the correl at -
ion was not between nearness to markets and feudal disintegration,
but between nearness to markets and strengthening of serfdom"” I
shoul d nmention, perhaps, that the |ate Professor Kosm nsky sunmed
up the matter nore concretely by stating that

"the devel opment of exchange in the peasant
econony, whether it served the |ocal narket
direction, or nore distant rmarkets through
merchant mddl enen, led to the devel opnent
of noney rent. The devel opnent of exchange
in the lords' econony, on the other hand,
led to the growh of |abour services."

Thirdly, the conception of Merchant Capital growing up in
the interstices of feudal society, and then evolving directly into
Industrial Capital and becomng the pioneer of the new node of
production based on wage |abour is, | suggest, not only a gross
oversinplification (for exanple, inits treatment of Merchant Cap-
ital as a honobgeneous entity),but stands in direct conflict, again
with many of the facts concerning the actual role of the big mer-
chant conpani es and rmerchant princes of the time. This conception
of the essentially progressive role of Merchant Capital in the
transition is difficult to square wth the actual social align-
ments at the time of the bourgeois revolution. Far frombeing uni-
formy progressive, the larger nerchant famlies were often found
inalliance with the feudal ruling class (on whom indeed, they
often relied for their trading privileges as well as for their
custom, and the powerful trading conpanies and guilds (especially
those engaged in the export trade) often, in defence of their own
nmonopol i stic rights, pursued policies which brought theminto con-
flict with those who were interested in the devel opnent of handi =
craft industry (e.g. the conflict between wool nerchants and cl ot h-
workers in England), and which hanpered the growth of the latter
Moreover, it quite overlooks the inportant role, both in the econ-
omc transition and in the bourgeois revolution, of what one nay
call the '"denocratic elenent’ (as they were initially) - of the
"small nen' who rose from the ranks of the petty producers them
selves, alike in agriculture and in the handicrafts, who accunu-
lated capital fromsnall beginnings, battled for independence, and
also in town governnent, and becane enpl oyers of wage-|abour be-
cause, having no stake in feudal society and no clai mupon servile
| abour, they had nothing else but 'free |abour' to draw upon

There is, | believe, a fertile msconception associated
with the idea that growth of trak necessarily leads to Capitalism
nanely the idea that the presence of a bourgeois element in soci-
ety (in the sense of persons using noney-capital in trade) inplies
the presence of bourgeois methods and relations of production. As
soon as one reflects upon the matter, it becones clear that nothing
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could be nore mstaken. Al societies since the very primtive have
been characterised by trade. (O assical society is an exanpl e of

this; and historians have now di scovered that even in the heyday of

the nedi aeval period there was nore trade than was fornerly thought.

Such trade nourished traders: in other words a social stratum of

comerci al bourgeoisie. But these were generally renote from produc-
tion: they were excrescences upon the node of production, not part

of it, and their presence in no way altered the character of this
nmodd of production whatever it mght be. (Od not Marx say that

"Merchants' capital in its suprenacy everywhere stands for a system
of robbery" and that "in the antique world the effect of commerce
and the developrment of nmerchants' capital always result in slave
econony” ?) Simlarly the existence of a trading bourgeoisie inthe
| ate nedi aeval period, who accurulated capital fromthe profits of

trade and reinvested it as merchant capital, was not inconsistent

with the existence of a predomnantly feudal nobde of production and
exploitation. |Its existence did not autonatically dissolve the |at-
ter; nor were the interests of feudal nobility and traders necessa-
rily in conflict with one another. I ndeed, feudal seigneurs sone-
times thenselves engaged in trade (this was particularly true of

nmonasteries), and their sons often went into partnership with merch-
ants if they could acquire land and titles of gentility. Mly if

Merchant Capital turned towards production, and sought ways of in-
vesting capital in new forns of production did it serve as an instru-
ment of transition to Capitalism This is a matter to which we shall

return.

kkhkkkhkkhkkhkhkkhkhkkhkhkkhhkkhkhkkikhkkhkhkrkkhk*

Let us go back and consider what was the character of the
system of production that formed the basis of feudal society. So far
as the serf was attached to the land and had a holding of land from
which he derived his own subsistence (as was true of all except
househol d serfs), one can speak of the systemof production as being
the petty node of production -individual or famly labour with prim
itive inplenents on snall plots of land. The sane was true of handi -
craft production; and even when this was organised by the lord or
his servants in | arge-scal e workshops, production remai ned indivi du-
al production with no nmore than a primtive division of |abour and
coordi nation of individual units. There was al so, however, the | ords'
dermesne or rmanorial estate; and in the heyday of feudalismthe sur-
plus | abour of the serf took the formof work on this denesne or es-
tate - work which was commonly organi sed as collective work on a
larger scale. This can scarcely | think be enbraced within the cat-
egory of the 'petty node of production'.

At a later stage of feudal econony, however, in the degree
to which | arge-scal e demesne or estate farmng declined, sur pl us
| abour took the formof an obligation to deliver part of the produce
of the serf's own holding ( to which all or rmost of his |abour-time
was now devoted), or else its noney-equivalent, to the feudal sup-
erior. Feudal exploitation, in other words, took the formof direct
appropriation of a surplus product fromthe petty node of production.



In England this change commonly took the formof comruting | abour-

service for a nmoney-rent (often apparently with retention of the
right to reconvert it into direct l|abour-services at the lord s
behest). The change, in other words, represented a transition from
what Marx termed |abour-rent to noney-rent; but the latter was
still a feudal rent, enforced by feudal |aw or custom and not a
contractual rent deriving in any sense froma free market in |and.

It is true, of course, that this inplied the presence of a narket

and sone el erent of noney econony; and one result (though not an
invariable result) of the spread of trade, as we have seen, was to
encourage the change to noney-rent. In France, however, the 16th
century witnessed a growth of rent-in-kind or product-rent on a
basi s which anticipated the metayage system In Asiatic forns of

Feudalism (for exanple, in India and in Japan) it rmay be noted
that produce-rent or tribute was for centuries a predomnant form
of exacti on.

Marx called noney-rent, " as a converted formof rent in
kind", "the last formand the dissolving form' of feudal rent ("in
its further devel opnent”, he says "noney rent nust lead .........
either to the transformation of land into independent peasants'
property or into the form corresponding to. . . . . . | rent paid by a
capitalist tenant.") Evidently it is nost likely to be a "dissol -
ving" and transitional formif the comutation of services into
nmoney - rent is achieved as a concession by the lord to pressure
fromthe producer. This was widely true of the spread of commuta-
tion in England after 1300 and even of parts of France and Fl anders
after the Hundred Years  \ér. Marc Bl och has said that "to the
eyes of the historian...... agrarian revolt appeared as inseparable
fromthe seigneurial regine as is, for exanple, the strike from
| arge-scale capitalist enterprise”; and an English medi aeval hi s—
torian, Rodney Hlton, in a study of 'Peasant Mvenents in Engl and
before 1381", has stated that "peasant resistance to seigneurial
pressure seens first to becone significant in England in the 13th
century", after which it seens to have increased both in frequency
and inintensity. e formassumed by peasant resistance to feud-
al exaction was peasant flight fromthe land -flight into the
towns or to the waste or borderlands, and on the continent of
Europe into the forests or mgration towards the |ess popul ated

east . Such novenents drained the estates of |abour, and was a
powerful factor in pronoting commtation and encouragi ng the actual
| easi ng of demesne | ands. In this respect small estates were apt

to react differently fromlarge, since the former tended to be
less well supplied with labour in the first place as well as poss-
essing |l ess power to assert their clainms or to bring back fugitive
serfs. It seens to have been this kind of situation which under-
lay what has been called the general <crisis of feudal society in
Vestern Europe in the |4th and 15th centuries; and it was the ver-
dict of the late Professor Kosmnsky (in his contribution to Studi
in Chore di Armando Sapori) that it was not a decline of popul at -
ion "but rather the liquidation of the seignorial econony commuta-
tion and dimunition of feudal rent" that underlay the economc de-
cline of this period - a decline and crisis of feudal econony
which had as the other side of the medal an "inprovement in the
situation of the peasantry and an expansion of sinple commodity
production.”




It was precisely this inprovenent in the situation of the
producers and an enlarged scope for sinple
that was to accelerate in these centuries that process of social
differentiation within the petty node of production which was to
prepare the soil from which bourgeois relations of production were
later to energe. Some differentiation there had al ways been. To
quote M Rodney Hilton again:

"The growth of a rich upper stratum anmong the peasants

has been well enough documented in recent agrarian
studies. \Whether we | ook at peasant life in the south
east, in the Thanes Valley, in East Anglia or in the

M dl ands, we find standing out fromthe ordinary run
of tenants with their fifteen or twenty-acre hol dings,
a small group of famlies, sonetines free, nore often
serf, holding a hundred acres or nore".

(Econom c History Review, Second Series, Vol.11

No. 2, p.130).

And he goes on to point out that it was precisely these |arger
peasants (nmost likely to be comodity-producers for a market
and ambitious to expand) who took the lead in revolt against
feudal oppression. In the degree to which this revolt succeed-
ed, however, and a portion of the surplus product of the petty
node of production was retained within it, and the greater the
chance for peasant |easing of additional |land, the nore this
process of social differentiation was able to devel op, since
there was now scope for a nodest neasure of accunulation in
the hands of this upper stratum of well-to-do peasants. Here
the influence of factors internal to feudal econony interacted
with that of such factors as the growth of towns and of trade.
It was these nore prosperous elements in the petty node of
production, both in agriculture and in the urban handicrafts,

who not only had direct 1links with the market, but sought to
i nprove and extend production, and as they expanded becane em
pl oyers of wage-| abour. As universally happens anmong snal

commodity - producers, the process of differentiation which
breeds the nascent enployer, breeds also a supply of depressed
if not actually dispossessed, wage-|abour available for enploy-
ment . In later centuries enclosure and concentration of |and
ownership were to conplete the process of dispossessing the
poorest stratum of producers, separating them from the means
of production and creating a proletariat. But the conpletion
of this process was to take sone tine.

The picture we have then, in summary, is this. A nmin
factor in the decline of Feudalismin Western Europe, and par-
ticularly in England which witnessed a crisis of feudal econo-
my in the late 14th and the |I5th century, was the struggle of
the smal |l producers to |oosen the bonds of feudal exploitation.
Particularly conscious of these bonds were the upper stratum
of well-to-do peasants, who were in a position to extend culti-
vation onto new land and to inprove it,and who accordingly
tended to be the spearpoint of revolt. Such tendencies were both
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ai ded by and ai ded the spread of trade and of production for the market.
But in the degree to which disintegration of the ol d order proceeded and
the petty node of production shook itself |oose fromfeudal bonds and
feudal exploitation, the process of social differentiation within the
petty node of production was accel erat ed; and it was fromthis process
of social differentiation (wth its double tendency to forma kul ak
class of richer peasants on the one hand, and a depressed class of poor
"cottagers' or landless 'squatters' on the other) that bourgeois rel at-
ions of production were born. But the process both of disintegration
and of differentiation took time; and for this very reason the new node
of production did not spring full grown fromthe old, but could only
devel op when the decline of the old had reached a quite advanced st age.

kkkkkkkhkhkhkhkhkkk*k

This seens to be the point at which to remnd you of an illumn-
ating distinction to which Marx first drew attention between what he
called "two roads" of transition. According to the first of these "the

producer becones a merchant and capitalist”. This he calls "the really
revol utionary way". According to the second, it is the nerchant who
"takes possession in a direct way of production”: a way which though it
"serves historically as a nmode of transition”, "nevert hel ess cannot by
itself do much for the overthrow of the old node of production, but
rather preserves it and uses it as its premse"; and eventually becores

"everywhere an obstacle to a real capitalist mode of production”.

This pregnant suggestion is, | believe, abundantly borne out by
the facts of English economc devel opnent in these crucial centuries of
transition fromthe 14th century to the I6th and 17th; and is an inpor-
tant key to understanding the conpl ex devel opnents that were occurring
in the handicraft industries, with the proliferation of Livery Conpanies
and Corporations as well as contests of divergent interests within them
and the spread of a country craft-industry (largely on the so-called
"putting-out system) outside the towns and outside the jurisdiction of
the older town guilds. This extension of handicraft industry was evi-
dently pioneered in two main ways. Firstly, a section of the nmerchants
at the head of conpani es such as the dothworkers, Drapers and Leat her-
sellers, Cordwainers, Qutlers and Pewerers began to turn their capital
towards the encouragenent of donestic handicraft production in the
countryside and the suburbs of towns on the 'putting-out systemd - ad-
vancing raw materials to the craftsmen (later supplying as well their
actual working inplenents, as in hosiery knitting), and narketing the
fini shed product. Secondly, the nore prosperous anong the craftsnen as
well as also the kul ak el enent anong peasant farmers established their
own contacts with the market, and accurmulating a little capital them
sel ves organi sed the putting-out of work to poorer craftsnen on a hal f-
wage, hal f-subcontracting basis. In the 16th and early 17th century
there were al so exanples of production in |arger workshops or 'manufact-
ories', as well as of considerable capitals being invested in mning
operations and sone new industries |ike soap-boiling, paper, cannon-
foundi ng, brass-nmaki ng and brew ng, about which Professor Nef has witten
ext ensi vel y; but in England at anyrate such | arge enterprises were the
exception rather than the rule (and their owners, incidentally, were apt




-10-

to be on the side of the Gown rather than of the Parliament in
the English Gvil War).

Thus small to mddling-sized 'clothiers' were a feature
of the small country towns in Tudor Engl and; and it was the
clothing towns and districts that were apt to be stronghol ds of
the Parlianmentary cause in the English Gvil Véar - for exanple,
the clothing districts of doucestershire in the Wst of Eng-
land and in East Anglia. Simlarly, a marked feature of this
period was the prosperous 'inproving' yeoman farner, of whom
Prof essor Tawney speaks, consolidating hol dings and 'encl osi ng'
them and not uncommonly purchasing manors and setting up as
m nor country squires or gentry. (nh the continent, especially
in Germany, there was a simlar spread of the Verlag System
but here it seens to have been nore exclusively domnated and
nmonopol ised by large 'nerchant nmanufacturers' of the cities,
and to have represented accordingly Vay No. 2 rather than Wy
No. 1.

Such contrasts, indeed, on an international scal e seem
to be crucial to any appreciation of the differences one finds
in different countries, both in the historical genesis of Cap-
italismand in the character of Capitalism when it has finally
emer ged. In turn, the key to such contrasts is, | believe, to
be found in the extent to which Feudalismhad disintegrated and
the petty node of production attained a substantial degree of
i ndependence before some formof capitalist production first
took the stage. This has been wel | enphasi sed by the Japanese
economc historian Professor Kohachiro Takahashi with an eye
particularly to the peculiarities of economc developnent in
his own country. He expresses the contrast in this way:-

"Certainly the way in which capitalismtook formin
every country was closely tied up with previous soc-
ial structures, i.e., the internal intensity and org-
ani sation of feudal econony there. In England add
France feudal |and property and serfdom either disin-
tegrated in the process of economc devel opnent, or
were wi ped out structurally and categorically in the
bourgeoi s revolution ..... These revol utions in VWst-
ern Europe, by the independence and the ascent of the
petty commodity producers and their differentiation,
set free fromanong themthe forces naking for the
devel opnent of capitalist production; while in Prussia
and Japan this 'emancipation' was carried out in the
opposite sense. The organisation of feudal |and prop-
erty renained intact and the classes of free and inde-
pendent peasants and m ddl e-cl ass burghers were undev-
eloped. . . ... .. . . Since capitalismhad to be erected
on this kind of soil, on a basis of fusion rather than
conflict with absolutism the formation of capitalism
took place in the opposite way to Véstern Europe, pre-
domnantly as a process of transformation of putting-
out merchant capital into
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industrial capital == . It can be said that
in connection with varying world historica
conditions the process of establishing cap-
italism takes different basic lines: in
Vestern Europe, Vdy No | (producer into nmer-
chant), in Eastern Europe and Asia, Wy No
I'l (merchant into nmanufacturer). There is
a deep inner relationship between the agrar-
ian question and industrial capital, which
determnes the characteristic structures of
capitalismin the various countries".

(Science and Society, New York, Fal
1952: pp 344-5)

There is one further point. Wat has been said about the petty
nmode of production during the period of feudal decline must not be
taken to nmean that there was an internedi ate nmode of production which
sonehow filled the interval between the period of high feudalism and
capitalism This, or sonething close to it, has, indeed, been suggest-
ed at tinmes: for exanple, again by Dr Saeezy in the above nentioned
di scussion. Wt he suggests is that we call "the systemwhich prevail -
ed in Wstern Europe during the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries 'pre-
capitalist commodity production'”. This | do not feel is either neces-
sary or very satisfactory. It is true, as we have seen, that petty
commodi ty production predomnated in this period. But then so also was
this the case in varying degrees throughout the feudal period. Even if
it be true that in these later centuries feudal revenue had declined
and the formof feudal exaction had generally changed to that of noney-
rent, the subordination of petty commodity production to feudal fetters
and exaction had not ended; and one could only speak of the situation
correctly as being non-feudal if there were no longer a feudal ruling-
class with its peculiar source of income still surviving. There can be
no doubt, | think, that the ruling class in these centuries was stil
the feudal aristocracy, even in England where its ranks had been con-
siderably thinned by the Wars of the Roses in the 15th Century, and
where in the Tudor period there was recruitnment to its ranks from anmong
the nmerchant princes (this constituting the parvenu el enment in the
ol der famlies). This was the period of the growth of political abso-
lutism - a State formdifferent fromthe |ooser, nore decentralised
formof government of earlier centuries, which had seen considerable
autonony for the various territorial lords each within his awn region.
But it renained a feudal absol utism and in England the Stuart period
at the beginning of the I 7th century saw power and influence (including
econom c influence and privileges, such as grants of nonopol y) concent -
rated in the Court, wup to the challenge of the bourgeois revolution in
the | 640 s.

Sinmlar considerations apply to the quite common notion of a
distinctive Merchant Capitalismpreceding the rise of a matured | ndust-
rial Capitalism (a notion sponsored inter alia by Professor M N Pokrov-
sky in his Hstory of Russia fromthe Earliest Times to the R se of
Commercial Capitalismof forty years ago). Now, if 'Merchant Capitalism
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is intended merely as a descriptive termfor that first and early
stage of capitalismprior to the industrial revolution and to the
arrival of machinofacture -then one need not quarrel sinply about
a word. But if the use of the termis intended to inply (as |
think it generally is) the existence of a distinctive,and in some
sense intermedi ate system of production and of social relations
of production ( subsequent to Feudalism but prior to the arrival
on the scene of Capitalismproper), then | suggest that this kind

of classification is mstaken and m sl eadi ng. V¢ may wel | ask
what special kind of aninmal this so-called 'Merchant Capitalism
was. That capitalist relations of production appeared on the

scene sone time before the Industrial Revolution; that there was
an immature and undevel oped first stage of capitalism in England
for two centuries before 1800 - this is all quite true. But, if
we understand the situation correctly, | believe we shall see it
as a precursor stage, and not at all a separate systemor node of
producti on.

FEEEERAE AR ERAE R
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Page 4: line 11: Read "Kuusinen" NOT "Kuusi nes".
Page 5: line 2 : | ast word but one is "growh".
Page 5, line 11: Read "directly” NOT "direction".
Page 5, between |ines
4 & 42: Insert line omtted: "later for dom nance
in the gilds and conpani es of the period, and".
Page 6: line 9: first word is "node".
Page 8, line 2: insert, as last two words "commodity production”.
Page 11, between |ines
35 and 37: insert line omtted: "Tudor aristocracy, the

new upstart famlies filling the gaps in the".-
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