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I argue that Marx’s critique of political economy in volume 1 of Capital relies on a
kind of genealogical argument that takes capitalism as its object. In the first section of
the article, I sketch out an interpretation of the argumentative structure of Capital 1,
highlighting what I take to be the two crucial turning points in Marx’s critique of politi-
cal economy. Marx’s specifically genealogical argument comes to the foreground with
the second of these turning points, which can be found at the start of his account of
primitive accumulation in Part 8 of Capital 1. The first part of the paper defends the
thought that the genealogy of capitalism’s prehistory is no mere digression from or
complement to the main theoretical argument, but rather the crucial completion of
Marx’s critique of political economy in Capital 1. In the second part of the paper, I
turn to the somewhat thornier question of what sort of genealogy Marx offers.
Drawing on and extending Bernard Williams’s distinction between vindicatory and
subversive genealogies, I contend that Marx’s genealogy of capitalism, despite contain-
ing both subversive and vindicatory strands, is embedded in a longer vindicatory his-
torical arc that, while avoiding crude teleologies and strong claims to unilinearity,
nonetheless maintains a kind of necessity claim for its genealogical object.

The subtitle of Marx’s magnum opus Capital is A Critique of Political Economy. But
what sort of critique does Marx offer? This question has been central to the recep-
tion of Marx in Frankfurt School critical theory.1 For this tradition, Marx’s critique
proceeds immanently, revealing from within the contradictions internal to the basic
conceptual and categorial framework of political economy, and its aim is the defetish-
ization or dereification of a social world that appears natural, given, and fixed but that
is in fact the changeable result of human social, practical activity.2 The immanent ori-
entation of Marx’s critique helps to explain his extensive discussions in Capital 1 of
the fundamental categories of political economy—commodity, capital, value, and la-
bor. Marx spends so much time discussing these categories not because he is trying
to offer his own theory of them and their interrelations, extending and radicalizing
the insights of classical economists like Smith and Ricardo, but rather because these
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concepts provide crucial entry points that enable him to illuminate the social struc-
ture of capitalist society from within. Moreover, these are precisely the categories
through which the socially determinate cultural, economic, and historical forms of
capitalist society are reified and fetishized, that is, presented as objective, unchange-
able structures that human beings are powerless to control.

As productive and illuminating as this understanding of Marx’s critical method un-
doubtedly is, thus far, insufficient attention has been paid to a key component of that
method, one that comes into view when we ask ourselves just how Marx’s argument
accomplishes its defetishizing effect. My wager in this paper is that the defetishizing
or dereifying effect of Marx’s critique of political economy is achieved through a kind
of genealogical argument that takes capitalism as its object.3 For the purposes of this
paper, I take genealogy to refer to a historical form of argument that traces the com-
plex emergence of distinctive bundles of social practices, institutions, and structures
and/or the concepts, ideologies, and discourses that serve to legitimate them. To say
that Marx’s critique of political economy in Capital 1 employs a genealogical argu-
ment, then, is to say that it reveals the apparently objective, natural, and fixed social
practices, institutions, and structures associated with capitalism to be the changeable
products of human activity and it does so by uncovering their history.

However, to say that Marx’s critique of political economy employs a genealogical
argument is only the beginning; we also need to ask what sort of genealogy this is.
Following Bernard Williams, we can distinguish two types of genealogies: vindicatory
and subversive.4 Whereas vindicatory genealogies endorse or lend support to their ob-
ject (where “object” refers to the bundle of social practices, institutions, and struc-
tures and/or concepts, ideologies, and discourses in question), subversive
genealogies debunk or undermine confidence in their object. Hegelian dialectics offers a
prominent paradigm of vindicatory genealogy, whereby, for example, the cultural, so-
cial, and political structures of modernity are endorsed by being embedded in a pro-
gressive teleological logic according to which they have been necessitated by past
developments. Nietzsche’s genealogy of morality, which undermines confidence in
its object by exposing its unsavory or shameful origins, revealing those origins to be
the contingent and changeable result of multiple lines of influence, provides the best-
known paradigm of subversive genealogy.5

This way of dividing up the conceptual terrain, with Hegel and Nietzsche as the
primary exemplars, is potentially misleading insofar as it suggests that only vindica-
tory genealogies make a claim to necessity and that subversive genealogies always re-
veal their objects to be contingent. But we can certainly imagine a vindicatory
genealogy that lends support to contemporary concepts and practices by revealing
them to be the result of contingent yet progressive historical learning processes;6

similarly, we can imagine, at least in principle, a subversive genealogy that contends
that the decline and fall of its object is necessary.7 Thus, I take it that, in general, a
genealogy is vindicatory just insofar as it shows us that we have good reasons to be-
lieve in or support a concept or practice because of certain features of the way it
came to be, that is, of its history, and it is subversive insofar as it shows us that we
have good reasons not to do so. These two types of genealogy can also be combined
in various ways. A genealogy might combine subversive and vindicatory strands or
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elements with the aim of revealing the contingent history of its object, thus opening
that object up to transformation without making a normatively ambitious claim
about the object one way or another.8 Conversely, a genealogy could contain subver-
sive and vindicatory strands while making a case for the historical necessity of the ob-
ject and the developmental path that leads to it. Whether such an argument would
amount to an endorsement of or a resignation to the status quo would then depend
on whether the developmental path that is claimed to be necessary has reached its
completion.

With this brief map of the conceptual terrain of genealogical arguments in hand,
I’ll proceed in this paper as follows. First, I will briefly sketch out an interpretation of
the argumentative structure of Capital 1, highlighting what I take to be the two cru-
cial turning points in Marx’s critique of political economy. Marx’s specifically genea-
logical argument comes to the foreground with the second of these turning points,
which can be found at the start of his account of primitive9 accumulation in Part 8 of
Capital 1. The aim in the first part of the paper is to establish the claim that the gene-
alogy of capitalism’s prehistory is no mere digression from or complement to the
main theoretical argument, but rather the crucial completion of Marx’s critique of po-
litical economy in Capital 1. In the second part of the paper, I turn to the somewhat
thornier question of what sort of genealogy Marx offers. This question leads us into
deeply contested debates about whether the Marx of Capital 1 still adheres to the
progressive, teleological, unilinear theory of history advanced in his earlier work.
Whether Marx remains committed to his early philosophy of history, according to
which capitalism represents a developmental historical stage between feudalism and
communism, by the time he writes Capital 1 is a topic of heated debate among
Marxists and Marx’s critics alike. Although I won’t pretend to be able to settle all the
issues at stake in this debate definitively in this short paper, I will suggest that Marx’s
genealogy of capitalism, despite being deeply ambivalent, is embedded in a longer
vindicatory historical arc that, while avoiding crude teleologies and strong claims to
unilinearity, nonetheless maintains a kind of necessity claim for its genealogical
object.

1 . M A R X ’ S C R I T I Q U E O F P O L I T I C A L E C O N O M Y
The critique of political economy articulated in Capital 1 famously combines theoret-
ical discussions of the fundamental categories of political economy such as money,
capital, labor, and value with historical reflections on the development of capitalism
in England, including the decades-long struggle over the length of the working day
and the prehistory of capitalism in land enclosures, colonialism, conquest, and other
forms of primitive accumulation. However, it is far from obvious how the theoretical
and historical aspects of Marx’s critique are related to one another. As a result, this
relationship is easily misconstrued, even by readers as perceptive and attentive as
Seyla Benhabib, who describes the historical sections of Capital 1 as “digressions,”10

and Michael Heinrich, who contends that the historical passages found at the end of
Capital 1 are complementary to but not constitutive of the theoretical account.11

A more promising line of interpretation is offered by Moishe Postone, who argues
that the historical aspects of Marx’s argument are a function of the intrinsically
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dynamic nature of capitalism, a dynamic rooted in the never-ceasing drive for the ex-
pansion of value and accumulation of capital at capitalism’s core. For Postone, given
this internal self-valorizing dynamic of capital, “the logical unfolding of [Marx’s] pre-
sentation becomes historical as well.”12 In other words, the theoretical exposition of
the distinctive conception of value at the heart of capitalism demands a historical pre-
sentation. Although Postone is right to insist on an internal connection between the
theoretical and historical strands of Marx’s argument, his interpretation ends up de
facto treating what I take to be the most important historical strand of Marx’s argu-
ment as a footnote to the primary theoretical argument—as evidenced, for example,
by the fact that his discussion of primitive accumulation is relegated to a single para-
graph in his lengthy study.13 As I read Capital 1, the discussion of primitive accumu-
lation is crucial to Marx’s argument—and not only, though this is also tremendously
important, because it shows Marx’s deep awareness of the evils of conquest and colo-
nialism and the role that these played in the development of European capitalism.
This section is also crucial because it represents the second of two major turning
points in Marx’s overall argument; it is, in fact, the genealogical hinge that completes
his critique of political economy.14

Each of the two major turning points in Marx’s argument effects a kind of per-
spectival shift; in combination, they enable us to see not only that capitalism is not
natural, fixed, or unchangeable but also that underneath its veneer of freedom and
equality is a structure of exploitation and domination that ought to be changed.15

The first turning point occurs at the end of Part 2 of Capital 1, when Marx leaves be-
hind his opening discussion of commodity circulation and turns his attention to pro-
duction. Recall that Marx’s critique of political economy begins with the commodity
precisely because it represents the “elementary form” of “the capitalist mode of
production.”16 The commodity form is also, famously, the primary target of Marx’s
defetishizing critique in Capital 1. Although a commodity seems at first glance to be
“an extremely obvious, trivial thing”—a useful object that is produced and sold—on
further inspection it turns out to be “a very strange thing, abounding in metaphysical
subtleties and theological niceties” (Capital, 163). Its mysterious, mystical, fetishistic
character, Marx contends, consists in the way it presents the social relations of hu-
man labor as objective characteristics of the products of that labor. In other words, in
the commodity form, the “definite social relation between men” assumes “the fantas-
tic form of a relation between things” (Capital, 165).

Marx’s argument claims to uncover not only the fetishism of the commodity
form, but also its secret. The secret of commodity fetishism turns on the way that
value is determined in capitalist society, namely, through the amount of socially nec-
essary labor time expended in a commodity’s production. The details of that account
need not concern us here, as Marx’s main critical point is that bourgeois political
economy is unable to see that its own theory of value is valid only for the historically
specific mode of production of capitalism characterized by commodity production.
As Marx puts this point:

Political economy has indeed analyzed value and its magnitude, however in-
completely, and has uncovered the content concealed within these forms. But
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it has never once asked the question why this content has assumed that particular
form, that is to say, why labour is expressed in value, and why the measurement
of the labor by its duration is expressed in the magnitude of the value of the
product. These formulas, which bear the unmistakable stamp of belonging to a
social formation in which the process of production has mastery over man, in-
stead of the opposite, appear to the political economists’ bourgeois conscious-
ness to be as much a self-evident and nature-imposed necessity as productive
labor itself. (Capital, 173–75, emphasis added)

In other words, bourgeois political economy presupposes without question the “self-
evident and nature-imposed necessity” of its basic categories, first and foremost the
labor theory of value.17

To be sure, capitalism involves more than just commodity production; it also
entails a particular kind of commodity circulation, the aim of which is not the acquisi-
tion of useful things that meet human needs (encapsulated in the formula C-M-C),
but rather the necessarily ongoing valorization and accumulation of capital (M-C-
M0). But how does value increase its own magnitude? How does it create surplus
value? From whence arises its “occult ability to add value to itself”? (Capital, 255).
Marx’s answer is that the valorization of value arises from the sale and purchase of la-
bor power, because labor power is a special type of commodity, one “whose use-
value possesses the peculiar property of being a source of value, whose actual con-
sumption is therefore itself an objectification of labor, hence a creation of value”
(Capital, 270).

In order, however, for labor power to appear in the market as a commodity, the
worker must be free in a twofold sense: freely able to sell his own labor power in the
market, and free in the sense of unencumbered by any other commodities that he
might sell to survive (see Capital, 272–73). Crucially, these are not natural condi-
tions, but rather historical conditions of the existence of capital that “are by no
means given with the mere circulation of money and commodities” (Capital, 274).
To understand this process of self-valorization, however, we must leave the sphere of
the market where commodities circulate, “where everything takes place on the sur-
face and in full view of everyone,” and venture into “the hidden abode of production”
(Capital, 279). Only once we have done so will we be able to see that what appears,
from the point of view of bourgeois economics, to be a free contractual exchange be-
tween equals—the buyer and seller of labor power—is in fact a relationship of ex-
ploitation and domination.

Here, then, is the first turning point in Marx’s critique: the perspectival shift from
the surface phenomena of commodity circulation to the background sphere of com-
modity production. Making this shift allows us to see “not only how capital produces,
but also how capital is itself produced,” thus laying bare “the secret of profit-making”
(Capital, 280). Viewed from within the sphere of commodity circulation, or, we
might say, from the perspective of the market, the exchange of labor power appears
to be, Marx writes, “a very Eden of the innate rights of man,” the “exclusive realm of
Freedom, Equality, Property and Bentham” (Capital, 280). That is to say, from the
perspective taken by bourgeois political economy, it appears that both parties freely
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agree to the labor contract; that they exchange things of equal value (wages and labor
power); that each exchanges only what belongs to him, that is, his property; and that
each pursues only his own self-interest (Bentham). However, Marx continues:

when we leave this sphere of simple circulation or the exchange of commodi-
ties, which provides the ‘free-trader vulgaris’ with his views, his concepts and
the standard by which he judges the society of capital and wage-labour, a cer-
tain change takes place, or so it appears, in the physiognomy of our dramatis
personae. He who was previously the money-owner now strides out in front as
capitalist; the possessor of labour-power follows as his worker. (Capital, 280)

When we shift perspectives and view capitalist society from the perspective of the
sphere of production, our understanding of the labor contract shifts accordingly, re-
vealing the fundamentally antagonistic character of the capitalist-worker relationship.
In the wake of this shift, Marx explains: “The [capitalist] smirks self-importantly and
is intent on business; the [worker] is timid and holds back, like someone who has
brought his own hide to market and now has nothing else to expect but—a tanning”
(Capital, 280). The capitalist can only be seen as a capitalist and the worker as a
worker when we shift perspectives from the circulation of commodities within the
market to the sphere of production.

The second turning point in his argument occurs after Marx has spelled out his
theory of capitalist exploitation in the central chapters of Capital 1 (Parts 3–7).
These chapters detail the capitalist’s extraction and appropriation of surplus value
from the labor power of the worker, which drives the ongoing accumulation of capi-
tal. The capitalist employs a variety of strategies to this end, from lengthening the
working day to increasing efficiency through ever more complex divisions of labor to
the employment of machinery and other technological innovations. The process of
capital accumulation is not only ongoing and never-ending—if capital does not con-
tinue to expand, the system will collapse—but also self-reinforcing.18 But how does
this cycle begin? As Nancy Fraser puts the point: “where did capital come from?”19

To answer this question, we must follow the second turning point in Marx’s
argument:

We have seen how money is transformed into capital; how surplus-value is
made through capital, and how more capital is made from surplus-value. But
the accumulation of capital presupposes surplus-value; surplus value presup-
poses capitalist production; capitalist production presupposes the availability
of considerable masses of capital and labour-power in the hands of commod-
ity producers. The whole movement, therefore, seems to turn around in a
never-ending circle, which we can only get out of by assuming a primitive accu-
mulation . . . which precedes capitalist accumulation; an accumulation which is
not the result of the capitalist mode of production but its point of departure.
(Capital, 873, emphasis added)

The only way to break out of the apparently never-ending, self-reinforcing circle of
capitalist accumulation—in other words, the only way to see capitalism for what it
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is—is to posit a primitive accumulation that precedes capitalist accumulation and
makes it possible. For the capitalist could not have sprung forth fully formed, as if
from Zeus’s head; he was only able to become a capitalist because, as a beneficiary of
primitive accumulation, he was in the position to enter the market as a buyer of labor
power. Just as capitalist production centered on the extraction and accumulation of
surplus value serves as the enabling condition for the distinctively capitalist mode of
commodity circulation, primitive accumulation serves as the enabling condition for
capitalist production.

Political economy tells a different story about what Marx calls primitive accumula-
tion. From that perspective, the story of where capital came from is akin to the theo-
logical doctrine of original sin—it not only explains but also justifies why the workers
are propertyless. Here is Marx, channeling the bourgeois political economist:

Long, long ago there were two sorts of people; one, the diligent, intelligent
and above all frugal elite; the other, lazy rascals spending their substance, and
more, in riotous living . . . . Thus it came to pass that the former sort accumu-
lated wealth, and the latter sort finally had nothing to sell except their own
skins. And from this original sin dates the poverty of the great majority who,
despite all their labour, have up to now nothing to sell but themselves, and the
wealth of the few that increases constantly, although they have long ceased to
work. (Capital, 873)

Marx’s account, by contrast, exposes this story of original sin as the “nursery tale”
that it is, revealing the “notorious fact that conquest, enslavement, robbery, murder,
in short, force, play the greatest part” in the transformation marked by so-called
primitive accumulation (Capital, 874).

Primitive accumulation thus constitutes the necessary prehistory of capitalism in
the sense that capitalism’s emergence is only possible on the basis of the acquisition
of the means of production by the would-be capitalist.20 As Marx says quite clearly,
money and commodities in themselves are not capital; they only become capital un-
der very specific conditions, namely, when capitalist and worker meet in the labor
market to exchange wages for labor power. But this labor-market structure presup-
poses a capitalist who has the means to purchase labor power and a worker who is
“free” in the dual sense described above—free to enter into contracts and unencum-
bered by ownership of the means of production. This duality, in turn, presupposes
workers who have no ownership of the conditions of their labor. Again, here is Marx:

The process, therefore, which creates the capital-relation can be nothing other
than the process which divorces the worker from the ownership of the condi-
tions of his own labour; it is a process which operates two transformations,
whereby the social means of subsistence and production are turned into capi-
tal, and the immediate producers are turned into wage-labourers. So-called
primitive accumulation, therefore, is nothing else than the historical process of
divorcing the producer from the means of production. It appears as ‘primitive’
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because it forms the pre-history of capital, and of the mode of production cor-
responding to capital. (Capital, 874–75)

As Marx emphasizes, in the context of European capitalism, primitive accumulation
was a bloody, violent, brutal process of expropriation that included the enclosure of
the commons in England and the extraction of wealth—in the form of both resour-
ces and slave labor—from the colonies.

Marx’s critique of political economy thus moves from an abstract, conceptual
analysis of the elementary form of the capitalist mode of production (the commodity
and commodity circulation) to a consideration of the relations of production that
make commodity circulation possible (the extraction of surplus value from living la-
bor) to the historical conditions that enable this mode of production to gain a foot-
hold (primitive accumulation). As the argument progresses, the apparently natural,
fixed, quasi-objective structure of capitalist economic and social relations posited by
bourgeois political economy is defetishized and dereified, revealed to be the product
of human activity and history. From the point of view of political economy, the his-
torical and social nature of these relations are invisible, as is the exploitative and
dominating nature of the relation between capital and labor. The political economist
sees only the buyer and seller of labor power—two free, equal, property-owning par-
ties, each acting according to his own self-interest—meeting in the market for the
purposes of exchange. It is only once we shift our perspective to the primitive accu-
mulation that makes capital accumulation possible that we can see the violent, brutal,
bloody, historical conditions of domination and expropriation that make capitalism
possible. This suggests, in turn, that his historical account of primitive accumulation
is not a mere digression from or complement to Marx’s theoretical argument. It is,
instead, the genealogical argument that completes his defetishizing critique of politi-
cal economy by revealing the historical conditions of emergence of capitalist exploita-
tion. Just as we must leave the sphere of circulation and enter the hidden abode of
production to see that the apparently free labor contract is in fact exploitative, we
must move from the sphere of production to its prehistory to see the force, violence,
and brutality on which capitalist exploitation rests.

2 . T H E G E N E A L O G I C A L F O R M O F M A R X ’ S A R G U M E N T
Thus far, I hope to have justified my primary claim that Marx’s argument in Capital
1 includes a genealogical component, and, moreover, that this component plays an
important role in his critique of political economy. Marx’s immanent, defetishizing
critique aims to reveal to the reader what cannot be seen from the point of view of
political economy: namely, that capitalism is not governed by objective, fixed, and
unchangeable economic laws but is rather a historically emergent and therefore
changeable system of social relations, a system made possible by the violent, bloody,
brutal process of primitive accumulation. Still, even if convincing, this argument does
not settle the question of what sort of genealogy of capitalism Marx offers. Before I
can address that issue, I need to say a bit more about Marx’s account of primitive
accumulation.
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Unlike the political economist, for whom “the idyllic reigns from time immemorial,”
Marx’s account of the history of capitalist development contends that “conquest, en-
slavement, robbery, murder, in short, force, play the greatest part” (Capital, 874).
Primitive accumulation comprises two interrelated transformations: the transforma-
tion of collective means of subsistence and production into private capital and the
concomitant transformation of “immediate producers” (i.e., those who produce for
themselves, without the mediation of capital) into wage-laborers (Capital, 874–75).
Both transformations are exemplified by the enclosure of the commons in England
in the late fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries. Through a process of forcible ex-
propriation, land that was previously available for common cultivation was turned
into private property and those who had previously subsisted by farming that land
were turned into wage-laborers. Marx summarizes this long, brutal history this way:

The spoliation of the Church’s property, the fraudulent alienation of the state
domains, the theft of the common lands, the usurpation of feudal and clan
property and its transformation into modern private property under circum-
stances of ruthless terrorism, all these things were just so many idyllic methods
of primitive accumulation. (Capital, 895)

Marx also emphasizes the role of “brute force” of “the colonial system” in the emer-
gence of capitalism in England:

The discovery of gold and silver in America, the extirpation, enslavement and
entombment in mines of the indigenous population of that continent, the
beginnings of the conquest and plunder of India, and the conversion of Africa
into a preserve for the commercial hunting of blackskins, are all things which
characterize the dawn of the era of capitalist production. These idyllic proceed-
ings are the chief moments of primitive accumulation. (Capital, 915)

In a related vein, Marx decries the “frightful” treatment of the indigenous population
in the West Indies and the plunder of Mexico and India (Capital, 917); he notes that
European capital was created on the basis of the “undisguised looting, enslavement
and murder” of the colonies (Capital, 918); and he contends that “the veiled slavery
of the wage-laborers in Europe” rests on the “pedestal” of “unqualified slavery” in the
New World (Capital, 925).21 Capital, Marx says memorably at the conclusion of this
discussion, “comes [into the world] dripping from head to toe, from every pore, with
blood and dirt” (Capital, 926).

Is Marx’s genealogy subversive or vindicatory?
Given this vivid description of the historical conditions of capitalism’s emergence, it
might seem obvious that Marx’s genealogy of capitalism is subversive. However, mat-
ters are not quite so simple, because the subversive elements of Marx’s genealogy are
interwoven with a vindicatory story of the technologically, economically, and politi-
cally progressive features of capitalist development. His genealogy of capitalism’s
emergence is thus better characterized as ambivalent, combining both subversive and
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vindicatory strands. This ambivalence is evident, for example, in the following pas-
sage where Marx discusses the “secret” of primitive accumulation:

the historical movement which changes the producers into wage-laborers
appears, on the one hand, as their emancipation from serfdom and from the
fetters of the guilds, and it is this aspect of the movement which alone exists
for our bourgeois historians. But, on the other hand, these newly freed men be-
came sellers of themselves only after they had been robbed of all their own
means of production, and all the guarantees of existence afforded by the old
feudal arrangements. And this history, the history of their expropriation, is
written in the annals of mankind in letters of blood and fire. (Capital, 875)

In other words, the bourgeois historian’s view of the emancipatory aspects of the
transition from feudalism to capitalism isn’t so much incorrect as it is woefully in-
complete and one sided. Capitalism did indeed emancipate the serfs from serfdom
and the stultifying structure of the guild system, but it simultaneously robbed them
of their means of production and deprived them of the security afforded by the feu-
dal system. Capitalism is undoubtedly exploitative and dominating, in Marx’s view,
but it also represents genuine political, and economic progress over earlier social
forms. Indeed, crucially, for Marx, without violence, pain, and destructiveness there
would be no progress. As he puts the point in Capital 1: “Force is the midwife of every
old society which is pregnant with a new one” (Capital, 916). Progress is not under-
mined or undone by the antagonism, force, and negation necessary to achieve it;
rather, in true dialectical fashion, it is achieved through them.

Moreover, Marx’s ambivalent genealogy of capitalism’s emergence is arguably em-
bedded in a longer progressive, hence vindicatory, historical arc. That is to say,
Capital 1 remains committed to certain core features of the theory of history familiar
from Marx’s earlier work. I realize that by making this claim, I am wading into deeply
and fiercely contested terrain. Given the limited space I have here, I won’t be able to
offer a complete defense of this claim; the best I can do is to provide some considera-
tions in favor of it.22

Marx’s early theory of history is expressed most clearly and succinctly in the fol-
lowing well-known passage from the preface to his Contribution to the Critique of
Political Economy:

At a certain stage of their development, the material productive forces of soci-
ety come in conflict with the existing relations of production, or—what is but
a legal expression for the same thing—with the property relations within which
they have been at work hitherto. From forms of development of the productive
forces these relations turn into their fetters. Then begins an epoch of social
revolution . . . . No social order ever perishes before all the productive forces
for which there is room in it have developed; and new, higher relations of pro-
duction never appear before the material conditions of their existence have ma-
tured in the womb of the old society itself. Therefore mankind always sets it-
self only such tasks as it can solve; since, looking at the matter more closely, it
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will always be found that the task itself arises only when the material condi-
tions for its solution already exist or at least are in the process of formation.23

I take it that the core of the view of history expressed in this passage is that the eco-
nomic structure of a society is conditioned by the level of development of its produc-
tive forces, where these, in turn, condition the remaining social, political, legal, and
cultural institutions.24 To say that the economic structure of a society is conditioned
by the level of productive forces is to say, for example, that different levels of produc-
tive forces will require different divisions of labor in order to be realized. Consider,
in this regard, the transition from artisanal to industrial modes of production. The
latter represents an expansion of productive powers—that is, it allows societies to
produce a greater quantity and variety of goods—but, to operate efficiently, it
requires a much more complex, finely graded, and internally differentiated division of
labor. On this view, historical development is initiated when the existing economic
structures no longer facilitate—indeed, they impede or become “fetters” to—the ex-
pansion of productive forces. At such points, those structures are replaced by more
developed or advanced structures through a process of social revolution.

Note that this view of history need not entail a crude teleology. As Marx puts it in
The German Ideology: “History is nothing but the succession of the separate genera-
tions, each of which exploits the materials, the capital funds, the productive forces
handed down to it by all preceding generations, and thus, on the one hand, continues
the traditional activity in completely changed circumstances and, on the other, modi-
fies the old circumstances with a completely changed activity.”25 Although it is always
possible to retrospectively read later historical developments as the goal of the earlier
ones, to do so is to engage in a speculative distortion of this process. However, as
G.A. Cohen has argued, there does appear to be a much less metaphysically robust
notion of functional or organic teleology at work here.26 Communism may not be
the goal or telos of human historical development, but, according to this view, it is
the noncontingent and functionally superior outcome of contradictions that are in-
ternal to the existing stage of the development of human productive powers.27

Notably, Marx recapitulates many of the main features of this theory of history in
the short penultimate chapter of Capital 1, entitled “The Historical Tendency of
Capitalist Accumulation”—a chapter that comes after his unflinching exposure of the
bloody brutality of primitive accumulation. Marx opens this chapter by considering
the relationship between primitive accumulation and the small-scale, artisanal mode
of production characteristic of precapitalist societies. Such modes of production are
“immediate”—which is to say that artisans also own the products of their labor. This
mode of production “is the foundation of small-scale industry, and small-scale indus-
try is a necessary condition for the development of social production and the free in-
dividuality of the worker himself” (Capital, 927, emphasis added). At the same time, it
is “compatible only with a system of production and a society moving within narrow
limits which are of natural origin. To perpetuate it would be . . . ‘to decree universal
mediocrity’” (Capital, 927–28). In other words, although this mode of production
represents both material and social progress over prior modes—it is necessary for
the expansion of material production and the development of the worker’s “free
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individuality”—it is also limited, both materially and socially, in ways that leave room
for (and will in fact help to elicit) future progress. Thus, Marx contends, “at a certain
stage of development, it brings into the world the material means of its own
destruction” (Capital, 928). The “annihilation” of this mode of production is the pro-
cess of primitive accumulation that has already been outlined, or what Marx also calls
the “terrible and arduously accomplished expropriation of the mass of the people
[that] forms the pre-history of capital” (Capital, 928).

No sooner is the process of expropriation of the masses complete, however, than
a new process begins, one whose ultimate end is the expropriation of the capitalist.
This is accomplished through the expansion of the very forces that are immanent to
capitalist production and accumulation—including the centralization of capital in the
hands of the few, the increase in technological capability, and the emergence of a
global, interconnected market—and through the concomitant growth in “misery, op-
pression, slavery, degradation and exploitation” of the workers, which, in turn,
increases “the revolt of the working class” (Capital, 929). At a certain point,

the monopoly of capitalism becomes a fetter upon the mode of production
which has flourished alongside and under it. The centralization of the means
of production and the socialization of labor reach a point at which they be-
come incompatible with their capitalist integument. This integument is burst
asunder. (Capital, 929)

Thus, Marx concludes:

capitalist production begets, with the inexorability of a natural process, its own
negation. This is the negation of the negation. It does not re-establish private
property, but it does indeed establish individual property on the basis of the
achievements of the capitalist era: namely co-operation and the possession in
common of the land and the means of production produced by labor itself.
(Capital, 929, emphasis added)

Perhaps the most remarkable feature of this passage is that Marx still refers here to
the “achievements” of capitalism, despite his trenchant criticisms of the brutality,
force, and violence that make it possible. I take it that these achievements include,
for Marx, capitalism’s break from the mediocrity imposed by the constraints of small-
scale production and the rigid, hierarchical social forms in which such production
was embedded. As such, capitalism, like the small-scale artisanal mode of production
that preceded it, represents an improvement in both material (mode of production)
and social (free individuality of the worker) terms. A deeply flawed, highly destructive,
and radically incomplete improvement, to be sure, but an improvement nonetheless.

This recapitulation of the core features of Marx’s theory of history near the con-
clusion of Capital 1, after Marx has exposed capitalism’s bloody, dirty roots in primi-
tive accumulation, suggests to me that his ambivalent genealogy is embedded in a
vindicatory historical arc. In this arc, however, what is vindicated is not capitalism
per se but rather the historical process in which capitalism is embedded. Its roots in
a violent, bloody process of forceful expropriation and domination notwithstanding,
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capitalism represents economic, technological, and political progress over earlier social
forms. However, since it is not the final stage in the process of historical development,
the vindication provided by Marx’s genealogical argument is necessarily incomplete; it
awaits completion in the coming communist revolution.

Given Marx’s undisguised outrage at the horrors of primitive accumulation and
the destructiveness of capitalism, one might wonder in what sense he offers a vindica-
tion of capitalism, even if an incomplete one? The thought here is a Benjaminian
one: Marx reads the historical development in which capitalism is embedded from
the point of view of the future, from the standpoint of the impending socialist revolu-
tion. From this standpoint, the suffering of those who were vanquished in the past is
not so much denied as it is (or: will be) vindicated by the historical process. If prog-
ress is not undone by the force necessary to achieve it, but rather is achieved through
force, then it is also wrought from historical defeat.28

Does Marx’s genealogy claim the necessity or contingency of its object?
As I argued above, the defetishizing aim of Marx’s critique is to reveal that what
bourgeois economists take to be eternal, quasi-natural laws are in fact valid only for a
particular form of production, namely capitalist production. Thus, his argument aims
to uncover the deeply social and historical nature of something that we tend, from
within capitalist societies and from the point of view of bourgeois economics, to view
as ahistorical and in that sense necessary. But does this amount to a claim that capi-
talism is a contingent social form? Or that the historical process that led to the emer-
gence of capitalism in Europe is contingent? This is an equally vexed question that is
often assumed to turn on the issue of whether Capital 1 remains committed to the
unilinear theory of history—according to which history necessarily proceeds through
a developmental series of modes of production, from ‘Asiatic’ modes to slave socie-
ties through feudalism and capitalism to communism—articulated in his earlier
work.

In his watershed 2010 book, Marx at the Margins, Kevin Anderson argues that, by
the end of his life, Marx had left behind this unilinear model.29 While early texts such
as The German Ideology may have presented a “unilinear model based on Western
European history, which ran in a straight line from ‘clan or tribal’, to ‘ancient’, to ‘feu-
dal’, and on to modern bourgeois forms of society,”30 later texts such as the
Grundrisse paid greater attention to the “alternative historical trajectories of Asia”31

and even to the “possibility of peasant-based upheaval”32 in Russia—multilinear his-
torical trajectories that would seem to have been ruled out by his earlier model.
Relatedly, through careful attention to the different translations and editions,
Anderson contends that this multilinear perspective is also evident in Capital 1, even
if this fact is occasionally disguised by misleading translations and editorial decisions
made by Engels.33 Thus, against those critics who claim that Marx’s theory of primi-
tive accumulation lays out a universal developmental path that all societies must pass
through on their way to becoming capitalist (and, later, communist), Anderson insists
that the “narrative of primitive accumulation was meant as a description of Western
European development, nothing more, and hardly a grand global narrative.”34
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It seems to me, however, that this line of argument tends to conflate multilinearity
with necessity. It may well be that unilinear theories of historical development im-
plicitly make a sort of necessity claim: if any society is to develop historically, such
theories claim, it must do so along this one, single trajectory. Does this mean that all
multilinear theories of history thereby imply the opposite, namely, that which path a
particular society will follow is contingent? As far as I can see, this does not follow.
In other words, Marx could acknowledge a multiplicity of historical trajectories while
maintaining that each one evinces its own internal logic or necessity.35

That Marx remains committed to some claim to the internal logic or necessity of
the historical process through which capitalism emerged in Europe and by means of
which it will eventually be overthrown is evident in a passage I discussed above from
the chapter “The Historical Tendency of Capitalist Accumulation” (see Capital,
929). There, Marx argues that the impending expropriation of the capitalist is to be
accomplished through the expansion of forces immanent to capitalist production and
accumulation: the centralization of capital, the progress of technology, the globaliza-
tion of markets, and the concomitant immiseration of the proletariat. The expansion
of capitalism simultaneously increases “the revolt of the working class” (Capital,
929), producing capitalism’s own grave diggers from within. At a certain point, capi-
talist economic structures become incompatible with the further expansion of its
own mode of production; at this point, the mode of production bursts apart its capi-
talist shell (Capital, 929). Thus, Marx concludes: “capitalist production begets, with
the inexorability of a natural process, its own negation. This is the negation of the neg-
ation” (Capital, 929, emphasis added).

To be sure, in his later correspondence with the Russian socialist Vera Zasulich,
Marx famously limits the scope of this necessity claim. It is meant, he insists, to apply
only to the historical course of capitalism’s emergence in Western Europe; thus,
Marx insists that his analysis says nothing about the fate of the peasant commune in
Russia. Still, at the same time, Marx reiterates the “historical inevitability” of the
course of developments in “the countries of Western Europe.”36 Thus Marx distin-
guishes between a conception of transhistorical necessity that posits a universal his-
torical trajectory leading to and through capitalism—which his earlier work
advanced but which he now rejects—and a conception of necessity more restricted
in scope—one that, while leaving room for multiple historical trajectories, nonethe-
less claims historical inevitability for the specific historical trajectory that gives rise to
capitalism in Europe.

Thus, it seems to me that the genealogical argument in Capital volume 1 retains a
claim to historical necessity, even if that claim is more limited in scope than the read-
ing advanced in Marx’s earlier work. The point of Marx’s critique of political econ-
omy, as I’ve argued above, is to enable his reader to see not only that capitalism
consists of a historically emergent set of social relations but also that beneath its ve-
neer of freedom and equality is a structure of exploitation and domination that ought
to be changed. But insofar as the trajectory of capitalism’s historical development fol-
lows an internal developmental logic, the direction in which those social relations
can change is not contingent.
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3 . C O N C L U S I O N
Marx’s genealogy of capitalism thus works by revealing that what appears, from the
point of view of bourgeois political economy, to be natural and ahistorical (capitalist
economic and social relations) is in fact the result of an (unfinished) process of his-
torical development. Marx’s genealogy of capitalism’s emergence is deeply ambiva-
lent, with both vindicatory and subversive strands. In addition to having devastating
consequences in the here and now, capitalism undoubtedly has unsavory and objec-
tionable origins—as Marx’s discussion of primitive accumulation shows—but it is
also the provisional result of a series of historical developments that Marx views as
progressive—technologically, economically, and politically. But this ambivalent gene-
alogy is embedded in a longer, vindicatory arc, whereby capitalism will inevitably col-
lapse under the weight of its own internal contradictions, giving rise to communism.
Thus, unlike genealogical arguments that aim to problematize their object(s), reveal-
ing their contingency and thereby opening them up to an open-ended transforma-
tion,37 Marx’s genealogy embeds the emergence of European capitalism in longer
historical trajectory, albeit one that is limited in scope, leaving room in the end for
multilinear historical trajectories. This suggests that, in the end, Marx’s genealogy of
capitalism’s developmental trajectory is vindicatory, even if not straightforwardly so.
Marx’s genealogy of capitalism contributes to his critique of political economy in the
following way: it shows that things could be otherwise (because what appears to be
natural, fixed and given is in fact historically and socially produced) and that things
should be otherwise (because despite the progressive achievements of capitalism, it
also rests on exploitation which in turn rests on bloody, brutal, and violent enabling
conditions), but that change, if and when it comes, will move along a progressive
and noncontingent developmental arc.
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