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KARL MARX AND ENCLOSURES IN ENGLAND*

1. The Rise of Capitalism and the &dquo;Industrial Revolution&dquo;

Between about 1780 and 1830, an &dquo;industrial revolution&dquo; swept over
England. In the process England emerged as the most economically ad-
vanced nation in the world, a position which it held for a good part of
the 19th century. The question of why England was able to expand its

productive capacities well in advance of other countries is of obvious
interest to anyone who wants to understand the preconditions and mechan-
isms of economic development.

The question is obviously not a new one, and it is not a lack of his-
torical investigation which poses the main problem in giving an answer.
Rather, and this is the general argument of this paper, it is the manner
in which conventional economic historians have gone about asking this
question which limits our understanding of the meaning and importance of
England’s &dquo;industrial 1 revolution.&dquo; For wh i 1 e it is undoubtedly true that,
in the actuality of social development, &dquo;Men make their own history, but
do not make it just as they please,&dquo;1 economic historians, in interpreting
that history, are not necessarily bound by the constraints of social
reality.

It is not surprising to find that the conventional interpretation of
the rise of capitalism in England, euphemistically referred to as &dquo;indus-

trialization&dquo;2,is also a bourgeois interpretation. If there is a uniquely
&dquo;bourgeois view of the world,&dquo; it is one which regards the social process
and particularly the production process as consisting of free and har-
monious relations between different classes, and one which views material
accumulation as not only the means but also the end of social prQgfess.The &dquo;industrialization&dquo; interpretation of the rise of capitalism exhibits
these basic characteristics. For the proponents of this view, the
&dquo;industrial revolution&dquo; is almost synonymous with the beginning of
modern civilization, for without it how could one &dquo;explain&dquo; the tech-

nological marvels of advanced industrial society? Entranced by the very
technological achievements which they are supposedly trying to explain,
these bourgeois economists even borrow the jargon of modern technology
to describe the rise of modern industry. Thus, between 1783 and 1802,
English industry &dquo;took off&dquo;4 -- &dquo;traditional society&dquo; is over, &dquo;industrial

society&dquo; has begun.

%The development of the ideas presented in this paper owes much to
discussions with, and encouragement from, Sam Bowles, Bob Buchele, Ed

Clark, Herb Gintis, Art MacEwan, and Steve Marglin. I have greatly
benefitted as well from comments from many other people in URPE, in-

cluding the editors of the RRPE.
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M arx i s t  economists,  on the other hand, ana lyze the period o f  the 
" i n d u s t r i a l  r e v o lu t io n , "  not as the s t a r t i n g  point  o f  the process o f  
" i n d u s t r i a l i z a t i o n , "  but as a p a r t i c u l a r ,  and h i s t o r i c a l l y  e x p l i c a b le ,  
outcome of a c e n tu r ie s - lo n g  t r a n s i t i o n  from feuda l i sm  to c a p i t a l  ism.5 

According to the M arx i s t  view, i t  was not j u s t  an unprecedented expan­
s ion  o f  mater ia l  product ion that took place at the end o f  the 18th cen­
tury  and the beg inn ing  o f  the 19th century; i t  was an expansion based on 
the p a r t i c u l a r  s o c i a l  r e l a t i o n s  o f  the c a p i t a l i s t  mode o f  product ion.

The M arx i s t s  concentrate th e i r  a n a l y s i s  on the changing power r e l a ­
t io n s  between d i f f e r e n t  so c ia l  c l a s se s  and t r y  to  exp la in  the q u a l i t a t i v e  
phenomena in economic development from which the power o f  one c l a s s  over  
another der ives .  From t h i s  viewpoint, q u a n t i t a t i v e  measurements are use­
fu l  only  in so fa r  as they accurate ly  re f le c t  the q u a l i t a t i v e  phenomena 
under i n v e s t i g a t i o n .  For example, in ana lyz ing  the development o f  
c a p i t a l i s m  (or any other s o c ia l  system), the rate o f  growth o f  the 
nat iona l  product i s  seen as one p os s ib le  index o f  economic p rog ress ,  but 
the extent  to which i t  r e a l l y  represents progress  is  a s sessed  in terms 
o f  the impact o f  the expansion o f  product ive a c t i v i t y  on d i f f e r e n t  s o c i a l  
c l a s s e s .

For the bourgeo is  economists,  on the other hand, i t  i s  the q u a n t i t a ­
t i v e  measurements themselves which become primary. With them, economic 
h i s t o r y  becomes the h i s t o r y  o f  the accumulation o f  commodities and l i t t l e  
e l se .  The c l a s s  r e l a t i o n s  which form the s o c ia l  b a s i s  fo r  " i n d u s t r i a l i z a ­
t i o n "  are on ly  of secondary in te re s t ,  i f  they are o f  any in te re s t  at a l l .  
They a t t r i b u t e  the q u a n t i t a t i v e  expansion o f  product ion to techno log ica l  
developments, but r a re ly  seek to analyze the s o c ia l  r e l a t i o n s  which have 
made these developments p o s s ib le .^

Regard less  o f  whether or not the proponents o f  the " i n d u s t r i a l i z a ­
t i o n "  view are co n sc iou s ly  t ry ing  to obfuscate  the ro le  of c l a s s  power 
in c a p i t a l i s t  development, the h i s t o r i c a l  in te rp re ta t io n  which they 
present serves t h i s  purpose. When these economists do look at the h i s ­
t o r i c a l  contexts  o f  economic growth in the c a p i t a l i s t  system, they tend 
to minimize the ro le  o f  force,  i .e. , the exerc ise  o f  coerc ive  c l a s s  
power, in b r in g in g  about economic t ransformat ions.  Here, they are 
g r e a t l y  aided by th e i r  ( im p l i c i t )  assumption that  market t r a n s a c t i o n s ,  
e . g . ,  the buying out o f  l i t t l e  landholders by b i g  landho lders,  are, by 
th e i r  nature, noncoerc ive . ' The e f fe c t  i s  to  por t ray  c a p i t a l i s t  develop­
ment, even at those times when i t s  de le te r iou s  e f f e c t s  on the working  
c l a s s e s  are most apparent, as a harmonious process;  that  i s ,  development 
which is  not the re su l t  o f  c l a s s  c o n f l i c t ,  but which is  rather the r e s u l t  
o f  " n a t u r a l "  ( i . e .  market) economic f o r c e s . 7 *

*Th is  assumption i s ,  o f  course, the fundamental e t h i c a l  p rop o s i t io n  
used to  le g i t im iz e  both the " f r e e "  market system and n e o c l a s s i c a l  econo­
mic theory.
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The very term " i n d u s t r i a l "  in a l l  i t s  a p p l i c a t i o n s  se rve s ,  in the 
bourgeois  a n a l y s i s ,  to g l o s s  over the most important h i s t o r i c a l  d e f i n i ­
t ions  and d i s t i n c t i o n s .  The word i t s e l f ,  which could l e g i t im a t e l y  be 
used to descr ibe  any process  in which people carry  out mater ia l  produc­
t ion ,  g i v e s  no i n d i c a t io n  as to  the nature of the work which i s  involved  
in product ion.  Having ab s t rac ted  from the so c ia l  charac ter  o f  the produc 
t ion  processes,  i t  then becomes e a s i e r  to portray " i n d u s t r i a l "  deve lop­
ment as a c l a s s - n e u t r a l  techn o lo g ica l  process which can be adequate ly  
assessed in q u a n t i t a t i v e  terms.

The " i n d u s t r i a l  r e v o l u t i o n - i n d u s t r i a l i z a t i o n "  approach s e r i o u s l y  
d i s t o r t s  economic h i s t o r y -b y  c re a t in g  the i l l u s i o n  that  economic develop­
ment c o n s i s t s  p r im a r i l y  o f  the triumph o f  the advanced manufacturing or 
" i n d u s t r i a l "  sec tor  over  the backward a g r i c u l t u r a l  or " t r a d i t i o n a l "  
sector .  Th is  i l l u s i o n  is  shattered  by the Marx ist  approach which locates  
the key to the r i s e  o f  c a p i t a l i s m  in the transformation o f  the production  
r e l a t i o n s  in the a g r i c u l t u r a l  s ec to r  i t s e l f .  Only then does the " i n d u s ­
t r i a l  re v o lu t io n "  in the manufacturing  sector  become p o s s i b le .  The idea 
of " i n d u s t r i a l i z a t i o n "  i s  in i t s e l f  h i s t o r i c a l l y  meaningless  and mis ­
lead ing un le ss  we s p e c i f y  the h i s t o r i c a l  changes in the s o c ia l  r e l a t i o n s  
of production o f  both a g r i c u l t u r e  and manufacturing which permit the 
rapid expansion o f  mater ia l  p roduct ion .*

In the d i s c u s s io n  that  f o l l o w s ,  we w i l l  attempt, by look ing at the 
r i s e  o f  c a p i t a l i s m  in England, and, more s p e c i f i c a l l y ,  at the ro le  o f  
enc losures  in t h i s  p rocess,  to  demonstrate some of  the important d i f f e r ­
ences between the Marxian and bourgeois  approaches to  the a n a l y s i s  o f  
economic development. Marx, in Part  V I I I  o f  Cap i ta l  Vol . I ,  l ay s  out 
h is  h i s t o r i c a l  in te r p re ta t io n  o f  the t r a n s i t i o n  from the feudal mode of  
product ion to the c a p i t a l i s t  mode o f  production in England. He by no 
means says  the l a s t  word on t h i s  t r a n s i t i o n ,  but he does present  a power 
fu l  framework o f  h i s t o r i c a l  a n a l y s i s  which we can use as a b a s i s  fo r  
e v a lu a t in g  subsequent research and methods of  a n a l y s i s .

When speaking o f  the t r a n s i t i o n  from the feudal mode o f  production  
to the c a p i t a l i s t  mode o f  product ion  in England, we are speaking  of the 
t r a n s i t i o n  from the mode o f  production which forms the base o f  one 
h i s t o r i c a l  epoch - -  feudal s o c ie t y  - -  to the mode o f  product ion  which 
forms the base o f  another h i s t o r i c a l  epoch - -  c a p i t a l i s t  s o c ie t y .  The *

*Enge ls  h im se l f ,  w r i t i n g  at the age of 2h with l i t t l e  g rasp  of  
pre-19th century E n g l i s h  h i s t o r y ,  must share the blame fo r  the m is lead ing  
use o f  the term " i n d u s t r i a l  r e v o lu t io n . "  See Engels ,  1969, " I n t r o d u c ­
t i o n . "  See Marx, 1967a, p. 750fn. fo r  a c l a r i f i c a t i o n  about the use of  
the word " i n d u s t r i a l . "
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t r a n s i t i o n  i t s e l f  is  ne i ther  a mechanistic nor an in e v i t a b le  process. I t  
invo lves  centur ies  o f  c l a s s  c o n f l i c t  which b r in g  about the d i s s o lu t i o n  of  
the base and su p e r s t r u c tu r a 1 elements of feudal so c ie t y  and create some o f  
these elements of c a p i t a l i s t  soc ie ty .  The c a p i t a l i s t  mode of  product ion  
does not s imply replace the feudal mode of product ion.  Rather, from 
the 14th century onwards, the feudal mode o f  product ion is d i s so lv e d  by 
so c ia l  fo rces  which, wh i le  they are not n e c e s s a r i l y  app l ied  by s o c ia l  
c l a s s e s  who have an in te re s t  in c a p i t a l i s t  product ion per s e , nevertheless  
e s t a b l i s h  important p recondit ions  for  that product ion.  In the 15th cen­
tury,  a mode of production based on independent peasant a g r i c u l t u r e  and 
small  c r a f t  product ion comes into being, but i t  does not e s t a b l i s h  i t s e l f  
as the ba s i s  o f  a h i s t o r i c a l  epoch for  i t  does not generate a c l a s s  which 
has the power to shape the economic, p o l i t i c a l ,  and c u l tu r a l  i n s t i t u t i o n s  
necessary  to protect  the economy based on small  property. I t  is  only  
when the c a p i t a l i s t  c l a s s  succeeds in f i rm ly  entrenching i t s e l f  in the 
sphere of product ion at the end of the 18th century that  the supers t ruc -  
tura l  i n s t i t u t i o n s  which character ize  and s t a b i l i z e  c a p i t a l i s t  soc ie ty  can 
be f u l l y  developed.

It  is  the per iod o f  t r a n s i t i o n ,  from the end o f  the 14th century to 
the epd of the 18th century, which concerns us here. The dominant so c ia l  
r e la t io n  of feudal production i s  that between lord and s e r f . *  At the 
beginning of the 15th century,  th i s  soc ia l  r e la t io n  i s  d i s i n t e g r a t i n g  on 
a mass ive sca le .  By the end of that century, i t  is  v i r t u a l l y  non -ex i s ­
tent.  What emerges in t h i s  period i s  a mass o f  peasant landholders  who, 
although s t i l l  operat ing  in the v i l l a g e  economy ( i . e . ,  the open f i e l d  
system) o f  the feudal era and hence subject to i t s  var ious  r e s t r i c t i o n s ,  
exerc ise  a s i g n i f i c a n t  measure of independence in matters o f  product ion  
and d i s t r i b u t i o n . - '  While, on the one hand, these peasants  reta in  th e i r  
d i rec t  access  to th e i r  means o f  subsis tence ( i . e . ,  t h e i r  r i g h t s  to  the 
use of land),  on the other hand, the s e r v i l e  r e la t i o n  between themselves 
and the feudal lo rds  has been broken.

As we s h a l l  see, i t  i s  the fate of the peasantry,  which even in the 
15th century was h i g h l y  d i f f e r e n t i a t e d  ,within i t s  own ranks, which i s  the 
h i s t o r i c a l  key to the r i s e  o f  c a p i t a l i s t  production.  As long as the mass 
o f  the people have d i re c t  t i e s  to the s o i l  and hence to  th e i r  means o f  
subs i s tence ,  c a p i t a l i s t  production cannot become widespread, for  the 
e s s e n t i a l  element of c a p i t a l i s t  production i s  the ex i s tence  of a mass of

t h r o u g h o u t  th i s  paper we w i l l  leave a s ide  the quest ion  o f  the im­
pact o f  changes in g i l d  s t ructure  on the t r a n s i t i o n  process,  fo r  i t  is  
the d i re c t  re la t io n  o f  the mass of people to the land and th e i r  feudal  
r i g h t s  to  appropr ia te  th e i r  means o f  subs is tence  from the land which 
g i v e s  the feudal mode o f  production i t s  fundamental character.  For the 
importance o f  the d i s s o l u t i o n  of g i l d  s t ructure  to the t r a n s i t i o n  process,  
see Marx, 1967a, pp. 358-359, ch. xxx, x x x i ; Marx, 1967b, ch. xx, xxx iv ;  
Marx, 1965; Marx and Enge ls ,  1965, pp- 14-15.
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labourers who are forced to s e l l  t h e i r  labour-power to c a p i t a l  in order  
to s u b s i s t .  The t r a n s i t i o n  from the feudal mode of product ion to the 
c a p i t a l i s t  mode o f  product ion there fore  requires the separat ion  o f  the 
mass of  producers from the means of product ion. At the same time,  
however, t h i s  t r a n s i t i o n  requ ires  the development of the fo rces  of  pro­
duction of a g r i c u l t u r e  i t s e l f .  In the transformat ion of  a g r i c u l t u r e  
from production on a feudal b a s i s  to  production on a c a p i t a l i s t  b a s i s ,  
a r e l a t i v e l y  small  segment o f  the peasantry are transformed into c a p i t a l i s t  
landowners and c a p i t a l i s t  tenant- farmers.  In ana lyz ing  the r i s e  o f  
c a p i t a l i sm  in England, Marx shows how, in the a g r i c u l t u r a l  s e c t o r , a pro-  
l e t a r i a n iz e d  labour force i s  created and the fundamental s o c ia l  r e la t io n  
of  c a p i t a l i s m ,  the r e la t io n  between wage-labour and c a p i t a l ,  becomes 
dominant. In so -do ing ,  he lays the h i s t o r i c a l  b a s i s  fo r  the a n a l y s i s  o f  
the development of c a p i t a l i s t  product ion in general.

Centra l  to Marx 's  a n a l y s i s  o f  the r i se  o f  c a p i t a l i s t  product ion in 
England i s  h i s  view o f  the ro le  of enc losures.  Broadly speaking,  enc lo ­
sure is  a process  o f  tak ing  land which is  e i the r  communal property or  
ind iv idua l  property operated in a system of communal a g r i c u l t u r e ,  and 
re d iv id in g  i t  and r e a l l o c a t i n g  i t  in p r iva te  p lo t s  or t r a c t s  which are  
then often l i t e r a l l y  enclosed o f f  from one another. Genera l ly ,  then, 
enclosure  represents  the e x t in c t io n  o f  communal and semi-communa1 forms 
of  landhold ing  and t h e i r  replacement by purely  p r iva te  forms. The re su l t s  
of  enc losures  in England,  which took place throughout the t r a n s i t i o n  pro ­
cess ,  were, accord ing to Marx, not on ly  the creat ion  o f  pure ly  p r iva te  
property  in a g r i c u l t u r e ,  but a l s o  the creat ion  of a lan d le s s  labour force,  
an expanded food supply  to feed t h i s  labour force,  a home market fo r  
a g r i c u l t u r a l  and manufacturing  products,  and the concentrat ion  o f  landed 
w ea l th .

S ince the time that  Marx wrote, the v a l i d i t y  o f  h i s  a n a l y s i s  and con­
c lu s io n s  have been e m p i r i c a l l y  and conceptually  re in forced,  e s p e c i a l l y  
in the w r i t i n g s  o f  such h i s t o r i a n s  as Tawney, Mantoux, H i l l  and Dobb.10 
However, in recent years ,  some economic h i s t o r i a n s  have cha l lenged the 
v a l i d i t y  o f  Marx 's  view o f  the creat ion  of the p r o l e t a r i a t  and o f  the 
role  of enc losures  in that  p roc e s s . *

Th is  bourgeo is  c r i t i q u e  of  Marx r e l i e s  almost wholly  on fa c tua l  
evidence of  the e f f e c t s  o f  enc losures  as presented in an a r t i c l e  by J.D.  
Chambers.^ He shows that enc losures  around the time o f  the i n d u s t r i a l

*The reader i s  re ferred  to a M arx i s t  c r i t i q u e  of these h i s t o r i a n s  
which makes many o f  the same po in ts  which are made in t h i s  paper.
See S a v i 11e , 1969.
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revo lut ion  were not by and large depopulating,  and that  small  farms s t i l l  
ex i s ted  in la rge  and sometimes even growing numbers in the la te  18th and 
e a r ly  19th cen tur ie s .  The creation o f  the i n d u s t r i a l  p r o l e t a r i a t  was 
not, accord ing to the c r i t i q u e ,  due to the exp ropr ia t ion  of the mass o f  
the producers from the means of production,  as Marx and h i s  fo l low ers  
have claimed, but due rather to a r i se  in E ng land ' s  popu lat ion  caused by 
e a r l i e r  marr iages  and, hence, la rger  f a m i l i e s .

Thus, fo r  the bourgeois  economic h i s t o r i a n s ,  i t  was autonomous 
popula t ion  growth which above a l l  provided the labour supply  required  
by the e n te rp r i se s  o f  c a p i t a l i s t  product ion.  As we sh a l l  see, such an 
explanat ion  of the r i s e  o f  c ap i t a l i sm  is  no exp lanat ion  at a l l .  The 
bourgeois  economists f a i l  to analyze the changing s o c ia l  r e l a t i o n s  o f  
production which made the c a p i t a l i s t  mode of production and c a p i t a l i s t  
accumulation p o s s i b le  in the f i r s t  place. These economic h i s t o r i a n s  do 
a good job o f  d e sc r ib in g  r e l a t i v e l y  short-run movements of c a p i t a l  and 
labour,  given an e x i s t i n g  set of market i n s t i t u t i o n s .  They are incapable,  
however, o f  c a r ry in g  out h i s t o r i c a l  a n a l y s i s  ou ts ide  the market frame­
work. They are unable to perceive the ro le  of enc losures  in the context 
of  the h i s t o r i c a l  t r a n s i t i o n  from the feudal mode o f  product ion  to the 
c a p i t a l i s t  mode o f  product ion,  and hence they are unable to understand  
the ro le  of enc losures  in the development o f  c a p i t a l i s t  market r e l a t i o n s .

Therefore, Chambers et. a l .  f a i l  in t h e i r  attempt to refute  the 
Marxian view of  the o r i g i n  o f  c a p i t a l i s m ' s  labour force and the r i s e  
o f  the c a p i t a l i s t  system i t s e l f .  They f a i l ,  not because t h e i r  f a c t s  are 
f a u l t y  or i n s u f f i c i e n t ,  but because they are not equipped t h e o r e t i c a l l y  
to understand or ana lyze the quest ions  which Marx posed. The bourgeois  
economic h i s t o r i a n s ,  in the i r  c r i t i q u e  of Marx, are entrapped by th e i r  
th eo re t ica l  frame o f  reference, which is l a r g e l y  that  o f  n e o c l a s s i c a l  
economics ( i .e ., the economics o f  demand and supp ly ) .  They cannot refute  
Marx 's  theory o f  s o c i a l  change because they have a th e o re t ica l  view of  
the world which does not recognize s o c ia l  change. Or, more s imply,  t h e i r  
h i s t o r i c a l  a n a l y s i s  i s  l im i ted  by th e i r  bourgeois  view of the world.
They f a i l  in t h e i r  c r i t i q u e  of Marx because they t r y  to apply  a bourgeo is  
view o f  the world to  an h i s t o r i c a l  change which extends beyond the l im i t s  
of  that  view.

This  study o f  the r i s e  o f , c ap i t a l i sm  w i l l  serve to demonstrate the 
huge methodolog ica l  gap between bourgeois and Marxian e c o n o m ic s .^  While  

bourgeois  economics takes the b a s ic  i n s t i t u t i o n s  o f  c a p i t a l i s m  - -  e . g . , 
the wage-labour system and c a p i t a l i s t  domination over product ion - -  as 
g iven,  Marxian economics in v e s t i g a te s  the ways in which the development 
of  these i n s t i t u t i o n s  i s  in contrad ic t ion  to s o c ia l  development. While  
bourgeo is  economics sees a b a s ic  harmony o f  i n te r e s t s  between labour  
and c a p i t a l ,  Marxian economics sees a b a s ic  c o n f l i c t  o f  i n te r e s t s  
between the two c l a s s e s  which possess  these f a c to r s  o f  product ion.
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In ana lyz ing  the r i s e  of c a p i t a l i sm  as i t  occurred in England,  the 
bourgeois  economists t r y  to exp la in  the creat ion  o f  the " i n d u s t r i a l "  
labour fo rce  by the free and vo lun tary  movement of the a g r i c u l t u r a l  labour  
force in to  manufacturing, supplemented by population growth. They there­
fore conclude that  c l a s s  power or  force,  e . g . , the f o r c i b l e  exp ropr ia t ion  
of the mass o f  the people from the land by means of e n c lo su re s ,  was not 
an important fa c to r  in the creat ion  o f  the labour supply.

Marx 's  a n a l y s i s  demonstrates that  such a view of the c re a t ion  o f  an 
" i n d u s t r i a l "  labour fo rce  both obfuscates  and misunderstands the essence 
o f  the r i s e  o f  c a p i t a l i s m .  Enc lo sures ,  extending from the 15th century  
to the 19th century were prime instruments in the p r o l e t a r i a n i z a t i o n  o f  
a s i g n i f i c a n t  port ion  o f  the E n g l i s h  labouring c l a s s .  And even though 
fo l low in g  enc lo sure s ,  many o f  the newly-created p r o le ta r i a n s  remained as 
wage-labourers  in the a g r i c u l t u r a l  sector ,  they had become, neverthe le ss ,  
dependent on c a p i t a l  fo r  th e i r  subs i s tence.  With th e i r  p r o l e t a r i a n i z a t i o n ,  
the s o c ia l  r e l a t i o n s  in to  which these labourers now entered had r a d i c a l l y  
changed. The h i s t o r i c a l  a n a l y s i s  and c r i t i q u e  which fo l l ow s  centers  
around t h i s  fundamental po in t .  Marx saw what h i s  bourgeo is  c r i t i c s  f a i l  
to see - - t h a t  i t  mattered l i t t l e  to the long-run growth o f  c a p i t a l i s m ' s  
labour fo rce  whether, in the sho r t - ru n ,  the new p r o le ta r i a n s  so ld  th e i r  
labour-power fo r  a wage on the a g r i c u l t u r a l  labour market or on the 
manufacturing labour market. What mattered in terms of economic and 
s o c ia l  development was the fac t  that  th e i r  labour-power had become a 
commodity.

I I .  The Secret o f  P r im i t i v e  Accumulation

No economic h i s t o r i a n  would deny that th i s  t r a n s i t i o n  from a so c ia l  
order in which the mass o f  the people had d i re c t  t i e s  to  the land to  a 
s o c ia l  order  in which they were, by and la rge,  p r o le ta r i a n iz e d  a c t u a l l y  
took p lace.  The i s su es  center around the more s p e c i f i c  ques t ions :
1) how and why did i t  happen? 2) what was the s i g n i f i c a n c e  o f  t h i s  
t r a n s i t i o n  to the development of  c a p i t a l i s t  production?

In P a r t  V I I I  o f  Cap?ta l  V o l . I , Marx attempts to answer these ques­
t io n s .  Here, Marx h im se l f  recogn izes the c o n f l i c t i n g  in te r p r e ta t i o n s  o f  
the r i s e  o f  c a p i t a l i s m  to which h i s  own as opposed to the bourgeo is  view 
would lead. Th is  recogn it ion  i s  embodied in the t i t l e  to Part  V I I I :
"The So -C a l le d  P r im i t iv e  Accum u la t ion "1 and in the t i t l e  to  the f i r s t  
chapter o f  Part  V I I I :  "The Secret o f  P r im i t ive  Accumulat ion ."  In Par ts
I -V I  I o f  Cap i ta l  Vo l.  I ,  Marx e x p la in s  how c a p i t a l ,  by a p p ro p r i a t in g  
su rp lu s - v a lu e  from wage-labour,  accumulates. But how did  t h i s  r e la t io n  
between c a p i t a l  and wage-labour o r i g i n a t e ?  That i s ,  what i s  the o r i g i n  
of  c a p i t a l  accumulation?
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As Marx puts i t ,

the accumulation of  cap i ta l  supposes su rp lu s -  
value;  su rp lu s -va lu e  presupposes c a p i t a l i s t i c  
product ion;  c a p i t a l i s t i c  product ion presupposes  
the p re -ex i s tence  of  cons iderab le  masses of  
c a p i t a l  and of  labour-power in the hands o f  
producers o f  commodities. The whole movement, 
there fore ,  seems to turn in a v i c io u s  c i r c l e ,  
out o f  which we can only get by suppos ing a 
p r im i t i v e  accumulation (prev ious  accumulation 
of  Adam Smith) preceding c a p i t a l i s t i c  accumula­
t ion ;  an accumulation not the re su l t  o f  the 
c a p i t a l i s t  mode of  production but i t s  s t a r t i n g  
point .

Here, then, Marx re ject s  Adam Smith ' s  notion o f  previous accumula­
t i o n ,  the fundamental reason being that i t  i s  an a h i s t o r i c a l  construct .  
I t  ab s t r a c t s  from those h i s t o r i c a l  developments which determined whether 
or not such prev ious  accumulation would, in f a c t ,  be the s t a r t i n g  point  
of  c a p i t a l i s t  accumulation, i . e . ,  accumulation based on the c a p i t a l i s t  
mode of  product ion.

In the In t roduct ion  to Book I I  o f  The Wealth of N a t i o n s , Smith 
s t a t e s  that

in that  rude s ta te  of soc ie ty  in which there is  no 
d i v i s i o n  of  labour, in which exchanges are seldom 
made, and in which every man prov ides  everyth ing  
fo r  h im se l f ,  i t  is  not necessary that  any stock  
should be accumulated or stored up beforehand, in 
order  to carry  on the business  o f  s o c i e t y . ^

Smith then goes on to say that with the d i v i s i o n  o f  labour,  such previous  
accumulation is  necessary  and that, in fa c t ,  labour can on ly  be more and 
more subdiv ided as t h i s  previous accumulation occurs.  We therefore get  
the d i s t i n c t  impress ion that the presence o f  accumulated wealth in i t s e l f  
fo s tered  the extens ive  d i v i s i o n  of  labour c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  o f  c a p i t a l i s t  
product ion.  Th is  i s  the extent of Smith 's  “theory o f  previous accumula­
t i o n "  which i s  supposed to expla in  the t r a n s i t i o n  from “that  rude s ta te  
o f  s o c ie t y "  to c a p i t a l i s t  soc ie ty .

For Marx, the attempt to expla in  the r i s e  of c a p i t a l i s m  s o l e l y  or 
even p r im a r i l y  in terms o f  the accumulation o f  land, moneyed wealth, and 
commodities misses  the s o c ia l  essence of t h i s  h i s t o r i c  t r a n s i t i o n . ^  
Although the growth o f  commodity and money markets played a dominant ro le  
in s e t t i n g  the precond i t ion s  for the c a p i t a l i s t  mode o f  product ion,  i t  
was the c reat ion  of a market in labour which permitted c a p i t a l i s t  pro­
duct ion to  develop. I t  i s  the transformation of the mass of peasants  who 
acquire  th e i r  sub s i s ten ce  through the i r  d i re c t  r e la t i o n  to  the s o i l  in to
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a mass o f  wage-labourers  who seek th e i r  subsis tence by s e l l i n g  t h e i r  
labour-power to those who possess  the means o f  production which i s  the 
" se c re t  of p r im i t i v e  a c c u m u la t i o n . " ^

The process,  therefore that c le a r s  the way fo r  the 
c a p i t a l i s t  system, can be none other than the process  
which takes away from the labourer the pos ses s ion  of  
h i s  means o f  product ion;  a process that t ransforms,  
on the one hand, the soc ia l  means o f  subs i s tence  and 
o f  product ion in to  c a p i t a l ,  on the other,  the immediate 
producers into  wage-labourers.  The so - c a l l e d  p r im i t i v e  
accumulation, there fore ,  i s  nothing e l se  than the
h i s t o r i c a l  process  o f  d ivo rc ing  the producer from the
means of p roduct ion .^7

Marx, therefore,  uses the term "p r im i t i v e  accumulation"  to ind ica te  
the actual emergence o f  the s o c ia l  re la t ion s  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  o f  c a p i t a l ­
i s t  product ion.  Marx might have made h imse l f  c lea rer  i f  he had replaced  
the term " p r im i t i v e  accumula t ion"  by the term " o r i g i n a l  e x p ro p r i a t io n "  
as he suggests  in h i s  Va lue,  P r ice  and P r o f i t . H o w e v e r ,  the term 
" p r im i t i v e  accumula t ion"*  emphasizes an important d i s t i n c t i o n  in the 
h i s t o r i c a l  development o f  c a p i t a l i sm :  the d i s t i n c t i o n  between wealth
which is  o r i g i n a l l y  combined with free labour to form the o r i g i n a l  or 
pr im i t i v e  accumulation, and wealth which c o n s i s t s  e n t i r e l y  o f  s u r p lu s -  
value and hence represents  cap i t a l  accumulated whol ly  by means o f  the 
c a p i t a l i s t  mode of  p r o d u c t i o n . ^  Therefore, fo r  Marx, p r im i t i v e  accumu­
la t ion  i s  p r im i t i v e  on ly  with respect  to and in the context o f  the 
actual emergence o f  the c a p i t a l i s t  mode of product ion.  Such p r im i t i v e  
accumulation on ly  becomes p o s s ib le  in so fa r  as p r o le t a r i a n i z a t i o n  h»s taken 
p la c e .

Modern bourgeois  economists,  who, un l ike  Adam Smith, have had the 
opportun ity  o f  reading Marx, cont inue, however, to in te rpre t  the r i s e  o f  
c a p i t a l i sm  p r im a r i l y  in terms of the accumulation o f  land, moneyed wealth,  
and commodities. The commoditization of labour is e i th e r  taken for  
granted,  or passed o f f  as a " s o c i o l o g i c a l "  problem. For example, a w e l l -  
known h i s t o r i a n  o f  i n d u s t r i a l i z a t i o n ,  Alexander Gerschenkron, d e f t l y  
passes over the f a c t  that  M arx 's  main concern in ana lyz ing  the r i s e  of  
c a p i ta l i sm  i s  the changing s o c ia l  r e la t io n s  o f  production.  He therefore  
completely m i s in te rp re t s  Marx when he says,

When the a v a i l a b i l i t y  o f  cap i ta l  i s  turned in to  a 
p re re q u i s i t e  i t  assumes the form o f  " o r i g i n a l  accumu­
l a t io n  o f  c a p i t a l , "  a concept given currency in Marx 's

*As Paul Sweezy po in ts  out, " o r i g i n a l "  or "p r im ary "  might be a 
bette r  t r a n s l a t i o n  o f  the German "ursprl lng 1 ich "  which Marx a c t u a l l y  uses.  
Dobb, e t . a 1., p . 17 f n .
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famous Chapter 2k in Volume One of  Das K a p i t a l .
There Adam Smith ' s  concept of previous  accumulation  
hitched to  the period o f  product ion,  so m at te r -o f -  
fa c t  and so short - run,  was turned in to  a m agn i f icent  
h i s t o r i c a l  g e n e ra l i za t ion .  I t  re ferred to an accumu­
l a t io n  o f  c ap i ta l  continuing over long h i s t o r i c a l  
per iods  - -  perhaps over several cen tur ies  - -  u n t i l  

one day the tocs in  o f  an in d u s t r ia l  revo lu t ion  was 
to summon i t  to the b a t t l e f i e l d s  o f  f a c to ry  con s t ru c ­
t ion  . . . J_t_jnatters_H_t_tle^ that  Marx chose to connect 
h i s  concept so in t imate ly  with e a r ly  l a nd -e nc lo s ing  
movements in England, to p lace so much emphasis upon 
the r e d i s t r i b u t i o n  o f  e x i s t i n g  wealth, and to a l low  
h im se l f  to  be deflected into the quest ion o f  p re in ­
d u s t r i a l  accumulation o f  l a b o r .20

I t  i s  c l e a r  here that  Gerschenkron, with h i s  focus f i r m ly  f ixed  on 
" i n d u s t r i a l i z a t i o n , "  views labour merely as a commodity which might be 
"accumulated"  in the " p r e i n d u s t r i a l "  era. He at taches  no great  importance 
to the process  o f  c re a t ing  a p r o le t a r i a t .  But fo r  Marx, labour is  not 
merely a commodity. As a un iversa l  category,  labour i s  both the means 
and the end o f  s o c ia l  development.21 The momentous f a c t  in the r i s e  of  
c a p i t a l i s m  i s  the complete separat ion  o f  contro l over labour from i t s  
sub ject ,  the labourer,  and, what i s  the same th ing ,  the t ransformat ion  of  
labour into  an object .  The exis tence of a labour market on which t h i s  
object  i s  s o ld  f o r  subs i s tence  is  the essence o f  a p a r t i c u l a r  h i s t o r i c a l  
epoch - -  c a p i t a l i s m .  Therefore, how a " f r e e "  labour market came into  
ex is tence  i s  the c r u c i a l  i ssue in Marx 's  h i s t o r i c a l  a n a l y s i s  o f  the r i s e  
o f  c a p i t a l  ism.

Joseph Schumpeter, who, un l ike  most bourgeo is  economists ,  i s  w e l l -  
acquainted with the w r i t i n g s  of Marx and recognizes  the c l a s s  character  
of  s o c ie t y ,  a l s o  c r i t i c i z e s  Marx 's  view o f  the r i s e  o f  c a p i t a 1ism.22 
But he too f a i l s  to deal with the fundamental Marxian p r o p o s i t i o n s .  For 
Schumpeter, i t  i s  the "entrepreneur"  who i s  the d r i v in g  force of  c a p i t a l ­
ism. Therefore, he sees the r i se  o f  c a p i t a l i sm  as the r i s e  o f  the 
entrepreneur. S t a r t i n g  from th i s  conception o f  c a p i t a l i s t  development, 
Schumpeter imposes h i s  own in te rpre ta t ion  on Marx 's  a n a l y s i s ,  and hence 
m is in te rp re t s  that  a n a l y s i s .

According to  Schumpeter, " the  quest ion of ' p r im i t i v e  accumula t ion '  
[ i s ]  the quest ion  [of]  how c a p i t a l i s t s  came to be c a p i t a l i s t s  in the f i r s t  
instance or  how they acquired that s tock  o f  goods which accord ing  to the 
Marxiaji doctr ine  was necessary in order to  enable them to s t a r t  e x p l o i t ­
i n g . "  He then accuses Marx of  "contemptuously r e je c t [ i n g ]  the bour­
ge o i s  nursery t a le  (K i n d e r f i b e l ) that  some people ra ther  than others  
became, and are s t i l l  becoming every day, c a p i t a l i s t s  by super io r  i n t e l ­
l i gence  and energy in working and saving."25
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In Schumpeter's  view, Marx's " gu f faw "  a t  such an in te rp re ta t io n  of  
" p r im i t i v e  accumula tion"  helps  " c l e a r  the road for  Marx 's  a l t e r n a t i v e  
theory o f  p r im i t i v e  accumula t ion . . . .Force - -  robbery - -  sub juga t ion  o f  the 
masses f a c i l i t a t i n g  th e i r  s p o i l a t i o n  and the r e s u l t s  o f  the p i l l a g e  in 
turn f a c i l i t a t i n g  sub jugat ion  - -  t h i s  was a l l  r i g h t ,  of course,  and ad­
m irab ly  t a l l i e d  with the ideas common among i n t e l l e c t u a l s  o f  a l l  types,  
in our day s t i l l  more than in the day o f  Marx."26

I t  should be c le a r  that  Schumpeter, b l inded by h i s  own bourgeo is  
not ions  o f  fo rce  and by h i s  admirat ion of the c a p i t a l i s t  entrepreneur,  
completely  misrepresents  Marx. In the f i r s t  p lace,  Marx, wh i le  not a 
great  admirer o f  the c a p i t a l i s t  entrepreneur, would not deny that  those 
who perform t h i s  funct ion  have cer ta in  d i s t i n c t i v e  q u a l i t i e s .  But he 
would c e r t a i n l y  want to uncover the s o c ia l  determinants of  these " e n t r e ­
p re n e u r ia l "  q u a l i t i e s  rather  than s imply  a scr ibe  them to "super-normal  
i n t e l l i g e n c e  and energy . "  In any case,  the personal q u a l i t i e s  o f  e n t re ­
preneurs i s  not the subject  o f  Marx 's  i n v e s t i g a t i o n s .  Rather he is  
ana lyz ing  the s o c ia l  b a s i s  fo r  the ex is tence  of  c a p i t a l i s t  product ion.
And he f in d s  that  s o c i a l  b a s i s  in the existence o f  a wage-labour  force  
which c a p i t a l i s t s  can buy as commodities and from which c a p i t a l i s t s  can 
appropr ia te  s u r p lu s - v a lu e  and hence accumulate c a p i t a l .

Second, Marx does not deny that t h r i f t  and investment played a role  
in the formation o f  the c a p i t a l i s t  mode of  production in general and the 
c a p i t a l i s t  c l a s s  in p a r t i c u l a r .27 But in h i s  theory of  p r im i t i v e  accumu­
l a t i o n ,  the o r i g i n a l  source o f  the wealth which enabled the c a p i t a l i s t  
entrepreneur to h i re  wage-labour  in the f i r s t  place i s  not Marx 's  primary  
i n te re s t .  While Marx d e f i n i t e l y  sees the accumulation of  wealth in the 
hands of an entrepreneur ia l  c l a s s  as a necessary condit ion  fo r  the emer­
gence o f  the c a p i t a l i s t  mode o f  product ion,  i t  i s  by no means s u f f i c i e n t ? ®  
To look at the r i s e  o f  c a p i t a l i s m  from the point of view of the accumu­
la t io n  of wealth by a c a p i t a l i s t  c l a s s  may (and often does) lead one to  
neg lect  the h i s t o r i c a l  t rans format ion  of the labouring popu lat ion  which 
makes c a p i t a l i s t  product ion p o s s ib le .  In ana lyz ing  the r i s e  o f  c a p i t a l ­
ism, th i s  h i s t o r i c a l  t ransformat ion  - -  the creat ion  of  a p r o le ta r i a n i z e d  
labour force - -  i s  M arx ' s  main concern.

I I I .  Enc losures  and the Creation o f  the P r o l e t a r i a t *

Since Marx 's  t ime, a vas t  amount o f  h i s t o r i c a l  research has been 
done on the r e la t io n  o f  the transformat ion  of  a g r i c u l t u r e  to  the r i s e  of 
c a p i t a l i sm  in England. In th i s  sec t ion ,  I w i l l  sketch out the main con­
c lu s io n s  o f  that  research,  focus ing  p a r t i c u l a r l y  on enc lo sure s .  Then,

*The accompanying diagram o f  s o c ia l  c l a s se s  in a g ra r ian  England  
re fers  to the text o f  t h i s  and the fo l low in g  sect ions .
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in the l i g h t  o f  these conc lu s ion s ,  we w i l l  consider whether Marx 's  
a n a l y s i s  o f  the ro le  of enc losures  in the t r a n s i t i o n  from the feudal  
mode of  production to the c a p i t a l i s t  mode o f  product ion s t i l l  ho lds  up.

While we have a l ready  given a general d e f in i t i o n  o f  e n c l o s u r e , ^  i t  
w i l l  be useful to place t h i s  d e f in i t i o n  in i t s  h i s t o r i c a l  context. To do 
t h i s ,  we s t a r t  with the character  o f  a g r i c u l t u r a l  o rgan iz a t ion  in feudal 
soc ie ty .  At the he ight  o f  feudali sm in the 12th and 13th ce n tu r ie s ,  the 
o p e n - f ie ld  system preva i led  over most of England. On a t y p i c a l  manor, 
we f in d  s t r i p s  o f  land in the open f i e l d  c u l t i v a te d  as i n d iv idu a l  ho ld ing s  
by s e r v i l e  tenants ( v i l l e i n s )  and f reeho lders.  The open f i e l d s  become 
"open" and "common" a f t e r  the harves t ,  as the l i v e s to c k  o f  a l l  the tenants  
(and the lord) are le t  out to graze.  In add i t ion ,  those who held s t r i p s  
of land in the open f i e l d  a l s o  held r i gh t s  to the use o f  c u l t i v a t e d  land 
which was part o f  the manor. On the commons or waste, the peasant could 
pasture  l i v e s to c k ,  gather  f u e l ,  obta in  housing m a t e r i a l s ,  and hunt and 
f i s h  to some e x t e n t . 31 While these peasants (whether s e r f  or f ree)  ex­
t racted  th e i r  subs i s tence  from th e i r  small h o i d i n g s (10-30 a c r e s ) , 32 one- 
quarter  to o n e -ha l f  (100-500 acres) o f  the c u l t i v a te d  area o f  the manor 
was con tro l led  by the manorial  l o r d . 33 This area, the demesne, was some­
times held as s t r i p s  in the open f i e l d ,  but more often i t  had been con­
so l id a te d  into  a la rge b lock.  In e i th e r  case, the demesne was c u l t i v a te d  
by se r f  labour. Demesnes were often extended into  what had former ly  been 
common waste, and represent the f i r s t  important type o f  e n c lo s u r e .3^ But 
such enc losure,  while  i t  did  in f r i n g e  on the customary communal r i g h t s  of  
the peasants,  did  not d i s rup t  the ope n - f ie ld  system in ge n e r a l . *

However, even at the height  o f  the feudal era, free peasants  could 
be found c u l t i v a t i n g  t h e i r  land outs ide  the o p e n - f ie ld  system. And 
with in  the open f i e l d s ,  e s p e c i a l l y  from the 15th century when sei*fdom had 
disappeared, peasants  could be found exchanging s t r i p s  with one another  
or buying up adjacent s t r i p s ,  and thus co n so l id a t in g  t h e i r  h o ld in g s  and 
enc lo s ing  them o f f .  Sometimes the stronger  f reeho lders,  as well  as the 
lo rd,  were in the p o s i t i o n  to encroach or, the commons and br ing  i t  under 
c u l t i v a t i o n  as th e i r  p r i v a te  property.

But such co n so l id a t io n  and engrossment o f  ho ld ing s  in to  p r i v a te  
enc losures ,  c a r r ie d  out as they were unsystem at ica l ly  and on an ind iv idua l  
b a s i s ,  did not n e c e s s a r i l y  destroy the open - f ie ld  character  o f  the 
manorial economy. I t  was on ly  when land lords s ta r ted  ca r ry in g  out f u l l -  
sca le  enc losures  o f  t h e i r  manors in order to convert the c u l t i v a t e d  
ho ld ing s  o f  the peasants as well as the commons into  th e i r  own p r iva te  
sheep pastures that the o p e n - f ie ld  a g r i c u l tu re  of these manors was sud­
denly destroyed. Such enc losure  was f i r s t  undertaken on a s i g n i f i c a n t

*Such encroachment on the commons was ser ious  enough however that in 
1236 the S ta tute  of Merton was enacted in an attempt to p r o h ib i t  i n d i v i ­
dual lo rds  from e n c lo s in g  so much o f  the waste that i n s u f f i c i e n t  pasture  
was l e f t  fo r  the f reeho lders .  Tawney, 1912, p. 2^8.
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sca le  in England in the la te  15th and e a r l y  16th cen tur ie s .  Later,  
e s p e c i a l l y  in the late  17th and e a r ly  18th cen tur ie s ,  the l a r g e s t  land­
owners among the peasants  would often come to an agreement with the lord  
to enc lose  the whole manor and rea l loca te  the land in to  p r iva te  ho ld ing s .  
Although a rab le  farming often  s t i l l  p reva i led  a f t e r  these enc losures  by 
agreement, the o p e n - f ie ld  system of  a g r i c u l t u r e  was wiped out. The l a s t  
phase of the whole enc losure  movement took place in the l a s t  h a l f  of the 
18th and e a r l y  19th centur ies  as s im i l a r  sys temat ic  t rans form at ions  of  
o pe n - f ie ld  v i l l a g e s  were accomplished through p r iva te  acts  o f  Par l iament.  
But whether a whole manor was enclosed by the lord fo r  the purpose of  
sheepfarming, by agreement on the part  of the la r ge s t  landowners, or  by 
an act  o f  Par l iament ,  the re su l t  was the same - -  the common r i g h t s  o f  the 
peasants to  the use o f  land were fo r  a l l  p r a c t i c a l  purposes ext ingu ished.

The "enc lo sure  movement" in England, there fore ,  developed from l) 
ind iv idua l  a c t s  o f  appropr ia t ion  with in  the context o f  the o p e n - f ie ld  
system ( c o n so l id a t io n  and engrossment);  to 2) & 3) de s t ruc t ion  o f  that  
system on the manorial  le ve l ,  f i r s t  on the i n i t i a t i v e  o f  the landlord  
alone (convers ion  o f  arab le  to pas ture ) ,  and then on the i n i t i a t i v e  of  
the l a r g e s t  landowners (enclosure by agreement); and f i n a l l y  to A) a 
nat iona l  p o l i c y  for the transformation of a g r i c u l t u r e  (enclosure  by act  
o f  Par l iam ent ) .  At the beginning o f  the enc losure  movement, we have the 
feudal mode of  product ion,  at the end the c a p i t a l i s t  mode of product ion.  
We w i l l  now look more c l o s e l y  at enc losures as an in teg ra l  part  o f  the 
t r a n s i t i o n  from the one economy to the other.

The feudal economy, character ized by a landhold ing a r i s t o c r a c y *  ex­
t r a c t i n g  a su rp lu s ,  u s u a l l y  in kind and in labour s e r v i c e s ,  from the 
peasant s e r f s  who res ided on th e i r  manors, reached i t s  he ight  in the 12th 
and 13th c e n t u r i e s . 35 The dec l ine  o f  serfdom took p lace l a r g e l y  in the 
14th and 15th cen tu r ie s .  Whereas at the beginning of the7 l4th century,  
the s e r v i l e  o b l i g a t i o n s  o f  the v i l l e i n  were at th e i r  peak,3' by the end 
o f  the century many o f  them had vanished. The problem in t h i s  period,  
from the po in t  o f  view o f  the lo rds ,  was an acute shortage o f  labour,  
p a r t l y  due to a dramat ic  dec line  in populat ion (the B lack  Death alone 
wiped out perhaps }  o f  the populat ion)  and p a r t l y  due to  an increased  
demand fo r  l a b o u r .38 At the same time, the problems of the n o b i l i t y  were 

compounded by an increased need for  revenue fo r  both m i l i t a r y  purposes 
and personal consumption.39

The lo rd ,  in t r y in g  to so lve  t h i s  problem of  su rp lu s  appropr ia t ion ,  
could fo l low  one o f  two courses.  On the one hand, he could commute the 
labour se rv i c e s  and dues in kind o f  the peasants in to  f ixed  money rents ,  
and h i re  wage-labour  to  work on h i s  demesne. More l i k e l y ,  given the 
shortage o f  labour,  he would lease out h i s  demesne to peasants,  thus

*The n o b i l i t y  - -  barons ( t e n a n t s - in - c h ie f )  and kn ights  —  held one 
or  more manorial  e s ta te s  on feudal tenure from the monarchy, to  whom 
they y ie lded  mater ia l  and p o l i t i c a l  serv ice .
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withdrawing h im se l f  from d i r e c t  connection with the process o f  product ion.  
This  course of  ac t ion  was e s p e c i a l l y  a t t r a c t i v e  to those lo rds  who, being 
d i s ta n t  from the main market towns, would f ind  i t  d i f f i c u l t  to  market the 
surp lu s  products o f  the manor.

On the other hand, where the lord was c lo se  to the main markets 
( i .e ., in the south and ea s t  o f  England) and where he wielded cons iderab le  
power over the peasantry,  he might prefer  to so lve  h is  revenue problems 
by i n t e n s i f y in g  labour se rv i c e s  rather  than commuting them. 0 Although  
th i s  method of  ap p rop r ia t in g  a l a r ge r  surp lus  doubtless  y ie lded  short - run  
r e s u l t s ,  i t  i n c r e a s in g l y  in the l a s t  h a l f  o f  the 14th century led to the 
f l i g h t  o f  s e r f s  to towns (exacerbat ing  the labour shortage in the country ­
s ide )  as well as to open peasant r e v o l t s . ^  By the 15th century,  the 

s trength  of the peasantry  was such that  i n t e n s i f i c a t i o n  o f  feudal labour  
se rv ice s  was v i a b le  on ly  fo r  the most powerful lords.  I n c r e a s in g l y  during  
the late  14th century and in the 15th century, land lords  found that  the 
on ly  v iab le  course was to commute labour se rv ice s  and rents in k ind into  
f ixed  money-rents ( q u i t - r e n t s ) ,  and to lease out th e i r  demesnes .^

Concomitant to the dec l ine  in serfdom was an increased d i f f e r e n t i a t i o n  
among the peasantry. Most s i g n i f i c a n t l y ,  i t  was the more w e l l - t o - d o  
peasants  who were able to take advantage o f  the s i t u a t i o n  and extend th e i r  
l andhold ings  by le a s in g  pa r t s  o f  the demesne or by b r in g in g  new land under 
c u l t i v a t i o n .  These peasants,  many of whom ended up with h o ld ing s  o f  more 
than 50 acres,  began to compete fo r  the l im i ted  wage-labour supply  as 
they often h ired  labour as an add i t ion  to that  supplied  by themselves and 
by th e i r  f am i1i e s . 3

I t  was the poorest among the peasantry who performed t h i s  wage-labour.  
But even they derived pa r t  o f  t h e i r  subs is tence  from an acre or  two which 
they held in the o p e n - f ie ld s  or from a small p lo t  o f  land which surrounded 
t h e i r  cottage.  And f o r  these co t tagers  and labourers,  the end o f  the 14th 
century saw not on ly  a r i s e  in a g r i c u l t u r a l  w a g e s ^  but a l s o  freedom from 
the most odious s e r v i l e  o b l i g a t i o n s .  By the end o f  the 15th century,  the 
mass o f  peasants were free from serfdom.^5

However, t h i s  very freedom meant that the ind iv idua l  peasant could  
no longer  n e c e s sa r i l y  look to the manor fo r  the p rotect ion  o f  h i s  b a s ic  
r i g h t s  to the use of land. On the one hand, the freedom which the peasant  
exerc ised  in h i s  use o f  the land meant that he was free to  lo se  h i s  land 
(or part o f  i t )  during hard times. On the other hand, those peasants  who 
held th e i r  land by the custom of  the manor s ta r ted  to f in d  that  the lord  
had no in te re s t  in recogn iz ing  that  custom.

In the 15th century,  there were many fac to r s  which, to  va ry ing  degrees,  
promoted soc ia l  and economic i n e q u a l i t y  among the peasantry.  Much depen­
ded, o f  course, on the power o f  d i f f e r e n t  groups o f  peasants,  both w i th in  
the manor i t s e l f  and w i th in  the country as a whole, v i s - a - v i s  t h e i r  lo rds .  
D i f ferences  in opp o r tu n i t ie s  to market surp lus  product, acqu ire  more land, 
and h i re  wage- labour were important. So too were d i f fe re n ce s  in the f e r ­
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t i l i t y  o f  t h e i r  ho ld ing s  and in th e i r  a b i l i t i e s  as c u l t i v a t o r s .  I n h e r i ­
tance customs sometimes d i f f e r e d  between areas,  g i v i n g  r i s e  to reg iona l  
v a r ia t io n s  in s i z e  and type of peasant ho ld ing s .  With in  reg ions,  d i f ­
ferences in fam i ly  s i ze  and marriage patterns resu l ted  in i n e q u a l i t i e s  in 
economic and s o c ia l  p o s i t i o n s .  And where impart ib le  inher i tance  was the 
rule (as in most of Eng land),  younger sons were in much le s s  secure p o s i ­
t ions  than the o ld e s t  son. F i n a l l y ,  where s o c ia l  d i f fe re n ce s  e x i s t ,  i t  is  
always p o s s i b le  that  the most powerful w i l l  be ab le ,  through means legal  or 
otherwise, to improve th e i r  p o s i t i o n s  at the expense o f  those below them - ­
thus making the s o c i a l  d i f fe rences  even g r e a t e r . ^

But fo r  the peasantry  as a whole the 15th century was one o f  general  
p r o s p e r ? t y .^7 The b a s i s  o f  t h i s  p rosper i ty  was a r e l a t i v e  abundance of  

land and a widespread d i s t r i b u t i o n  of  th i s  abundance. By the l a s t  decades 
o f  the 15th century, wKi le  there were very d i s c e r n ib le  s o c i a l  and economic 
s t r a t a  w ith in  the ranks o f  the peasantry, even the smal l  c l a s s  o f  a g r i c u l ­
tura l  labourers  s t i l l  retained some r i gh t s  to the use o f  land, i f  not in 
the o p e n - f ie ld ,  at lea s t  on the commons. Hence, they and t h e i r  f a m i l i e s  
were not whol ly  dependent on wages fo r  th e i r  subs i s tence.

But the p ro sp e r i t y  and independence of  the whole o f  the peasantry was 
a lready beg inning  to break down. In the la s t  h a l f  o f  the 15th century, the 
growth in the trade o f  wool and then cloth to northwest Europe prompted the 
convers ion of  land from arab le  to pas ture . *̂9 j h e r a i s i n g  o f  sheep required 

fewer labour inputs per acre than the growing of  g r a in .  Thus, while  th i s  
form o f  enc losure ,  on the one hand, d irected the use o f  land away from 
product ion o f  the fundamental means o f  subs is tence  to  product ion fo r  the 
market and fo r  p r o f i t ,  on the other hand, due to  i t s  l a n d - in te n s i v e  tech­
n ica l  requi remen ts , i t  separated many producers from the means o f  produc­
tion.-3

In the f i r s t  h a l f  o f  the 16th century, i t  was not on ly  by turn ing  
th e i r  manors in to  sheepruns that a commercia l ly-or iented land lord  c la s s  
was tak ing  control o f  the land. With the Protes tant  Reformation in the 
1530's,  the property o f  the C a tho l i c  Church was c o n f i s e a te d .51 Between 
1536 and 15^0, a l l  the land o f  the Church passed into  the hands o f  the 
Crown: and in the years  and decades that fo l lowed,  much o f  i t  flowed into
the hands o f  a market-or iented land lord c l a s s . 52 This  mass ive t r a n s fe r  
of  land g r e a t l y  acce lerated  the enclosure movement in the century that  
fo l lowed,  fo r  the new lay purchasers and rec ip ien ts  o f  t h i s  land were pre­
pared to go much fu r ther  than the o ld  e c c l e s i a s t i c a l  lo rds  in dest roy ing  
feudal s o c ia l  r e l a t i o n s  fo r  the sake o f  g reater  surp lus  a p p r o p r i a t i o n .5^

As the re su l t  o f  the conversion o f  arable to  pasture,  the d i s s o lu t i o n  
of the monaster ie s,  as well as the paring down o f  the s i z e  of  feudal house­
h o l d s , 5^ the f i r s t  h a l f  o f  the 16th century witnessed the beginning o f  a 

true c l a s s  o f  d i spo ssessed  people. A ser ious  problem arose,  not only be­
cause suddenly a la rge  number o f  people had lo s t  t h e i r  t r a d i t i o n a l  source 
of  subs i s tence ,  but a l s o  because of the absence o f  c a p i t a l  ready to employ 
these p r o le ta r i a n s  at a wage.55 Between the d i s s o lu t i o n  o f  the o ld  feudal
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order and the co n so l id a t ion  o f  the new c a p i t a l i s t  order,  
robbers,  and vagabonds roamed the Eng l i sh  countrys ide .56 
t e r r i b l e  problem" says  Tawney, " i s  the increase in vagrancy  
century l i v e s  in te r ro r  o f  the tramp."57

bands o f  beggars,  
"The new and 

The 16th

The d i s s o lu t i o n  o f  the monasteries had destroyed the c h ie f  i n s t i t u t i o n  
of poor r e l i e f  at a time when such a funct ion was needed more than e v e r .5° 
The movement around the country o f  roo t le s s  and u n d i s c ip l in e d  people who 
had to  beg and s tea l  in order  to s u b s i s t  was a menace to p u b l i c  order.  
Therefore* from 1530 on a r i s e s  "b loody  l e g i s l a t i o n  a ga in s t  the expro­
p r i a t e d "  - -  b ruta l  laws designed to coerce the vagabond to  work. The 
most important outgrowth o f  t h i s  l e g i s l a t i o n  was the nat iona l  Poor Law,
"a  p o l i c e  measure the n e c e s s i t y  fo r  which the ag ra r ian  changes are l a r g e l y  
r e s p o n s i b l e . " ^

This  attempt by the Tudors and e a r ly  S tu ar t s  to maintain s o c ia l  s t a b i ­
l i t y  was part  o f  a much l a r g e r  s t r u g g le  by which they, in a l l i a n c e  with  a 
sect ion  o f  the n o b i l i t y ,  merchant monopoli s t s,  and the Church o f  England,  
s trove  to  maintain the h ie ra r c h ic a l  soc ia l  re la t ion s  of the o ld  order  , 
a g a in s t  the growing power of  the country gentry and the town merchants.  
Bes ides  attempting to  contro l d i s o r d e r l y  elements among the masses, the 
Crown t r ie d  to  contro l  trade by p ro tect ing  the monopoly p r i v i l e g e s  which 
i t  had g ran ted ,^2 to  contro l manufacturing by maintenance of  a system of  
apprent icesh ip ,   ̂ to  contro l ideas by c o n t r o l l i n g  the form and s t ru c tu re  
o f  r e l i g i o u s  a c t i v i t y ,  ** as well  as to contro l the lords by r e s t r i c t i n g  
th e i r  a b i l i t y  to r a i s e  armies.

But most important fo r  present purposes, the ru l in g  c l a s s  of the pre-  
C i v i l  War period t r i e d  to contro l  the use o f  land: the means o f  produc­
t ion  most fundamental to the h ie ra r c h ic a l  order on which the power 'o f the 
monarchy was based. In i n s t i t u t i n g  i t s  agrar ian  l e g i s l a t i o n ,  the Crown 
had four ob jec t ive s  in mind: 1) to maintain the m i l i t a r y  s trength  o f
the kingdom by ma inta in ing  a s t rong ,  independent peasantry;  2) to mainta in  
the mass of the people d i r e c t l y  on the land so as to ensure them th e i r  
means o f  subs i s tence ,  and thus avo id  the problem o f  vagrancy; 3) to main­
ta in  the s i z e  of  the r e a d i l y  taxable  popula t ion,  which aga in  presupposed 
a la rge  independent peasantry;  and 1+) to ensure s e l f - s u f f i c i e n c y  o f  the 
nat ion in i t s  supply  o f  g r a i n . ^5 Thus, between 1489 and 1601, va r iou s  

Acts  o f  Parl iament were passed in an e f f o r t  to h a l t  enc losures  which were 
depopulating  ( i .e . , the conversion o f  arab le  to pasture ).

In f a c t ,  throughout t h i s  per iod,  and well into  the l a s t  h a l f  o f  the 
17th century, the va s t  m ajo r i ty  o f  Eng land 's  populat ion d id  mainta in  d i re c t  
t i e s  to  the s o i l .  Let us look more c l o s e l y  at the s o c ia l  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  
of  t h i s  landhold ing peasantry.  /-One way of c l a s s i f y i n g  tenants i s  by the 
lega l  s ta tu s  of t h e i r  h o ld in g s .  ° In the 16th century, about 1/5 o f  the 
landhold ing populat ion were f reeho lders ,  2/3 were customary tenants,  and
1/8-1/9 were leaseho lders .  7
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Freeholds,  as the name sugges ts ,  were held by f ree  men who performed 
minor s e rv i c e s  fo r  the lord  o f  the manor. Over the ce n tu r ie s ,  new f re e ­
holders  had been created as wea l th ier  s e r v i l e  tenants managed to a t ta in  
th e i r  freedom^® and as the lord a t t rac ted  new s e t t l e r s  to  c u l t i v a t e  
waste land and chunks o f  land a l iena ted  from the demesne.69 With the com­
mutation of feudal dues, f reeholders  paid a small q u i t  rent.  More impor­
tant ,  t h e i r  tenure, which could be passed on f re e ly  from generat ion  to  
generat ion,  was protected in the K in g ' s  Court.70

Customary tenure was, in the 16th century, the usual lega l  s ta tu s  o f  
ho ld ing s  c u l t i v a t e d  by the descendents o f  s e r f s .  Copyholders were cus ­
tomary tenants  who had documentary evidence in the manorial  court  r o l l  o f  
t h e i r  customary r i g h t  to the land. T e n an t s -a t -w i11 were a l s o  customary 
tenants,  but they did  not have such documentary evidence and u s u a l l y  had 
to re ly  on the records or memory of  the manorial court to  e s t a b l i s h  th e i r  
customary r i g h t  to the land.

Leaseholders  s ta r te d  becoming a s i g n i f i c a n t  category from the 15th 
century onwards as the landlord leased out par ts  o f  the demesne for  terms 
of  years  and u s u a l l y  a t  market rents.  By the beg inning  o f  the 16th cen­
tury,  the demesne was almost always leased in large chunks, g i v i n g  r i s e  to 
c a p i t a l i s t  f a r m s .71 Freehold and customary tenure, there fore ,  are forms 
of landho ld ing  with  t h e i r  roots in the feudal mode o f  product ion while  the 
leasehold  looks forward to the so c ia l  r e la t io n s  o f  c a p i t a l i s t  product i on .72

By the 16th century, the unfree o r i g i n s  of customary tenure had, in 
themselves, l i t t l e  s o c i a l  or  economic s i g n i f i c a n c e . ' - 5 More important to 
the s e c u r i t y  o f  the peasant were, besides the s ize  of  h i s  h o ld in g ,  the 
l o n ge v i t y  o f  h i s  tenure and the f i x i t y  o f  rents and entry  f i n e s .  A copy­
hold o f  inher i tance  with a f ixed  q u i t - re n t  and f ixed  f i n e s  was v i r t u a l l y  
as secure as a freehold .  The tenant or  h is  h e i r s  could not l e g a l l y  be 
ev ic ted  or forced o f f  the land by rack-rents  (which might take the form o f  
exorb i tan t  f i n e s ) .  I t  was these copyholders along  with the f reeho lders ,  
t h e i r  independence from a r b i t r a r y  act ion  on the part o f  the land lord  pro­
tected by law, who were commonly referred to as the yeomanry o f  the 16th 
and 17th centuries*^** and i t  was these peasant p rop r ie to r s  who often  rose 
to the rank o f  gentry  during th i s  period.75

On the other hand, f o r  those customary tenants who held t h e i r  land for  
terms o f  years  or  even l i v e s ,  and/or who were subject  to  v a r i a b le  f in e s ,  
the 16th and 17th cen tur ies  represented a time o f  c r i s i s .  Th is  period i s  
marked by peasant r i s i n g s  and general p ro tes t  a g a in s t  enc losures  and the 
a t tack  on customary tenure .7°

Least secure among the t e n a n t s - a t -w i11 were the co t ta ge r s  and squat­
te r s .  Th is  c l a s s  was comprised o f  those t e n a n t s - a t -w i11 and small  lease­
ho lders  who held no s t r i p s  o f  arab le  land in the o p e n - f ie ld ,  but who 
eked out an ex i s tence  p a r t l y  through h i r i n g  themselves out as day- labourers  
to the r i c h e r  landholders  and p a r t l y  through t h e i r  customary r i g h t s  to the 
use o f  common lands. In the 15th century, and in many areas  in the 16th
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century, with land abundant r e l a t i v e  to labour, the lord o f  the manor 
bene f i t ted  by having such peasants s e t t l e  on h i s  waste. They cons t i tu ted  
an a d d i t i o n a l  source of  rent ( fo r  the land would not otherwise have been 
c u l t i v a t e d )  as wel l  as a supply o f  cheap and e v e r - a v a i l a b le  wage-labour.

In the 16th and 17th c e n tu r ie s ,  however, as sheep farming increased,  
as popula t ion  grew (from l e s s  than 3 m i l l i o n  in 1500 to over 4 m i l l i o n  in 
1600 to  over 5 i  m i l l i o n  in 1700) ' '  and as g r a in  product ion fo r  the market 
became more p r o f i t a b le ,  land ceased to be r e l a t i v e l y  abundant. When land­
lords  enclosed the commons, the inhab i tan ts  had v i r t u a l l y  no lega l  cla im  
to cont inuat ion  o f  t h e i r  customary r i g h t s .  Lega l ly -p ro te c te d  r i g h t s  to  the 
use of  the commons accrued on ly  to those who held an in te re s t  in the open- 
f i e l d .  7° The r i g h t s  to  land use by co ttagers  and squat te rs  were at the 
w i l l  o f  the lo rd;  such r i g h t s  could be ext inguished by the w i l l  o f  the 
lord.

Cot tagers ,  sq u a t te r s ,  and other wage-labourers in a g r i c u l t u r e  c o n s t i ­
tuted about 1/4 to  1/3 o f  the rura l  populat ion in the 16th and e a r l y  17th 
c e n t u r i e s . 79 About 1/4 o f  t h i s  group possessed two or more acres  o f  l a n d . 80 

Those who found themselves land le s s  during t h i s  per iod had some op t ion s  in 
f i n d in g  th e i r  subs i s tence .  A migrant  rural  labour fo rce  appeared .8l In 

the 16th century, these farm- labourers  worked, by and la rge ,  under s o c i a l  
con d i t ion s  which were s t i l l  " i n t e n s e l y  ' f e u d a l 1 and p a t r i a r c h a l ."82 As 

t h i s  labour force grew in the 17th century,  however, the labour market 
became in c re a s in g ly  charac te r ized  by more impersonal exchange r e l a t i o n s . 83

Others who found themselves land le s s  migrated to  those areas  o f  
England where waste was s t i l l  r e l a t i v e l y  abundant; and there they re se t t le d  
as s q u a t t e r s . *8 Obv iou s ly ,  as the 17th and 18th cen tur ie s  wore on and 

the a v a i l a b i l i t y  o f  such waste diminished, the opt ion o f  resettlement  
became le s s  and le s s  o f  a p o s s i b i l i t y  for  the d i spossessed  peasantry.

Many o f  those who s t i l l  mainta ined an attachment to the land took up 
by-employments in rura l  domest ic  industry.  Before 1640, about 1/4 o f  the 
co t ta ge r s  and squat te rs  were invo lved in woollen In d u s t r i e s  and almost  
1/3 in the sp inn ing  and weaving o f  f l a x  and hemp.  ̂ Meanwhile, a small  
but growing number o f  the p r o l e t a r i a t  were d r i f t i n g  in to  the c i t i e s  and 
towns where some o f  them found employment in the small workshops which 
charac ter ized,  as Marx c a l l e d  i t ,  the "manufacturing per iod "  of  the 
c a p i t a l i s t  mode o f  product i o n .86

Not a l l  those who became permanently p r o le ta r i a n iz e d  in t h i s  per iod  
managed to f ind  employment on the labour market. Labour m o b i l i t y  was

*The Poor Law o f  1597 sanct ioned such use of the waste as a p a r t i a l  
remedy to the problem o f  pauperism. Tawney, 1912, p. 277- There ex i s ted  
as wel l  a common b e l i e f  that  a cottage  erected on the waste overn ight  
e n t i t l e d  i t s  b u i ld e r  to  undisputed possess ion .  T h i r sk ,  p. 445. S l a t e r ,
pp. 119-20.
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hampered by the slow and c o s t l y  system of communication, by custom, and by 
l e g i s l a t i o n .  For example, the Statute  of A r t i f i c e r s ,  1563 , made apprent ice­
sh ip  compulsory in most i n d u s t r ie s ,  and the Act o f  Settlement,  1662, 
cod i f ie d  a lready  e x i s t i n g  customs of settlement which made i t  a r i sky  
matter fo r  the unemployed to wander around the country. But much of the 
unemployment during these centur ies  was due to the f a i l u r e  o f  p r im i t ive  
accumulation - -  the confronta t ion  o f  free labour by c a p i t a l  - -  to proceed 
at a f a s t  enough rate to absorb the p r o le t a r i a t .

In the creat ion  of  t h i s  p r o l e t a r i a t ,  the inducement to convert arable  
to pasture  was not the on ly  economic force at work. Between 1500 and 1640, 
food p r ices  rose by about 600%. During the same period in d u s t r i a l  p r ice s  
rose by 300%.°'  This i n f l a t i o n  was due in par t ,  but not p r im a r i l y ,  to the 
i n f lu x  of  American metals in to  Eng land.88 Perhaps more important was the 

rap id  increase o f  Eng land ' s  populat ion in the 16th century which, along  
with the newly created p r o l e t a r i a t ,  increased the demand fo r  marketable 
commodities, e s p e c i a l l y  g r a in ;  while at the same time there was no general  
advance in co s t - redu c ing  techniques for producing these commodities.

Th is  increase  in populat ion in combination with 1 and - in ten s ive  a g r i c u l ­
ture s i g n i f i c a n t l y  reduced the abundance of  land r e l a t i v e  to labour which,  
in the 15th century, had given se c u r i t y  to the mass o f  the peasants.  Many 
of the younger ch i ld ren  of  peasant landholders must have become co t tagers ,  
squat te r s ,  labourers ,  and even vagrant p ro le ta r i a n s .  A l s o ,  as the pr ices  
of a g r i c u l t u r a l  products rose, landlords, perceived land to be a va luable  
commodity. But in order  to a c t u a l l y  rea l ize  the va lue o f  t h e i r  land, the 
l and lords  had to be ab le  to ex tract  market rents from the tenants .  With 
the general r i s e  in p r ice s  in the 16th century, the customary q u i t - re n t s  
paid by the freeho lders  and customary tenants became nominal,  i . e . ,  f a r  
below the rents which they would have to pay i f  they had to compete on the 
land market fo r  the use o f  th e i r  land .89

The widening of the market in land, e s p e c i a l l y  a f t e r  the d i s s o lu t io n  
o f  the monaster ie s,  and the high pr ices  of a g r i c u l t u r a l  products ( e s p e c i a l l y  
wool in the f i r s t  h a l f  of  the 16th century, but la ter  g r a in )  presented 
a t t r a c t i v e  opp o r tu n i t ie s  f o r  land lords  to ex trac t  the su rp lu s  by means of  
market rents and p r o f i t s  rather than by means o f  feudal rents and dues.90 

Of course, as some land lords  were successfu l  in tak ing  advantage of these 
opp o r tu n i t ie s ,  many other more conservat ive,  but neverthe less  perceptive,  
l and lords  were not long in fo l low ing  s u i t . 9'

Enclosure  f o r  sh e e p -ra i s in g  was j u s t  one way by which land lords  could 
improve t h e i r  a b i l i t y  to appropr iate  the su rp lu s .  A f te r  the middle o f  the 
16th century, as land became more scarce and labour more abundant, and as 
g ra in  p r ice s  rose f a s t e r  than wool p r ice s ,  convers ion o f  arab le  to pasture  
sub s ide d .92 But even then, the p r o f i t a b i l i t y  o f  a g r i c u l t u r e  gave fur ther  

encouragement to land lords  to encroach on the waste and engross  and con­
s o l i d a t e  th e i r  h o l d i n g s . 93 The re su l t  was, in many cases ,  to reduce the 
number o f  peasant p rop r ie to r s  and to diminish the area o f  the commons.

http://rrp.sagepub.com/


In add i t ion ,  the economic and s o c ia l  cond i t ions  of the 16th and 17th 
centur ies  prompted many land lords  to challenge the customary r i g h t s  o f  
the tenants.  Leases fo r  some term o f  years were sub s t i tu te d  fo r  leases  
f o r  l i v e s  and copyholds o f  inher i tance ,  while  a r b i t r a r y  f in e s  were sub­
s t i t u t e d  fo r  f ixed f in e s  wherever possible.9^ In th i s  way, land lords  
were able to  exact heavy f in e s  and/or rents at the terminat ion o f  the 
lease,  f o r c in g  the customary tenants  e i th e r  to pay market va lue or get  
o f f  the land .°5 T e n a n t s - a t -w i11 and small leaseholders  had l i t t l e  p ro ­

tec t ion  aga in s t  such ac t ion .  Nor did a sub s tan t ia l  proport ion  o f  the 
copyholders.  In looking at the copyholders,  who cons t i tu ted  the bulk  o f  
the peasantry in the 161h century,  Tawney f inds  that  copyholds fo r  l i f e  
or l i v e s  appear to  be more usual than copyholds of inher i tance ,  while  
f ixed  f in e s  were the exception and va r ia b le  f ine s  the r u l e . 9°

As Tawney remarks, "As soon as the time has come when i t  is  convenient 
to get r id  o f  tenants,  noth ing but the most u n a s sa i lab le  t i t l e  can stand 
a ga in s t  the proof that  such and such a p lo t  o f  land was once part o f  the 
l o r d ' s  demesne or o f  the l o r d ' s  waste."97 For example in the 16th and 
17th centur ies ,  the development o f  the coal industry  put the r i g h t s  o f  
customary tenants and even smal l  f reeholders  in jeopardy as land lordscustomary tenants ana even smal l  rreenolders  
sought access  to coal found on t h e i r  land.9°

In these ways, the land lords  d i r e c t l y  confronted the remaining ve s ­
t i g e s  o f  the feudal mode of product ion.  To an increas ing  extent,  they 
attempted to, and they were able to, redefine the economic and s o c ia l  re­
l a t i o n s  between themselves and the peasants. On manors where there were 
numerous f reeholders  and copyholders o f  inheri tance,  th e i r  tenant r i g h t s  
secured by law, the lo rd  who wanted to make large enc losures  would have^Q 
to use e x t r a - l e g a l  methods to expropr ia te  them99 or e l se  buy them out.
11 was probably more often the case in the 16th and 17th centur ies  tffat 
thbse freeholders  and copyholders who were making a comfortable l i v i n g  out 
o f  t h e i r  land, i . e . ,  the yeomen, would not be inc l ined  to break th e i r  
d i re c t  t i e s  to the land by s e l l i n g  out. Rather, they would come to an 
agreement with the land lords  to enc lose,  and p r o f i t  along  with them in
doing so. The lo se rs  would be the smal le r  and less  secure peasantry. 101

I t  was these le s s  secure peasants - -  co t tagers ,  sq u a t te r s ,  and espe­
c i a l l y  shorter- term copy-ho lders  and small leaseholders  - -  who, by the 
e a r l y  17th century, were the only  real obs tac le s  in the way o f  the en­
c lo sure  movement. Although the monarchy had e a r l i e r  enacted l e g i s l a t i o n  
to h a l t  enc losures,  by the reign o f  James I,  such l e g i s l a t i o n  was designed  
more to ra i se  revenues fo r  the Crown ( in  the form of  f in e s  paid by land­
lo rds  who "broke the law") than to r e a l l y  stem the t ide  of  ag ra r ian  t r a n s ­
formation. 10  ̂ As yawney expresses  the bas ic  con t ra d ic t ion  in the land 

p o l i c y  o f  the monarchy:

E v i c t io n s  could be checked on ly  by g i v i n g  tenants  
se c u r i t y ,  which would have meant tu rn ing  customary 
into legal  t i t l e s ,  and f i x i n g  j u d i c i a l  f in e s  for  
leaseholders  and immovable f ines  fo r  copyholders;
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in sho rt ,  the sor t  o f  inter ference that  the 
peasants and th e i r  champions demanded, but on 
which no Government depending on the support o f  
the landed gentry would venture except upon an 
extraord inary  emergency.1^3

In the f i r s t  decades o f  the 17th century, the monarchy was w i l l i n g  to  
go along with the market-or iented land lords  because o f  f i s c a l  cons idera ­
t ion s .  But in the reign o f  Charles I ,  the deeper c o n t ra d ic t io n s  between 
the o ld  feudal p re roga t ive s  of the Crown and the r i s i n g  gentry came to a 
head. The conf ines  of the feudal order could no longer accommodate or 
adapt to the i n te r e s t s  and growing power of  the bourgeo is  elements. The 
attempts by the bourgeois  c l a s se s  to appropriate  the su rp lu s  in the forms 
of p r o f i t s  on cap i t a l  and competi t ive rents ran up a g a in s t  the absolute  
monarch and h i s  merchant monopol ists t r y in g  the appropr ia te  the surp lus  
on the b a s i s  o f  d iv ine  r i gh t  and spec ia l  p o l i t i c a l  p r i v i l e g e s .  The re su l t  
was the p o l i t i c a l  de st ruct ion  of absolute monarchy and i t s  feudal appen-, 
dages in the C i v i l  Wars o f  the 15^0's and the Whig revo lu t ion  o f  1688.1

With the f a l l  of abso lute  monarchy came the a b o l i t i o n  o f  the spec ia l  
courts  o f  the Crown - -  the Court o f  Requests and the Court o f  S ta r  Chamber; 
and with t h e i r  a b o l i t i o n  went the l a s t  legal  i n s t i t u t i o n s  to even make a 
pretence o f  upholding an a n t i -en c lo su re  p o l i c y . 1^5 |n 16^6, the Long 

Parl iament,  by a b o l i s h in g  feudal tenure and the Court o f  Wards, gave land­
owners abso lu te  ownership of th e i r  e s ta te s ,  and thus made long-run f a n ­
ning and c a p i t a l  investment in the land a more secure p rop o s i t io n .
However, at the same time, we witness  the f a i l u r e  o f  the le f t -w in g  p a r t ie s  
o f  the C i v i l  War per iod - -  the Leve l le r s  and the D iggers  - -  to secure law 
reform which would protect  common r i gh t s  a g a in s t  enc losures  as well as 
protect the tenures o f  copyholder and f i x  copyhold f i n e s . 1^7

With the re s to ra t io n  of the Stuart  monarchy in 1660, Par l iament recon­
firmed the abso lute  ownership of  land by land lords  and freeho lders  while  
leav ing  the copyholders at the mercy of  rack-rents  and v a r i a b le  f in e s .  And 
an act o f  1677 put many small  freeholders  in much the same p o s i t i o n  as 
copyholders by denying them property r i gh t s  in t h e i r  ho ld ing  un less  they 
could show w r i t ten  lega l t i t l e . 108 $o, a large  proport ion  o f  the peasantry,
inc lud ing  many who had been instrumental in b r in g in g  the bourgeo is ie  to power 
during the previous years  o f  c i v i l  s t r i f e ,  found very l i t t l e  protect ion  
once that  power was s e c u r e .109

As the masses of  peasants were f i g h t i n g  a l o s i n g  lega l  b a t t l e  to pro­
tect  th e i r  customary r i g h t s ,  huge amounts o f  Crown, R o y a l i s t  and Church 
lands were pass ing  in to  the possess ion  o f  men who had every in te re s t  to 
ex t in gu i sh  those r i g h t s . 110 Some o f  th i s  land was returned to i t s  former 
posses sors  a f t e r  the Restorat ion  (Crown lands,  however, continued to be 
so ld  to  f inance royal expenditure) ,  but a new p o l i t i c a l  order had a r i sen .  
With the b o u rge o i s ie  f i r m ly  in contro l a f te r  1688, the f u l l  p o l i t i c a l  power 
o f  the S ta te  as well  as the economic power o f  the land lo rd s  was prepared 
to destroy the l a s t  remaining ve s t ige  of the feudal mode o f  product ion,
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namely, the o p e n - f ie ld  system and the peasantry which derived i t s  s u b s i s ­
tence from th i s  system. The century from the end of the C i v i l  Wars to the 
middle o f  the 18th century was the r e a l l y  revo lu t ionary  per iod in the 
transformat ion  of a g r i c u l t u r a l  s o c ia l  r e l a t i o n s . H I  I t  was in t h i s  period  
that  the con t ra d ic t ion  between a widespread d i s t r i b u t i o n  o f  land and 
i n d iv idu a l  accumulation on the b a s i s  o f  p r ivate  property became most 
c l e a r . | n th i s  century p r i o r  to the widespread use o f  Par l iamentary  
enc losures ,  i t  was enc losures  by "agreement" which provided the mechanism 
fo r  the systemat ic  t ransformat ion  of  the soc ia l  r e la t io n s  o f  product ion in 
ag r i c u l t u re .

The s t a t i s t i c s  of Gregory King provide us with a f a i r l y  r e l i a b l e  con­
temporary assessment o f  the c l a s s  composit ion of  the E ng l i sh  popula t ion  
in 1688. '13 in a to ta l  popu lat ion  of 5 i  m i l l i o n ,  there was an a g r i c u l t u r a l  
populat ion  o f  about 4 m i l l i o n .^  ** Included were 180,000 "yeomen" f a m i l i e s  
(King included here f re eho lde r s ,  copyholders,  and tenants for  l i f e  and 
l i v e s ) , 115 b f  which 40,000 were "upper"  yeomen and 12*0,000 were " low er "  
yeomen, the es ta te  o f  the l a t t e r  probably averaging le s s  than 20 acres.  
There were a l s o  150,000 farmer f a m i l i e s  (tenants in terms o f  ye a r s ) ,
400,000 f a m i l i e s  of co t tagers  and paupers, and 364,000 f a m i l i e s  o f  labour ­
ing people and o u t - se rv a n t s ,  although not a l l  o f  t h i s  l a t t e r  group were 
engaged in a g r i c u l t u r e . ^

The "upper"  yeomen and perhaps some o f  the more w e l l - t o - d o  " low er "  
yeomen were a lready,  at the end o f  the 17th century, producing p r im a r i l y  
with the idea o f  marketing as much su rp lu s -va lu e  as p o s s ib le  as opposed 
to producing merely to meet t h e i r  subsis tence needs. As wage-labour be­
came more a v a i l a b l e  and as the land market grew, these r i ch e r  peasants  
were le a s in g  and buying more land and h i r i n g  more labour. They were 
ceas ing  to  be independent peasants  and were becoming c a p i t a l i s t  farmers  
and even land lo rd s .  Where these yeomen were s t i l l  producing in the open- 
f i e l d  system at the end o f  the 17th century, they had, in many cases ,  
a lready enclosed o f f  part  o f  the t h e i r  land w ith in  the o p e n - f ie ld  s t r u c ­
ture.  In any case, as they attempted to gear th e i r  own p r i v a te  produc­
t ion  to market demand, these " b o u r g e o i s i f i e d "  yeomen had no real in te re s t  
in ma inta in ing  the o p e n - f ie ld  system.

* l t  should be noted that  the upper yeomen had l a r ge r  f a m i l i e s  than 
the lower yeomen (7 as a g a in s t  5 i )  , while  the l a t t e r  had l a r g e r  f a m i l i e s  
than labour ing  people, c o t t a ge r s ,  paupers, and o u t - se rv a n t s ,  who had on ly  
3 i  per fam i ly .  This  was p a r t l y  because r icher  f a m i l i e s  could a f f o rd  to  
have more ch i ld ren  and were more ab le  to keep those they d id  have a l i v e ,  
but a l s o  because they could a f fo rd  to house servants  and labourers  under
th e i r  roofs  who were considered part  o f  the fam i ly  un i t .
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Many of  the yeomen whose ho ld ing s  were l i t t l e  more than s u f f i c i e n t  to 
meet the subs i s tence  needs o f  t h e i r  f a m i l i e s  a l s o  found themselves com­
pe l led  to produce accord ing to market c r i t e r i a  as t h e i r  land lords  forced  
them to pay rack -rents  ( in  the form o f  annual market rents  or  heavy entry  
f i n e s ) .  For these small  peasants, the economic and p o l i t i c a l  changes be­
tween 1650 and 1750 broke down the secu r i t y  o f fered  by the v i l l a g e  com­
munity ( e s p e c i a l l y  communal land r i g h t s ,  independence from the money lender,  
and independence from market competit ion) and confronted them with a l l  the 
compet it ive pressures  which face small tenant- farmers  producing in a 
nat iona l  system o f  c a p i t a l i s t  a g r ic u l tu re .

As fo r  the co t tagers  and squat ters ,  t h e i r  d i r e c t  t i e s  to the s o i l ,  and 
hence to th e i r  means o f  subs is tence,  became in c r e a s in g l y  tenuous as more 
and more of the common land was enclosed. They derived an increas ing  share 
of  t h e i r  sub s i s ten ce  by s e l l i n g  th e i r  labour-power as a commodity and/or  
by producing fo r  exchange in the put t ing -out  system. They derived a 
decreasing share o f  t h e i r  subsis tence by d i r e c t l y  app rop r ia t in g  i t  from 
the land. The same a p p l ie s  a f o r t i o r i  to those a g r i c u l t u r a l  labourers  
who managed to reta in  d i re c t ,  i f  meagre, t i e s  to the land at the end o f  the 
17th century.

In the la te  17th and ea r ly  18th century, there were many fo rces  work­
ing to acce le ra te  these changes. Su b s t i tu t io n  of terms o f  tenure and rack-  
renting co n t in u e d . ' ' 7  A l so ,  much of  the land enc losed dur ing the f i r s t  
s i x t y  years  o f  the 18th century involved conversion of  arab le  to  pasture  
for  purposes o f  s h e e p - r a i s i n g . 118 As in the 16th century,  such enclosure  
had the most sudden and dramatic e f f e c t s  in c rea t ing  a p r o l e t a r i a t .

In a d d i t i o n ,  a g r i c u l t u r a l  depression character ized  the f i r s t  h a l f  o f  
the 18th century. Large numbers o f  small landholders  were unable to  
cope with the low p r i c e s ,  co ld winters ,  lo ss  o f  animals  through d isease,  
and harvest  f a i l u r e s  in t h i s  p e r i o d . '20 The obverse o f  the p l i g h t  o f  the 
small landholders  was the increase in the s ize  o f  the farms that re­
mained. '21

Thus, the weakening o f  the c l a s s  o f  peasant p rop r ie to r s  which took 
place to  an inc rea s ing  extent in the 16th and 17th centur ies  became acute 
in the f i r s t  h a l f  o f  the 18th cen tu ry .122 The purchase o f  small  ho ld ing s  
by large landowners, often  with an eye to eventual enc losure ,  had become 
quite  usual in the 17th century* 23 The p ra c t i c e  was acce lerated  in the ear l  
18th century when enc losures  were t y p i c a l l y  preceded by a l a r g e - s c a le  
buying out o f  f r e e h o ld e r s . 121* The decline in the number o f  small  land­
ho lders  d iminished the a b i l i t y  of those that remained to  f i g h t  o f f  en­
c lo su re s  when they did come. As one ear ly  18th century a g r i c u l t u r a l  w r i te r  
a d v i s e d :

A Steward should not forget  to make the best Enquiry  
i n to  the D i s p o s i t i o n  o f  any of  the Freeholders w ith in  
or near any o f  h i s  Lo rd ' s  Manors to s e l l  th e i r  Lands,
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that  he may use h i s  best Endeavours to  purchase them 
at as reasonable a p r ice  as may be for  h i s  l o r d ' s  
Advantage and Convenience.. . e s p e c i a l l y  in such Manors 
where Improvements are to be made by in c lo s in g  Com­
mons and Common f i e l d s . . . I f  the Freeholders cannot 
a l 1 be persuaded to s e l l  yet at lea s t  an Agreement 
for  I n c lo s in g  should be pushed forward by the S teward.125

I t  has a lready been noted that  i t  was enclosure by agreement which 
t y p i f i e d  the enc losure  movement in the f i r s t  h a l f  o f  the 18th century. Now, 
enc losure  by agreement by no means requ ired  the consent o f  a l l  the land­
holders  a f fected.  Rather, the agreement of the owners o f  b/5 o f  the land,  
which in most cases represented a m inor i ty  o f  the landho lders,  was s u f ­
f i c i e n t .  126 Tenants were not a part of the dec is ion-making  process  a l ­
though those with ho ld ing s  in the ope n - f ie ld s  would get an a l lo tment  a f t e r  
enc losure.  However, co t ta ge r s  and squat ters ,  with no h o ld in g s  in the open- 
f i e l d ,  had ne i ther  a vo ice  in the enclosure process  nor the lega l  r i g h t  to 
a pos t -enc lo sure  a l lo tment.

But even the small landholders  who came through the enc losure  process  
with the r i gh t  to the use o f  some land as the i r  p r iva te  ho ld ing  often  
experienced severe d i f f i c u l t i e s  in the aftermath. Sma l ler  tenants with  
10-30  acres  had d i f f i c u l t y  paying the h igher (on the average doubled) 
rents a f t e r  e n c lo s u r e . 127 A f te r  enc losure,  improvements such as hedging  
and d ra in in g  were necessary.  I f  the cost o f  these did not fo rce  the smal l  
owner to  s e l l  out h i s  al lo tment  immediately, the long-run e f f e c t s  o f  the 
debts incurred had the same r e s u l t . 128

Such d i f f i c u l t i e s  fo r  the small  owner were compounded when enc losure  
was by Act  o f  Par l iament.  The expenses o f  ge t t in g  the Act  passed and 
then paying  fo r  lawyers, surveyors ,  and commissioners were g reat .  In many 
cases,  what the r icher  owners l a id  out in expenses they took back in a 
l a r ge r  claim to  land!29 or by p u t t in g  the small  owners in d e b t .130

In the 18th century,  the yeomanry as a c l a s s  o f  independent peasants  
d i s a p p e a r e d ^ !  as the s o c i a l  r e la t io n s  o f  a g r i c u l t u r a l  product ion were 
transformed. Some, more su b s t a n t i a l  peasants, reta ined and en larged th e i r  
ho ld in g s  and became c a p i t a l i s t  farmers and/or land lords .  Smal ler  f re e ­
ho lders  so ld  th e i r  land e i th e r  before or a f t e r  enc losure,  and with the 
proceeds e i th e r  emigrated or stocked a farm and became tenant- farmers .  And 
many small  peasants,  e s p e c i a l l y  tenants ,  became p r o le ta r i a n s  when they 
could not pay the h igher  rents a f t e r  the terms of t h e i r  leases  were a l te red  
(sometimes independent o f  and sometimes as a re su l t  o f  enc losure)  or  when 
they became so deeply in debt that they lo s t  th e i r  land. By 1790, an in ­
dependent peasant c l a s s ,  producing the i r  own subs i s tence  with t h e i r  own 
labour on th e i r  own land, was almost  e x t i n c t . 132 Landlords owned about 
3 M  o f  the land in E n g la n d .1^3 Occupying freeholders  s t i l l e d  possessed  
15“20% of the l a n d , 131* but on t h e i r  ho ld ings  averaging about 50 a c re s ,  they 
were producing for  the market on a c a p i t a l i s t  b a s i s .
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But what happened to  the co t tagers ,  s q u a t te r s ,  and a g r i c u l t u r a l  
labourers  who had found a l l  or part o f  th e i r  subs i s tence  through the i r  
customary r i g h t s  to  the use of the commons? The law o f  the c a p i t a l i s t  
ru l in g  c l a s s  did not recognize such customary r i g h t s .  There was there­
fore  ra re ly  any quest ion  o f  the land r i g h t s  o f  these people when enc lo ­
sure took p lace.  In the words of the Hammonds: "The e f f e c t  on the c o t ­
tager  can best be descr ibed by say ing  that before enc losure  the co ttager  
was a labourer with land, a f t e r  enclosure a labourer without land. The 
economic b a s i s  o f  t h e i r  independence was d e s t r o y e d 35 And accord ing  to  
Gregory K i n g ' s  s t a t i s t i c s , ^36 the cottagers  and paupers along  with th e i r  

f a m i l i e s  co n s t i tu te d  some 30-35% of the a g r i c u l t u r a l  popu lat ion  and 20-25% 
of the to ta l  popu lat ion  of  England and Wales in 1688. In ad d i t ion ,  a g r i c u l ­
tu ra l  labourers  and t h e i r  f a m i l i e s  const i tu ted  25“30% o f  the a g r i c u l t u r a l  
populat ion  and perhaps 20% of the to ta l  populat ion at that  date. A port ion  
of  the l a t t e r  group along with 30,000 vagrants  and perhaps 400,000-500,000 
urban workers, s a i l o r s  and s o ld ie r s  and th e i r  f a m i l i e s  came in to  the 18th 
century a l ready  p ro le ta r ian !z e d .  For most of the rest of  the co t tagers ,  
sq u a t te r s ,  and a g r i c u l t u r a l  labourers ,  the enc losures  of  the 18th and e a r l y  
19th cen tur ies  d i s s o l v e d  the l a s t  remnants o f  t h e i r  d i r e c t  t i e s  to the 
land; and they, a long  with the less  fortunate of the small  owners and ten­
an t s ,  swelled the ranks o f  the p r o le ta r i a t .

The enc losure  movement was e levated to the level o f  nat iona l  p o l i c y  
during the 18th century.  The f i r s t  pr iva te  E nc l o s u r e s  Act  was passed in 
Par l iament  in 1710.137 In the three decades between 1720 and 1750, 100 
such Acts  were passed. But in the decade 1750-59, 139 Ac t s  went through 
Par l iament;  and the pace was a c c e le r a t i n g . 13° Between 1750 and 1850, more 
than 4000 Acts  were passed,  with two p a r t i c u l a r l y  heav i ly -we ighted  per iods:  
1764-1780 when there were some 900 Acts  and 1793“ 1815 when there were over 
2000 A c t s . 139 S ince 70% o f  the Acts  were passed in these two r e l a t i v e l y  
short  pe r iod s ,  the impact was bound to have been acute ly  f e l t .

We must be c a r e fu l ,  however, to analyze par l iamentary  enc losures  in 
terms o f  a long-run process  o f  a g r i c u l t u r a l  t ransformat ion  which had been 
go ing  on fo r  cen tur ie s  without d i re c t  par l iamentary in tervent ion .  The 
s t a t i s t i c a l  record o f \ n o n -p a r l iamentary enc losures  i s  f a r  from complete.
Gay, on the b a s i s  o f  some hypothet ica l  assumptions,  put the to ta l  number 
of  acres  enc losed between 1455 and 1607 at 516,673 o r  2.76% o f  the to ta l  
area of  E n g la n d .1^0 Much research a t t e s t s  to the widespread use of  en­
c lo su re s  by agreement in the 17th century. 1-̂ 1 By 1700 on ly  h a l f ,  and 

perhaps Jess,  o f  the a g r i c u l t u r a l  land o f  England remained to be en­
c lo sed.  l ^ 2

About 6 m i l l i o n  acres ,  comprising 1/4 o f  the a g r i c u l t u r a l  acreage o f  
England, were enc losed by Act  o f  Parl iament dur ing the whole o f  the en­
c lo su re  p e r i o d . ^ 3  i t  has been estimated that  at l e a s t  4 m i l l i o n  acres  

and perhaps as much as 7 m i l l i o n  acres  were enc losed by agreement in the 
18th c e n t u r y . E v e n  when par l iamentary  enc losures  were widespread,  
enc losure  by agreement retained the s i g n i f i c a n t  advantages of avo id ing  
the high expense o f  enc losure  by Act o f  Par 1i ament.^ 5  H i l l  notes that
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an Act o f  Parl iament fo r  enc losure  cost about L2000 and conjectures  that  
the sharp increase in Enclosure  Acts  a f t e r  1750 was due to opp os i t ion  to 
enclosure  in the l a s t  remainii unenclosed areas which could not be over-

Enclosure by par l iamentary  methods, there fore ,  represents  a f i n a l  
s tage ,  and j u s t  that ,  in the process  o f  transforming the s o c ia l  r e l a t i o n s  
of  a g r i c u l t u r a l  product ion;  a process  which took place by le s s  v i s i b l e  
means fo r  centur ies .  By about the middle o f  the 18th century,  the s o c ia l  
re la t ion s  of c a p i t a l i s t  product ion - -  landlord ,  tenant- farmer,  and wage- 
labourer - -  were emerging as dominant in the a g r i c u l t u r a l  sec tor .  1**' One 
o f  the v i t a l  p recond it ions  f o r  the fu r ther  expansion o f  c a p i t a l i s t  produc­
t ion ,  whether in a g r i c u l t u r e  or  in manufacturing,  had appeared: a mass
of  p r o le ta r i a n s .  By the 17801s , the " i n d u s t r i a l  r e v o lu t io n "  was wel l  under­
way. 148

Enclosures went on in the l a s t  decades of the 18th century and well  
into  the 19th century. 2000 par l iamentary Enclosure Acts  were passed 
between 1800 and 1844. By 1845, most o f  the open f i e l d s  had been enc losed,  
but enc losure  o f  some waste continued u n t i l  1876.1^9 However, by the 

17801s , we are a l ready  well  in to  the pos t - rev o lu t iona ry  era o f  the t r a n s i ­
t ion from the feudal mode of  production to the c a p i t a l i s t  mode of  produc­
t ion .  The accumulation o f  i n d u s t r i a l  c a p i t a l ,  based on the e x p lo i t a t i o n  
o f  the p ro le ta r i a n iz e d  ( i .e . , " f r e e " )  labourers ,  i s  running i t s  own 
course.

About 1/3 of the acreage enc losed by Act o f  Parl iament was common pas­
ture and w a s te .150 |n l 802, the General Enclosure Act was passed to  
cheapen the process o f  enc losure ,  and to  expedite the enc losure  of  waste 
so that i t  might be c leared o f  any remaining cottagers  and s q u a t t e r s . 151 
A f te r  t h e i r  e s ta te s  had been c leared,  i t  was quite  common fo r  la rge  land­
owners to  demolish the co t tages  o f  these people to ensure that  they (or  
other p ro le ta r i a n s )  would not r e t u r n .152 Meanwhile, from the l a s t  decades 
of the 18th century, a g r i c u l t u r a l  reformers put forth  land a l lo tm ent  p lans  
which would prov ide the d i spo s se s sed  with "three acres  and a cow."153 
The movement met with l i t t l e  success.  When t in y  p lo t s  o f  land were a l l o t ­
ted in the e a r ly  19th century, they served as expedient forms of  poor 
r e l i e f  and as devices  to re ta in  a supply o f  cheap labour in depressed  
areas.  S t r in ge n t  ru le s  were attached to the ho ld ings  to  ensure that  the 
possess ion  o f  a l i t t l e  p iece  o f  land (e . g . ,  1/8 acre) d i d n ' t  de trac t  from 
the performance o f  w age - la bo u r .154 |n genera l,  by t h i s  t ime, the 

c a p i t a l i s t s  were much too well  aware o f  the in c o m p a t ib i l i t y  o f  a land­
ho ld ing  labour force with c a p i t a l i s t  product ion,  and they were much too 
powerful to permit the e s s e n t i a l  dependency of wage-labour on c a p i t a l  to 
be in any way undermined.

come by le s s  expensive means.
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IV. The Bourgeois  C r i t i q u e  o f  Marx

From the preceding d i s c u s s io n ,  we can see the important ro le  which 
enc losures  in England played in the r i se  o f  c a p i t a l i sm .  S t a r t i n g  as 
i nd iv idua l  act s  of appropr ia t ion  and developing h i s t o r i c a l l y  into  nat ional  
acts  of exp ropr ia t ion ,  enc losures  were instrumental in d i s s o l v i n g  the open- 
f i e l d  system o f  the o ld  feudal mode of production and in re le as ing  impor­
tant p recond i t ions  fo r  the new c a p i t a l i s t  mode of product ion.  The success ­
fu l  attempts by the r i s i n g  bourgeois elements in E n g l i s h  a g r i c u l tu r e  to 
take advantage o f  new market opporutn i t ie s  re su l ted  in the transformat ion  
of the a g r i c u l t u r a l  s ec to r  and the separat ion o f  the mass o f  producers 
from the means of product ion.  This  same transformat ion  brought with i t  
an increase in a g r i c u l t u r a l  p rod u c t iv i t y  which re leased the supply  o f  food 
necessary  to feed these new p ro le ta r ian s .  The process was " s e l f - f e e d i n g "  
in another respect as we l l :  the growing p r o l e t a r i a t  meant a growing demand
fo r  the products of a g r i c u l t u r e  (as well as those o f  manufacturing)  which 
fu r the r  encouraged a g r i c u l t u r a l  development.* 155 F i n a l l y ,  c ap i t a l  accumu­
lated in the new mode o f  a g r i c u l t u r a l  product ion,  in add i t ion  to cap i ta l  
derived from trade and manufacture, had a part in ensur ing that  the 
growing p r o l e t a r i a t  would a c t u a l l y  f ind  employment in c a p i t a l i s t  produc­
t ion.

Enc losures ,  in th e i r  var ious  forms, were therefore  in teg ra l  to the 
process  of.economic and s o c ia l  reorganizat ion  out o f  which some o f  the 
c ru c ia l  p recond i t ion s  for  c a p i t a l i s t  production emerged. When these 
precond i t ions  - -  a la rge  and expanding labour supply ,  food supply,  and 
home market - -  coalesced h i s t o r i c a l l y  with other f a c to r s  such as secure 
fo re ign  markets and the concentrat ion of wealth in the hands o f  entrepre­
neurs, the c a p i t a l i s t  mode of  production was ready to experience i t s  
" i n d u s t r i a l  r e v o lu t i o n . "  How, then, do modern bourgeois  economic h i s t o r ­
ians analyze the e f f e c t s  of enclosure?

One argument put forth  to refute the notion that  the consequences of  
enclosure  were de va s ta t in g  fo r  the labourer i s  that  " t o  some extent the 
lo ss  o f  commons might be compensated, however, by an increase in the volume 
and r e g u l a r i t y  o f  employment a f te r  e n c 1o s u r e . " ^56 Says Ashton,

*At the end o f  the 17th century, a contemporary estimated the home 
market in t e x t i l e s  to be three times that of  the fo re ign  market. The 
to ta l  home market was estimated to be s i x  times la r ge r  than the fore ign  
market in 1721 as compared to an estimate of  32 times la r ge r ,  80 years  
l a te r .  H i l l ,  1969, p. 248.
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There is  no doubt whatever that the enc losure  invo lved  
hardship  and i n j u s t i c e . . . .  Some of the co t tagers  who had 
picked up a l i v i n g  by casual work on the commons now 
had to h ire  themselves as labourers to farmers; some 
had to f a l l  back on par i sh  r e l i e f ;  and yet others  l e f t  
the land fo r  the towns. There i s  no evidence, however, 
o f  l a r g e - s c a l e  rura l  unemployment. As Dr. Chambers 
has pointed out, the new a g r i c u l t u r a l  p ra c t ic e s  ( i n ­
c lud ing  the growing of root crops and g ra s se s  and the 
maintenance of  la rge  da i ry  herds) created new demands 
fo r  labour; and the hedging and d i tch ing  required ,-7
provided employment in the winter fo r  casual workers.

I t  i s  e n t i r e l y  reasonable to assume that the favourab le  a g r i c u l t u r a l  
cond i t ions  in England from 1755 to 1815 resulted in many cases ,  and even 
ge n e ra l l y ,  in h igher  rura l  employment a f t e r  enc losures  than before,  
e s p e c i a l l y  in view o f  the fac t  that  so much waste was being brought under 
c u l t i v a t i o n  in th i s  per iod.  But whether rural  employment increased or  
decreased subsequent to enc losures  i s  i r re levant  to the quest ion  o f  the 
change in the so c ia l  r e l a t i o n s  of product ion.  The important e f f e c t  o f  
enc losures  was the p r o l e t a r i a n i z a t i o n  of  a mass o f  people. And hav ing been 
reduced to p ro le ta r ian  s t a t u s ,  i t  was of  l i t t l e  consequence to the emer­
gence o f  c a p i t a l i s m  in general whether in the short-run they became a g r i ­
cu l tu ra l  or manufactur ing p r o le ta r i a n s  - -  whether they so ld  t h e i r  labour-  
power fo r  a wage on the a g r i c u l t u r a l  labour market or the manufacturing  
labour market. They were now part  o f  a land less  labour force dependent 
on cap i ta l  (whether a g r i c u l t u r a l  or manufacturing) fo r  t h e i r  subs i s tence .
As such they were now ready to respond to s oc ia l  forces which might "push"  
or " p u l l "  them from one sector  to the o ther.*

Economic h i s t o r i a n s  such as Ashton, Chambers, and Mingay, in argu ing  
that  enc losures  ameliorated employment cond i t ions ,  are ana lyz ing  the r e l a ­
t i v e l y  short - run  fun c t ion ing  of an economy predominated by the so c ia l  
re la t io n  between wage-labour  and c a p i t a l .  That i s ,  they are look ing  at  
the c a p i t a l i s t  mode of product ion in o pera t ion . They are not ana lyz ing  
the t r a n s i t i o n  from a p r e - c a p i t a l i s t  to a c a p i t a l i s t  economy. As much as 
th e i r  a n a l y s i s  g i v e s  i n s i g h t  into  the short -run funct ion ing  o f  the c a p i t a l ­
i s t  labour market subsequent to enc losures,  such a n a l y s i s  does not deal 
with,  and in fac t  leads us away from, the broader quest ion of the t r a n s i ­
t ion  from the feudal mode o f  production to the c a p i t a l i s t  mode of  produc­
t ion.

These same h i s t o r i a n s  go a step fur ther  in t ry ing  to  avo id  ana lyz ing  
the s o c ia l  consequences o f  enc losures  by arguing  that lega 1 r i g h t s  to

*So we see that there was rapid rural  depopulation a f t e r  1815 when 
corn p r ice s  f e l l ,  and in the fo l low in g  decades as a g r i c u l t u r e  was mechan­
ized, the Game Laws were enforced,  the Poor Law was reformed, and the r a i l ­
way system was completed. See Cole & Postqate, p. 123; Chambers, 1953,
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property were, by and la rge ,  protected during the process  of enc losure.  
"Whatever may be sa id  of enclosure by act o f  par l iam ent "  argues Chambers 
in an a r t i c l e  e xp re s s ly  wr i t ten  as a re futa t ion  of  the Marxian the s i s ,1 5o  
" i t  represents a m i lestone in the recogn it ion  of the lega 1 r i g h t s  of  
humble men."159 Ashton, Gonner, and Chambers & Mingay deduce from the 
absence of compla ints  from small landholders that  enclosed land was 
d iv ided  and a l l o t t e d  f a i r l y .  The Hammonds and Hasbach present the s trong  
counter-argument that  e f f e c t i v e  oppos i t ion  to enc losure  was much too ex­
pens ive fo r  smal l  peasants  to undertake.1°1 Mantoux makes the comment 
that  " c o u n t e r -p e t i t i o n s  to enclosure  had r e s u l t s  in one case on ly ,  namely 
when they, too, o r i g in a t e d  in the possess ing  and r u l in g  c l a s s e s . "162

To analyze the e f f e c t s  o f  enc losures,  however, we have to look beyond 
the treatment o f  legal  r i g h t s .  As Chambers h im se l f  s t a t e s  (quot ing the 
18th century w r i te r ,  Ar thur  Young): "But o f  the poor without lega l r i g h t s
i t  remains true that 'by nineteen enc losure  b i l l s  out o f  twenty they are 
in jured,  in some g r o s s l y  ?n jured . ' "153  Chambers then goes on to warn that  
the s o c ia l  consequences o f  the lo ss  o f  commons must not be minimized:
"The app rop r ia t ion  fo r  t h e i r  own exc lu s ive  use o f  p r a c t i c a l l y  the whole o f  
the common waste by the lega l owners meant that  the cu r ta in  which separated  
the growing army o f  labourers  from ut ter  p r o l e t a r i a n i z a t i o n  was torn
down."1

As was made ev ident  in the l a s t  sec t ion ,  the power r e la t io n s  inherent 
in the c l a s s  s t ru c tu r e  o f  18th and 19th century E n g l i sh  soc ie ty  were such 
as to  render lega l r i g h t s  o f  value only to a m ino r i ty  o f  the a g r i c u l t u r a l  
popu la t ion .  As E.P. Thompson observes: "Enc lo sure  (when a l l  the s o p h i s ­
t i c a t i o n s  are al lowed fo r )  was a p la in  enough case o f  c l a s s  robbery, played 
accord ing  to  f a i r  ru les  o f  property and law l a i d  down by a Parl iament o f  
property-owners and law yers . "165 Even i f  we could accept the argument 

that ,  fo r  those peasant p rop r ie to r s  who held legal  r i g h t s  to the use o f  
land, j u s t i c e  was served, nothing is  sa id  about the m ajo r i ty  o f  the a g r i ­
c u l tu ra l  popu lat ion  in the 181h century - -  the masses o f  c o t ta ge r s ,  squat ­
te r s ,  and a g r i c u l t u r a l  labourers  - -  who had on ly  customary r i g h t s  to the 
use o f  land. To argue that these people weren 't  t reated u n f a i r l y  because,  
in f a c t ,  they d i d n ' t  have any legal r i gh ts  i s  i r re le v a n t  to the fac t  that  
they were d i spos ses sed  and p ro le ta r ian ize d  by enc losures.

The content ions  that  rural  employment stayed high a f t e r  enc losures  
and that  lega l  r i g h t s  were recognized during the en c lo s in g  process are 
part  o f  a broader argument presented by bourgeois  »conomic h i s t o r i a n s  by 
which they cla im to d i sprove  the Marxian t h e s i s  t f  t enc losures  played a 
major ro le  in c re a t in g  an " i n d u s t r i a l "  labour forct Perhaps the most 
e x p l i c i t l y  an t i -M arx ian  statement o f  th i s  p rop o s i t io n  can be found in 
David S. Landes' The Unbound Prometheus (1969) in which Landes cons iders  
" the  r e l a t i o n s h ip  between the supply o f  labour and the extens ion o f  the 
new mode o f  p roduct ion " :
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For a long time the most accepted view has been that  
propounded by Marx and repeated and embel l i shed by 
generat ions  o f  s o c i a l i s t  and even n o n - s o c i a l i s t  h i s t o r ­
ians. Th is  p o s i t i o n  e x p la in s  the accomplishment o f  
so enormous a s o c ia l  change - -  the creat ion  o f  an 
i n d u s t r i a l  p r o l e t a r i a t  in the face of  tenacious r e s i s ­
tance - -  by p o s tu l a t i n g  an act o f  f o r c ib le  e x p ro p r i a ­
tion:  the enc losures  uprooted the co ttager  and small
peasant and drove them into  the m i l l s .  Recent empir ica l  
research has in va l id a te d  th i s  hyp o the s i s ; the data in ­
d ica te  that  the a g r i c u l t u r a l  revolut ion a s soc ia te d  with 
the enc losures  increased the demand for  farm labour,  
that indeed those rural  areas that saw the most e n c lo ­
sures saw the la r g e s t  increase in res ident popu lat ion.
From 1750 to 1830, B r i t a i n ' s  a g r i c u l tu r a l  count ies  
doubled th e i r  inha b i tan t s .  Whether object ive  evidence  
of  th i s  kind w i l l  s u f f i c e ,  however, to do away with what 
has become something o f  an a r t i c l e  o f  f a i th  is  d o u b t f u l . 1 66

What i s  the "ob je c t i v e  ev idence"  which inva l ida te s  the Marxian view? 
Landes re fers  only to an " im por tan t "  a r t i c l e  by J.D. Chambers, "Enc lo sure  
and the Labour Supply in the In d u s t r i a l  Revo lut ion."^  T.S .  Ashton,  in 

h is  An Economic H i s to ry  of England: The 18th Century (1961) , a l s o  re fe rs
to th i s  a r t i c l e  by Chambers (as well as to a much e a r l i e r  a r t i c l e  by the 
same author which we need not d i s c u s s  here) as "a  s c h o la r l y  and balanced

As Ashton claimsd i s cu s s ion  o f  the issues."16

There was no mass e v i c t io n :  the populat ion o f  a g r i c u l ­
tura l  v i l l a g e s  increased at a rate not much le s s  than 
that  o f  the in d u s t r i a l  areas;  and i t  i s  not imposs ib le  
that the growth o f  numbers was a response to increased  
su pp l ie s  of food and g rea te r  oppor tun i t ie s  o f  work in 
the countrys ide.  In so f a r  as people le f t  f o r  the towns 
the r e l a t i v e l y  high wages paid there are s u f f i c i e n t  ex­
p lanat ion  o f  the movement. But the not ion the poor men, 
l i k e  r ich c a p i t a l i s t s ,  might respond to opp o r tu n i t ie s  
o f  personal ga in  seems to arouse mental re s i s tan c e :  
the idea that  the poor were driven from the land re­
mains (and i s  l i k e l y  to remain) f i rm ly  embedded in the 
textbooks .169

Ashton needn't  have been so p e s s im i s t i c  about the currency o f  h i s  
views. S ince he wrote the above l i n e s ,  the Chambers a r t i c l e  has been re­
l ied  upon in several works on 18th century a g r i c u l tu r e  to c o n f id e n t ly  
reject  the Marxian a n a l y s i s  o f  the ro le  of e n c lo su re s . 1 I t  i s  there­
fore worth tak ing  a carefu l look at Chambers' argument and evidence.

Throughout h i s  a r t i c l e ,  Chambers perceives the p o s s i b le  misconcep­
t ions  and e r ror s  in a n a l y s i s  that  might a r i s e  in t r y in g  to show the e f f e c t  
of enc losures  on the labour supply .  But while he seems to have an aware­

http://rrp.sagepub.com/


32

ness of  the broader i s sues  involved, he is e i th e r  re luctant  or unable to 
deal with them. Here is  h i s  statement both o f  the problem and the way he 
intends to handle i t :

Unt i l  the advance, a generat ion ago, in the study of  
the demographic aspect of the In d u s t r i a l  Revo lut ion,  
the funct ion  of enclosure in regard to labour supply  
was regarded as c ru c ia l .  I t s  spec ia l  importance in 
re c r u i t i n g  the in d u s t r ia l  labour fo rce  was developed 
in a s e r i e s  o f  important s tud ie s  as the re su l t  of  
which i t  came to be ge nera l ly  regarded as a b a s ic  
p os tu la te  o f  the new la rge - sca le  economy.* More re­
cent examination o f  the growth and movement o f  popula ­
tion has done something to modify t h i s  view, but the 
conventional p ic ture  o f  ca ta s t roph ic  change effected  
by enc losure  s t i l l  f inds  i t s  adherents. Any a l t e rn a t iv e  
to I t ,  says  Dobb, implies the assumption that  " the  
appearance o f  a reserve army of labour was a simple 
product o f  growing population which created more than 
could be fed from the then c u l t i v a te d  s o i l .  I f  t h i s  
were the true s to ry ,  one might have reason to speak 
of  a p r o l e t a r i a t  as a natural  ra ther than an i n s t i t u ­
t iona l  c reat ion  and to treat  accumulation of cap i ta l  
and the growth of a p r o le t a r i a t  as autonomous and inde­
pendent processes.  But th i s  i d y l l i c  p ic tu re  f a i l s  to 
accord with the f a c t s . "  This  fo rmulat ion  o f  the prob­
lem in v i t e s  d i s cu s s ion  on several counts,  but from the 
ang le  o f  the reg ional h i s t o r i a n  (from which i t  i s  viewed 
here) i t  ge nera l i ze s  a process which he sees in terms of  
i t s  separate par t s ,  i . e . ,  as actual movements of popula­
t ion  in p a r t i c u l a r  p laces,  and he is  impelled by the 
force o f  h i s  methodology to test  the a b s t rac t  formula 
of  " i n s t i t u t i o n a l  c rea t ion "  by f i t t i n g  i t  to the loca l  
f a c t s  as he knows them. Such i s  the purpose of t h i s  
a r t i c l e . . . 1 '

Further on, we see that  Chambers c o r re c t ly  def ines  Marx 's  " i n s t i t u ­
t iona l  c re a t io n "  as " the  f o r c i b le  d i s lod g in g  o f  the peasantry from the 
s o i l "  and as "a  response to the exerc ise  of power by a ru l in g  c l a s s . "
What he f in d s  to be " a b s t r a c t "  about such " i n s t i t u t i o n a l  c r e a t i o n , "  Cham­
bers does not make c l e a r . ^

*Here Chambers re fers  to  Marx, Cap ita l  I I  (Cole, ed.) p. 793; Dobb, 
S tud ies  in the Development o f  Cap i ta l i sm  (19^7), P* 223; and a l s o  H. Levy, 
Large and Small Ho ld ings  (1911), p.
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He read i ly  admits that  even the e a r l i e s t  enc losures,  i . e . ,  from the 
15th century to the 17th century, involved s izeab le  e v i c t i o n s  and conse­
quent p r o le t a r i a n i z a t i o n .  He a l s o  bears witness  to the widespread enc lo ­
sure movement in the f i r s t  h a l f  o f  the 18th century, de sp i te  the pauc i ty  
of par l iamentary enc losures .  "[The period immediately preceding the era 
of par l iamentary enc losures]  was marked by the buying out o f  freeho lds  and 
leases  fo r  l i v e s  as a prelude to enclosure  on such a s c a le  as to g ive  r i se  
to the erroneous view that  the yeomanry had a lready di sappeared in 1750." '73

He then goes on to say,  "But rapid and ru th le ss  as t h i s  process  may 
have been, i t  f a i l e d  to meet the labour needs o f  the time or  to acce le ra te  
s u b s t a n t i a l l y  the process o f  p ro le ta r i a n  re p r o d u c t i o n . " ^ ^  Thus, in the 

f i r s t  h a l f  o f  the 18th century, j u s t  as in e a r l i e r  t imes, Chambers a t t e s t s  
’•to exprop ri at i o n , perhaps cons iderab le ;  but he suggests  that  the lack  o f  
subsequent rapid growth o f  popu lat ion  held back " i n d u s t r i a l i z a t i o n . "

Chambers then notes that  up to the middle of the 18th century,  r e l i a b l e  
s t a t i s t i c a l  data on enc losures  are scarce;  but " a t  th i s  po in t  the ex istence  
of  census returns,  enc losure  awards and land-tax  du p l i ca te s  makes p o s s ib le  
the a p p l i c a t io n  o f  more exact t e s t s  to the claims which are made for  enc lo ­
sure in re c r u i t i n g  the labour force,  and to t h i s  aspect o f  the d i s c u s s i o n  
we may now tu r n . "  ^ Nor in h i s  empir ica l  evidence does Chambers ever re ­
turn to any enc losures  p r io r  to 1780. Chambers notes, moreover, that  even 
fo r  those enc losures  fo r  which records e x i s t  (mainly enc losures  by A c t ) ,  
cottagers  and squat te rs  do not appear in enclosure awards nor in land -tax  
returns;  and he, there fore ,  i ssues  the fo l low ing  warning: "[TJhese land­
less  or sem i - land le s s  workers,  together with the small tenants  who d i s a p ­
peared through c o n s o l i d a t i o n ,  represent the real v ic t im s  of enc losure ,  and 
unless  they are cons tan t ly  kept in mind, they may a l s o  become the v ic t im s  
of the s t a t i s t i c a l  method."176

With these s t a t i s t i c a l  p i t f a l l s  supposedly in mind, Chambers wants to 
look at the a v a i l a b l e  evidence to see whether small owners and tenants  are 
becoming labourers  and whether co t tagers  are being s t r ippe d  " o f  t h e i r  l a s t  
remaining v e s t i g e s  o f  independence.77 He examines popu lat ion  movements 
in Nottinghamshire and f in d s  popu lat ion  r i s i n g  f a s t e s t  between 1801 and 
1861 in those v i l l a g e s  in which manufacturing or mining p reva i led  as op­
posed to a g r i c u l t u r a l  v i l l a g e s , '78 support ing the hypothes i s  that  " the  

extruded [by enc losures]  peasantry  were being transformed in to  a rural  
i n d u s t r ia l  p r o l e t a r i a t  as the f i r s t  step to the i r  recruitment in the army 
of  urban labou r . " '7 9

He notes that  in the second h a l f  of the 18th century and in the beg in ­
ning of the 19th century,  a g r i c u l t u r a l  condit ions  were conducive to the 
su rv iva l  o f  the small  owner. But " the  small tenant was in a f a r  worse case 
and contemporary opin ion leaves us in no doubt that t h i s  c l a s s  ge n e ra l l y  
suffered  in numbers h e a v i l y  from e n c l o s u r e . " ' ^  The b a s i s  o f  the rest of  

Chambers1 study i s  to show, by looking into a number o f  other reg iona l  
s tud ie s  o f  enc losure,  that  the number of small owners increased,  or at
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l e a s t  did  not s u f f e r  c a ta s t ro p h ic  decline,  
1790 and 1810, with 1780 and 1830 (except 
on the per iod o f  a n a l y s i s . ^

between, fo r  the most part ,  
in one case) as outs ide  l im i t s

Chambers' evidence shows that small farms s t i l l  e x i s te d  in large  num­
bers in the f i r s t  few decades o f  the 19th century. These f a c t s  are sup­
posed to con t ra d ic t  M arx 's  statement that the independent yeoman had d i s a p ­
peared by 1750.182 And from t h i s ,  we are supposed to re ject  Marx 's  th e s i s  
o f  the important ro le  o f  enc losures  in g i v i n g  r i s e  to a p r o le ta r i a n iz e d  
labour force.  Th is  argument, however, f a i l s  on many counts,  and in i t s e l f  
revea ls  a g r o s s  misunderstanding o f  Marx 's h i s t o r i c a l  a n a l y s i s .

Let us look again  at the nature o f  the independent yeomen who, Marx 
cla imed,  "formed the backbone o f  Cromwell 's  s t r e n g t h , "  but who had d i s a p ­
peared by about 1750.183 |n the mid-17th century, these peasants  held 

secure t i t l e s  to  th e i r  ho ld ing s .  While the sa le  o f  su rp lu s  commodities  
was becoming i n c r e a s in g l y  important to them, they did  not acqu ire  th e i r  
actual subs i s tence  through the market, but rather  appropr iated i t  d i r e c t l y  
from the land. In con t ra s t  to, on the one hand, the small  customary 
tenant whose fa te  was l a r g e l y  at the w i l l  o f  the lord,  and, on the other  
hand, the la r ge r  tenant- fa rmer who had to ad ju s t  h i s  product ive  a c t i v i t y  
to the demands o f  the market, 18** the yeoman led an independent ex is tence.  

His  secure pos se s s ion  of the land prompted him to be in d u s t r io u s ,  a c q u i s i ­
t i v e ,  and fo rw ard - look ing .  As a c l a s s  of i n d iv idu a l  petty  producers (what 
we would now c a l l  petty  bourgeo is ie )  whose h i s t o r i c a l  o r i g i n s  can be traced 
back to the d i s s o l u t i o n  of the o ld  feudal r e l a t i o n s  o f  product ion,  they 
epitomize the t r a n s i t i o n  from the feudal mode o f  product ion to the c a p i t a l ­
i s t  mode o f  product ion.  I t  was these more secure peasant p rop r ie to r s  who, 
from the peasant u p r i s i n g s  in 1381186 through the C i v i l  Wars of  the 1640's,  

played a key ro le  in undermining feudal regu la t ion  of  product ion and in 
f i n a l l y  overthrowing the feudal ru l in g  c l a s s .  At the same time, these 
petty producers improved the land and, in many cases ,  helped push forward 
enc lo sure s ,  while  on the p o l i t i c a l  and ideo log ica l  l e v e l s ,  they fought for  
the freedom of  p r i v a te  property and the i n d i v id u a 1 .^87

But given t h i s  ro le  o f  the yeomanry in the t r a n s i t i o n  from the feudal  
mode o f  product ion to the c a p i t a l i s t  mode o f  product ion,  we need not assume 
as Chambers does that  Marx, in c la iming  that the yeomanry d isappeared,  is  
imply ing that they descended to the p r o l e t a r i a t .  We have a lready  noted 
the d ive r se  fa te  o f  the c l a s s  o f  yeomen in the century a f t e r  the C i v i l  
W a r s J ° °  Some became land lord s ,  some became c a p i t a l i s t  farmers,  some emi­
grated.  In each o f  these cases,  the Eng l i sh  yeoman ceases  to  be an Eng­
l i s h  yeoman. The yeomanry d isappears.  I t  i s  true that  at the end of  the 
18th century and in to  the 19th century, some petty  p rop r ie to r s  continued 
to occupy and work th e i r  own land. But in the world o f  c a p i t a l i s t  a g r i c u l ­
ture  with i t s  market f l u c t u a t i o n s  and intense competi t ion,  they were no 
longer  a c l a s s  o f  independent peasants. As owners o f  small  c a p i t a l  in a 
fu l l -b low n  and expanding c a p i t a l i s t  economy, they no longer played an im­

http://rrp.sagepub.com/


portant  ro le  in shaping a g r i c u l t u r a l  production.  As a s o c ia l  c l a s s i c  
which had any s i g n i f i c a n c e  in shaping Eng l i sh  h i s t o r y ,  the yeomanry had 
disappeared.

35

There i s  no reason to doubt that  some yeomen did descend to  the pro­
l e t a r i a t  as commercial fo rce s ,  manifested most f o r c e f u l l y  by e nc lo su re s ,  
pervaded the economy. However, these yeomen were not the primary source  
in the c rea t ion  of  the p r o l e t a r i a t .  From Gregory K in g ' s  s t a t i s t i c s ,190 
we can est imate  that co t ta ge r s ,  paupers, and a g r i c u l t u r a l  labourers  along  
with th e i r  f a m i l i e s  c o n s t i tu te d  55-65% of  the a g r i c u l t u r a l  popu la t ion  and 
A0-45% of the to ta l  popula t ion  o f  England and Wales in 1688. At t h i s  date, 
in a d d i t ion ,  there was a l ready  a s i z e a b le  urban and migrant p r o l e t a r i a t .  
There is  a l s o  general agreement that  the smaller  tenant- farmers  found l i f e  
very d i f f i c u l t  both before and a f t e r  enclosure .  We have an abundance o f  
potent ia l  p r o le t a r i a n s  - -  without the yeomanry.191

Marx nowhere impl ies  that  the yeomanry were expropriated and p r o l e t a r ­
ian i zed on a la rge  sca le .  In fa c t  in P r e - C a p i t a l i s t  Economic Formations, 
we f ind  the fo l l o w in g  exp lanat ion:

The process  o f  d i s s o l u t i o n  which turns a mass of  
i n d i v id u a l s  in a nat ion ,  e t c . ,  into  potent ia l  free  
wage-labourers  —  i n d i v i d u a l s  ob l iged  merely by t h e i r  
lack  o f  property to labour and to s e l l  th e i r  labour —  
does not presuppose the disappearance of the previous  
sources  o f  income or ( in  part )  of the previous cond i ­
t io n s  o f  property o f  these i n d iv id u a l s .  On the con­
t r a ry ,  i t  assumes that  on ly  th e i r  use has been a l te re d ,  
that  t h e i r  mode o f  ex istence has been transformed,  
that  they have passed in to  other peop le ' s  hands as 
a free fun d , or  perhaps that  they have p a r t l y  remained 
in the same hands .^ 2

Marx then adds, i r o n i c a l l y  enough, "But th i s  much i s  e v id e n t . "

I t  should a l s o  be ev ident  that Marx did not pos tu la te  that  in 1780, or 
fo r  that  matter in 1880, there had a lready  been a complete d ichotomizat ion  
o f  the popula t ion  in to  r e l a t i v e l y  few c a p i t a l i s t s  and a mass o f  p r o l e t a r ­
ians.  Th is  extreme p o l a r i z a t i o n  continues as c a p i t a l i s t  product ion  deve l ­
ops in to  more advanced s tages  and as a consequence o f  that  development.
I t  i s  obv ious,  there fore ,  that  Marx did  not cons ider  that  t h i s  process  had 
to be anywhere near complete in order  f o r  the c a p i t a l i s t  mode o f  produc­
t ion  to emerge as the dominant mode o f  product ion. However, the d i s a p ­
pearance of  the yeomanry as a c l a s s  o f  any soc ia l  importance in the 18th 
century revea ls  a great  deal about the nature of the c a p i t a l i s t  mode o f  
product ion,  fo r  i t  man ifests  the cont rad ic t ion  between the accumulation  
of  c a p i t a l  on the b a s i s  o f  p r iva te  ownership of the means o f  product ion on 
the one hand, and the widespread ownership o f  these means o f  product ion on 
the other.  Here we can see the importance of Marx 's  h i s t o r i c a l  a n a l y s i s  of  
the r i s e  of c a p i t a l i s m ,  fo r  i t  i s  p r e c i s e ly  th i s  co n t ra d ic t ion ,  and the
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concentrat ion  of  
centra 1 
century.

Marx's
the means of production which a r i s e s  out o f  i t ,  which 

a n a l y s i s  of c a p i t a l i s t  development in the 19th
i s

F a i lu re  on the part  o f  the c r i t i c s  o f  Marx to grasp  the s o c ia l  im p l i ­
c a t ion s  of the t ransformat ion  of production r e l a t i o n s ,  e . g . ,  that  the ro le  
of the owner-occupier in the s t ructure  o f  E n g l i sh  s o c ie t y  at the end o f  the 
18th century was much d i f f e r e n t  than the role  o f  the owner-occupier  at the 
end o f  the 17th century,  leads these c r i t i c s  to look fo r  i r re le v a n t  causes  
and e f f e c t s  in th e i r  e f f o r t s  to refute Marx 's  arguments. Chambers, re­
s t r i c t e d  by the i d e o lo g ic a l  and theoret ica l  l i m i t a t i o n s  o f  bourgeois  
economic h i s t o r y ,  f a i l s  to see that the c ru c ia l  v a r i a b le  i s  not the number 
of  small  owners e x i s t i n g  a t  the end of the 18th century,  but rather the 
s o c ia l  r e l a t i o n s  o f  product ion into which these small  owners enter.

The f a c t  that  small  landholders s t i l l  ex i s ted  between 1780 and 1830 
i s  not at  a l l  i n c o n s i s te n t  with e i ther  Marx 's  theory o f  the c reat ion  o f  the 
p r o l e t a r i a t  or  h i s  theory o f  c a p i t a l i s t  product ion.  Chambers' evidence  
supports  the Marxian argument, i f  anyth ing.  H is  small  owners bear no 
resemblance to the independent yeomen o f  times gone by, except in that  
th e i r  h o ld in g s  are r e l a t i v e l y  small .  As ide from the fac t  that  Chambers 
makes no attempt to  analyze the changing s o c ia l  p o s i t i o n  o f  small  p r o p r i ­
e to rs  as a c l a s s , there are other,  more techn ica l  problems with h i s  e v i ­
dence. He c a n ' t ,  in most cases, separate out these owners from tenant-  
farmers,  one landholder  often being both. Secondly, in two cases he re fers  
to  s i g n i f i c a n t  numbers o f  absentee owners (a euphemism fo r  l and lords  or 
s p e c u la t o r s ) ,  and impl ies  that in general t h e i r  numbers were u s u a l l y  high  
in enc losure  awards. T h i rd ly ,  in two s tud ie s  he in d ica te s  that  the in ­
crease of  small  owners is  due to the s e l l i n g  o f  land to  ou t s ide  purchasers.  
In f a c t ,  a f t e r  1750, many town merchants and manufacturers were buying 
small  p ieces  o f  land s ince  la rge  e s ta te s  had by th i s  time become too ex­
pensive.  '95 What genuine sm a l l - s c a le  owner-occupiers do e x i s t  are pro­
ducing f o r  the market and are themselves subject  to market fo rces .  Th is  
p ic tu re  accords wel l  with the fac t  of  the rapid emergence o f  c a p i t a l i s t  
product ion in the l a s t  decades o f  the 18th century.

The shor t - run  charac te r  o f  Chambers' a n a l y s i s  i s  ind ica ted  in h i s  
book (wr i t ten  with M ingay) ,  The A g r i c u l t u r a l  Revolut ion 175Q~1880 (1966), 
where he say s ,  " there  was ev ide n t ly  a cons iderab le  dec l ine  in the land 
occupied by small  owners in the nineteenth century a f t e r  1815, and probably  
even a f t e r  the a c t i v e  enc losure  of open f i e l d s  and commons."196 What 
Chambers has shown i s  tha t ,  fo r  perhaps three decades, high g r a in  p r ice s  
and, in some cases ,  co n d i t ion s  favourab le  to s m a l l - s c a l e  production per­
mitted small  farmers to  withstand the forces towards concentrat ion  in ­
herent in both the enc losure  movement and the c a p i t a l i s t  economy.

Chambers' mistake i s  a l s o  that  h i s  period o f  a n a l y s i s  i s  at lea s t  
o n e -ha l f  century too la te  i f  what he re a l l y  wants to  do i s  to  t e s t  Marx 's  
" a b s t r a c t  formula o f  ' i n s t i t u t i o n a l  c r e a t i o n ' . "  For by the beginning o f
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the 19th century, c a p i t a l i s t  product ion was a fa c t ,  and not j u s t  an emerg­
ing fac t .  Cap i ta l  accumulation proceeded under i t s  own momentum; p r im i t i v e  
accumulation derived from the " c l e a r i n g  of e s t a t e s " '9 7  was o f  qu i te  secon­
dary importance. I t  was in roughly the f i r s t  three-quarters  o f  the 18th 
century that  the t r a n s i t i o n  process was completed and the p recond i t ion s  for  
the predominance of c a p i t a l i s t  product ion appeared. I f  i t  i s  the fate  of  
the small owner one is  in teres ted  in, the f i r s t  h a l f  o f  the 18th century  
was when the most dramatic changes took p l a c e . '98 Even Chambers seems to 
agree with th i s  p ro p o s i t i o n :  "Moreover in view of the great  amount o f  en­
c lo su re  fo r  pasture  In the f i r s t  h a l f  o f  the 18th century, a la rge  propor­
t ion  of the f a l l  in the number of farming un i t s  had occurred before the 
great  era o f  par l iamentary  e n c lo s u r e s . " '9 9

Chambers appears to  recognize that  he i s  j u s t  ana lyz ing  a l a t e  stage  
in a longer  t r a n s i t i o n  process  when he s ta te s :  " i t  w i l l  be seen that  the
enclosure  acts  had the e f f e c t  o f  fu r th e r  reducing but not of de s t roy in g  
the remaining E ng l i sh  p e a s a n t s ."2^0 However, i t  is  c le a r  that  he does not 
recognize the change in character  which rural  l i f e  had undergone in the 
t ransformat ion  o f  a g r i c u l t u r e .  As evidence that the E n g l i sh  peasantry  had 
not been completely destroyed,  Chambers re fers  to Clapham's demonstration  
that the r a t io  of labour ing  f a m i l i e s  to  farming f a m i l i e s  rose from 1.7^:1 
in Gregory K in g ' s  time to 2.5:1 in 1831-^01 chambers quotes Clapham:

The Census F igures  are e n t i r e l y  dest ruct ive  of  the 
view that  as a re su l t  o f  agrar ian  changes and c l a s s  
l e g i s l a t i o n ,  an army o f  labourers t o i le d  fo r  a r e l a t i v e l y  
small  farming c l a s s ;  we have not a p ro le ta r ian  army under 
o f f i c e r s ; . . .numer ica l ly  the average a g r i c u l t u r a l  un i t  
must be compared not with the fac to ry ,  but with fa c to ry  
workshops - -  master, journeyman or two, p rent ice  or tw o.202

Chambers' use o f  Clapham's argument^^ epitomizes the way in which 

these bourgeois  economic h i s t o r i a n s  have abstracted  completely  from the 
i s sue  of the r i s e  o f  the p r o l e t a r i a t .  Quant i ta t ive  assessments,  such as 
the number o f  workers per product ion un i t ,  while  they can i l l u m in a te  q u a l i ­
t a t i v e  phenomena, such as the s o c i a l  re la t ion s  of  product ion,  cannot be 
used to exp la in  these phenomena. Clapham and Chambers o bv io u s ly  see the 
" r e s u l t  o f  a g ra r ian  change and c l a s s  l e g i s l a t i o n "  s t r i c t l y  in q u a n t i t a t i v e  
terms. Clapham's s t a t i s t i c s  themselves say nothing whatever about the 
changing s o c ia l  cond i t ion  and economic s ta tus  o f  the labour ing  fam i ly  
between 1688 and 1831.

I t  i s  not there fore  s u r p r i s i n g  that  these s t a t i s t i c s  are very m is ­
lead ing.  The enumeration by f a m i l i e s  h ides the fac t  that  each labour ing  
fam i ly  in 1831, being without land, would tend to supply two or more 
labourers  to  farmers; wh i le  in 1688, even though one fa m i ly  member might 
be an a g r i c u l t u r a l  labourer,  other members o f  the fam i ly  would be occupied  
with th e i r  small  p lo t  o f  land and with th e i r  l i v e s to c k  or  would be engaged 
in domestic indust ry .  Deane and Cole estimate that  there were 350,000 to
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400.000 farmers in Great B r i t a in  in 1831 out o f  a rural  working populat ion  
o f  1.8 m i l l i o n  - -  a worker: farmer r a t io  of somewhere between 3-5:1 and 
4.1:1.204 Great B r i t a in  Census returns in 1851 show 306,000 farmers and
1.461.000 manua1 1abourers  in the a g r i c u l t u r a l  population205 - -  a worker:  
farmer r a t i o  o f  4.8:1 .  S t a t i s t i c s ,  such as C lapham's , c a n ' t  help a theore­
t i c a l l y  f a u l t y  argument —  except in so fa r  as they hide the f a u l t s  in the
argument.^06

Despite  the apparent agreement that at lea s t  the masses o f  co t ta ge r s ,  
squat te r s ,  and a g r i c u l t u r a l  labourers were completely  p ro le ta r i a n iz e d  by 
enc lo su re s ,  what i s  Chambers' conclus ion as to the most important source 
o f  the " i n d u s t r i a l "  labour force? None other than the natural  increase of  
the labour ing popu la t ion ,  e s p e c i a l l y  a f te r  1750, the primary cause being 
e a r l i e r  marr iages.  Therefore he fe e l s  that between 1780 and 1840, i t  was 
the expanding economy which cal fed into  being i t s  own labour supply  by pro­
v id in g  incent ives  to e a r l y  marriage.^

There i s  a ce r ta in  amount of truth in th i s  argument; but to take i t  
f o r  the whole truth  or  even fo r  most of the t ru th ,  and to thereby present 
i t  as in co n s i s te n t  w ith ,  and hence as a re fu ta t ion  o f ,  the Marxian view 
of  the creat ion  o f  the p r o l e t a r i a t  is  h igh ly  m is lead ing .  I t  imposes a nar ­
row bourgeois  methodology, which does not go much beyond the q u a n t i t a t i v e  
r e l a t i o n s  between " f a c t o r s  o f  product ion,"  on the much more profound and 
dynamic Marxian a n a l y s i s ,  which seeks to understand the q u a l i t a t i v e  r e l a ­
t i o n s  between d i f f e r e n t  c l a s se s  o f  people and the means of p roduct ion . *
Th is  i s  not to  say that  the quan t i ta t ive  r e la t io n  between populat ion  and 
mater ia l  resources is  not an important fa c to r  in h i s t o r i c a l  development.208 

But the land : labour  r a t i o  and the c a p i t a l :1abour r a t io  are not merely 
a h i s t o r i c a l  phenomena (al though they are often used as such).  The re la t ive  
"abundance" or " s c a r c i t y "  o f  land or cap i ta l  to  labour w i l l  depend in any 
h i s t o r i c a l  period on thq way in which these resources are d i s t r i b u t e d ,  con­
t r o l l e d  and u t i l i z e d ;  i . e . ,  on the re la t ion  o f  d i f f e r e n t  c l a s s e s  to the 
means o f  product ion.  I t  i s  p re c i se ly  the changes in these re la t io n s  which 
must be stud ied  and expla ined i f  we want to understand the h i s t o r i c a 1 
meaning o f  changing " f a c t o r  p rop o r t ion s . "

Likewise  the popula t ion  growth i t s e l f  must be exp la ined.  Chambers 
attempts to  do th i s  by c la im ing  that the expanding economy was p rov id ing

*For  an example of j u s t  such an u n c r i t i c a l  use o f  popula t ion  growth 
as an independent force in economic and soc ia l  development, see L. S tone ' s  
i n t roduc t ion  to Tawney, The Agrar ian  Problem in the 16th Cen tury , Harper 
Torchbook E d i t io n  (1967), pp. x i f f .  Stone poses " r e l e n t l e s s  demographic 
growth" as the main cause o f  growing squatter  and p ro le ta r i a n  c la s se s  
without making any attempt to  examine the s o c i a l  fo rces  which gave r i se  
to  the increase in popula t ion  in the 16th century.
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incent ives  to e a r ly  marr iages .  But, t h i s  claim being accepted, we s t i l l  
have to answer broader and more profound quest ions:  What h i s t o r i c a l
changes permitted the economy to expand when i t  d id?  What were the charac­
t e r i s t i c s  of that expansion which prompted (or  permitted) ce r ta in  people to 
get  married e a r l i e r  (as well as to do many other th ings  d i f f e r e n t l y  than 
b e f o r e ) ? 2 ™  I t  is  to  these under ly ing  h i s t o r i c a l  quest ions  that  the 

Marxian a n a l y s i s  addresses  i t s e l f .

There has been much debate on the causes o f  the rapid popu lat ion  
growth in England a f t e r  1750. The f a c t s  are that populat ion d id  increase  
enormously from about 1750 onwards. Between 1701 and 1751, the popula t ion  
of  England and Wales increased from S i  m i l l i o n  to on ly  6.1 m i l l i o n .  By 
1781, however th i s  f i gu re  stood at 7-5 m i l l i o n ,  by 1801 at 3 .2  m i l l i o n ,  and 
by I 83 I at over lA m i l l i o n .  Between 17 8 1 and 18 3 1 , therefore,  the popula ­
t ion  o f  England near ly  doub led.210 Among demographic h i s t o r i a n s ,  the de­
bate has centred on whether i t  was a f a l l  in the death rate or  a r i s e  in 
the b i r th  rate which was p r im a r i l y  respons ib le  fo r  th i s  popula t ion  growth. 
Our concern here i s  not to  enter th i s  debate, but rather to examine b r i e f l y  
how populat ion  change, whether due to a f a l l i n g  death rate on the one hand 
or  a r i s i n g  b i r th  rate on the other,  i s  related to economic development.

There is  good reason to be l ieve  that ,  in the period under d i s c u s s i o n ,  
the observed trend towards e a r l i e r  marriages and la rge r  families212 was 
d i r e c t l y  re la ted to concurrent changes in the soc ia l  r e la t io n s  o f  produc­
t ion .  For many people, and p a r t i c u l a r l y  for  the growing c l a s s  o f  p r o le ­
t a r i a n s ,  e a r l i e r  marriages  became s o c i a l l y  p o s s ib le  and economica l ly  ad­
vantageous. For example, cons ider  the yeomen of the 16th and 17th cen­
tu r ie s  whose labour fo rce  cons is ted  of  the members o f  th e i r  f a m i l i e s  as well  
as h ired workers who cus tom ar i ly  l i ved  as part  o f  the fam i ly  u n i t s .  Such 
economic arrangements constra ined  wider so c ia l  contacts  and choices  for  
these fami ly  members and workers,  caus ing  marriages to be deferred.  
Tenant-farmers and even small  landowners, on the other hand, tended in ­
c re a s in g ly  in the 18 th century to  h i re  workers on a more impersonal b a s i s  
and without room and board .213 At the same time, in the c r a f t  i n d u s t r ie s ,  
the decline o f  apprent icesh ip  (de fa c to ,  i f  not de j u re ) ,  freed young 
workers to marry e a r l i e r . 21^ Hence, as the wage-labour contrac t  became 
a more s t r i c t l y  market t r a n sa c t io n ,  some o f  the soc ia l  c o n s t r a in t s  on 
e a r l i e r  marriage were broken down.

Meanwhile, in the 18th century, p ro le ta r i a n s  recognized the g re a te r  
economic incent ives  to increase  the s i z e  o f  th e i r  f a m i l i e s .  For the small 
peasant of the past,  l a rge  f a m i l i e s  pushed up a g a in s t  th e i r  l im i ted  land 
resources. But, f o r  the lan d le s s  p r o l e t a r i a t ,  dependent on c a p i t a l  fo r  
th e i r  subs i s tence,  la rge  f a m i l i e s  meant more ch i ldren  who might be put to 
work. And from 1750 on, we see a growing demand fo r  c h i ld  labour in the 
f a c t o r i e s  of the new mode o f  p roduct ion .215 |n add i t ion ,  c a p i t a l  began to  
seek out women as a cheap supply  o f  labour. The a b i l i t y  fo r  women to  f ind  
employment on the wage-labour market f a c i l i t a t e d ,  from the economic point  
of  view, e a r l i e r  marr iages.  In th i s  regard, the r i s e  o f  domestic industry ,  
with i t s  l a r g e - s c a le  employment of rural  women was an e s p e c i a l l y  important
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f a c t o r . 21^ And, with the r i se  of the fac to ry ,  the p rac t ic e  of h i r i n g  low- 

wage c h i l d  and female labour in preference to male labour in some areas  
and in du s t r ie s  might confront  the man with the economic n e c e s s i t y  of  
marrying e a r ly  and reproducing qu ick ly  and abundant1y .217

The rapid popula t ion  growth which accompanied the " i n d u s t r i a l  revolu ­
t i o n "  must be viewed from the dynamic framework of in c rea s ing  p r o l e t a r i a n i ­
zat ion  of labour,  on the one s ide,  and a great  expansion o f  employment in 
the c a p i t a l i s t  sec tor  ( i . e . ,  the demand for  labour ) ,  on the other.  As 
c a p i t a l i s t  r e l a t i o n s  of production became dominant both in a g r i c u l t u r e  and 
manufacturing,  ob s ta c le s  to population growth were swept away. Feudal 
customs which discouraged marriage were d i sregarded,  the d i re c t  t i e  o f  the 
mass of  the people to th e i r  means of production was broken, an impersonal 
and uncerta in  labour market replaced more personal and s ta b le  employer- 
employee contractua l  r e l a t i o n s ,  and the economic p o s i t i o n s  of women and 
ch i ld ren  were d r a s t i c a l l y  a l tered.  The new c l a s s  o f  p r o le ta r i a n iz e d  wage- 
labourers  as well  as other c la s se s  in c a p i t a l i s t  s o c ie t y  undoubtedly respon­
ded to the p a r t i c u l a r  economic incent ives  which the soc ie ty  presented.  
E a r l i e r  marriages  and la r g e r  f a m i l i e s  were s p e c i f i c  r e s u l t s  o f  the t r a n s i ­
t ion  from the feudal mode of production to the c a p i t a l i s t  mode of  produc­
t ion  in England. They must be analyzed as such.

While Chambers and others place primary emphasis on the r i s e  in the 
b i r th  rate in accounting for  the populat ion exp lo s ion ,  o thers  see the f a l l  
in the death rate as being the predominant f a c t o r . 218 The a p p l i c a t io n  of  
medical advances such as smallpox inocu la t ion ,  made necessary  by the r i se  
of congested c i t i e s ,  as well as the existence of a more secure and adequate 
food supply ,  made p o s s ib le  by the transformation o f  a g r i c u l t u r e ,  undoubted­
ly helped to reduce in fant  m o r ta l i t y  and to prolong l i f e  expectancy. In 
ad d i t ion ,  however, i t  is  important to analyze when and why the c la s se s  
which possessed the means of production began to recognize the necess i ty  
of d i s t r i b u t i n g  these medical advances and other means o f  subs i s tence ,  and 
how th i s  d i s t r i b u t i o n  was implemented (e .g . ,  the Old and New Poor L a w s ) .219

In the absence of  such an a n a l y s i s ,  the a b i l i t y  of c a p i t a l i s t  England 
to prov ide subs i s tence  to a much la r ge r  nurtiber o f  people than p rev iou s ly  
has often been put forward as an apology for  the degradat ion  which the 
working c l a s s e s  experienced in the " i n d u s t r i a l  r e v o lu t io n . "*220

*Such a p o lo g ie s  convenient ly  f a i l  to mention that in the I r i s h  famine 
of  the 18^401 s , 1,000,000 people died of  s t a r v a t io n  and d i sease  on the door­
step of  England. The famine was the d i rec t  re su l t  o f  cen tur ies  o f  co lon ia l  
e x p lo i t a t i o n  and consequent underdevelopment in the course o f  the r i s e  of  
c a p i t a l i s m  in England which condemned the I r i s h  people to  a precar ious  
dependence on the potato. See Salaman, ch. 11-18. For a p ic tu re  of l i v i n g  
cond i t ion s  in England in th i s  period, see Thompson, 1963, c h . X; Engels ,  
1969.
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I t  goes without say ing  that  such arguments ignore the character  o f  the 
s o c ia l  r e la t io n s  in to  which the increased populat ion are bo rn .221 For 
example, F.A. Hayek, w r i t i n g  in a volume ce lebra t ing  the h i s t o r i c a l  achieve  
ments o f  cap i ta l i sm^22 t e l l s  us:

I t  was on ly  when the l a r ge r  ga ins  from the employment 
o f  machinery provided both the means and the opportun ity  
fo r  t h e i r  investment that  what in the past had been a 
recurr ing  su rp lu s  popula t ion  doomed to ear ly  death was 
in in c rea s ing  measure given the p o s s i b i l i t y  o f  s u r v i v a l .
Numbers which had been p r a c t i c a l l y  s t a t io n a ry  for  many 
centur ies  began to  increase rap id ly .  The p r o l e t a r i a t  
which c a p i t a l i s m  can be sa id  to have " c r e a t e d " . . .was an 
a d d i t i o n a l  popu lat ion  which was enabled to grow by the 
new o p p o r tu n i t ie s  fo r  employment which cap i t a l i sm  pro-  
v id e d .223

This  argument, j u s t  l i k e  that put forth  by Chambers, s t a r t s  from the 
viewpoint o f  an a l ready  e x i s t i n g  and funct ion ing  c a p i t a l i s t  mode o f  produc­
t ion .  I t  neg lects  the h i s t o r i c a l  process  whereby a market in " f r e e "  wage- 
labour was created and i t  neg lec t s  the fac t  that the creat ion  of  a free  
labour supply was one of the v i t a l  precondit ions  for  the emergence and 
rap id  growth o f  c a p i t a l i s m .  I t  is  of l i t t l e  a n a ly t i c a l  importance (we 
are not d i r e c t l y  concerned with e th ic s  here) to Hayek that c a p i t a l i s t  pro­
duction is  ab le  to support an increased populat ion only  because of  the 
s o c ia l  changes which have made th i s  increased populace dependent on the 
means of  product ion o f  the c a p i t a l i s t s  fo r  the i r  s u r v i v a l .  Marx, on the 
other hand, does not deny that  e s p e c i a l l y  in terms o f  commodity output,  the 
c a p i t a l i s t  mode o f  product ion represents progress.22A But he does deny 
that  one can understand the development of c ap i t a l i sm ,  in i t s  r i s e  or  in 
i t s  more advanced s tage s ,  through the examination o f  quantitative^phenomena  
and short - run  movements which take economic as well as p o l i t i c a l  and c u l ­
tura l  i n s t i t u t i o n s  as g iven.

The c ru c ia l  q u a l i t a t i v e  phenomenon in the r i s e  o f  c a p i t a l i s m  i s  the 
transformat ion  of the labor  force into a p ro le ta r ian ize d  cond i t ion .  The 
c ru c ia l  outcome o f  th i s  t ransformat ion,  in terms o f  ana lyz ing  the fu r ther  
development o f  c a p i t a l i s m ,  is  the dependency re la t ion  between labour and 
c a p i t a l .  But such matters have l i t t l e  meaning to those whose primary pur­
pose i t  i s  to e x to l l  the v i r tu e s  o f  cap i ta l i sm .  So Hayek goes on to say:

Although i t  was c e r t a in l y  not from ch a r i t a b le  motives,  
i t  was s t i l l  the f i r s t  time in h i s t o r y  that one group 
o f  people found i t  in th e i r  in teres t  to use th e i r  
earn ings  on a la rge  sca le  to  provide new instruments  
of  product ion to be operated by those who without them 
could not have produced th e i r  own sustenance.225

Here we have a good de sc r ip t io n  o f  the re la t ion s  o f  product ion which charac  
te r iz e  c ap i t a l i sm .  But fo r  Hayek, as fo r  bourgeois economists in genera l ,
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the elements o f  contro l inherent in these re la t io n s  o f  product ion are o f  
minor, i f  any, in te re s t  in the a n a l y s i s  of c a p i t a l i sm .  But the primary 
purpose of  Marx 's  h i s t o r i c a l  a n a l y s i s  o f  the t r a n s i t i o n  from the feudal  
mode of  product ion to the c a p i t a l i s t  mode o f  product ion i s  p r e c i s e l y  to  
show how one group found i t  in th e i r  power " to  prov ide new instruments of  
product ion , "  and to show how the other group came into  a p o s i t i o n  o f  depen­
dency such that  they "cou ld  not have produced t h e i r  own sustenance"  except 
by operat ing  these instruments.  In th i s  way, Marx lays the b a s i s  fo r  the 
a n a l y s i s  of the c a p i t a l i s t  mode o f  production i t s e l f .

V. The Pushes and P u l l s  and P r o le t a r i a n i z a t i o n

In 1932 Keynes referred to Cap i ta l  as "an obso le te  economic textbook 
which I know to be not only  s c i e n t i f i c a l l y  erroneous, but without  in te re s t  
or a p p l i c a t i o n  to the modern w or ld . "226 In 1967, Samuelson wrote at the 
beginn ing  o f  h i s  textbook: "A b i l l i o n  people, one - th i rd  o f  the w or ld ' s
popu lat ion ,  b l i n d l y  regard Das Kapita l  as economic go spe l .  And yet,  w i th ­
out the d i s c i p l i n e d  study o f  economic science [by which Samuelson means 
n e o c la s s i c a l  and Keynesian economics, i . e . ,  the th e o re t ica l  corpus o f  bour­
geo i s  economics], how can anyone form a reasoned opin ion  about the merits  
or lack  o f  mer it s  in the c l a s s i c a l ,  t r a d i t i o n a l  economics?"^27 j h e f o r e ­
go ing  d i s c u s s io n  o f  the r i s e  of c ap i t a l i sm  i s  a good example of  the dangers 
inherent in " the  d i s c i p l i n e d  study"  of an "economic s c ie n c e "  which is  out 
o f  touch with the h i s t o r i c a l  r e a l i t i e s  o f  economic and s o c i a l  development. 
Chambers, much as he t r i e s ,  is unable to break through the l im i t a t i o n s  o f  
h is  own narrow th eo re t ica l  preconceptions. His  " f o l l o w e r s "  ( e . g . ,  Ashton,  
Landes, Mingay, Jones, Chaloner) don ' t  even make the e f f o r t .  They c o n f i ­
dent ly  re ject  the Marxian view as "an a r t i c l e  o f  f a i t h , "228 a5 a view which 

" n e g le c t s  long-term fa c to r s  such as p r i ce s  and the growing s t rength  of  
l a rge  l a n d lo rd s "  ( s i c ) ,  and which looks "more at the p o l i t i c a l  and agrar ian  
developments a f t e r  1760 than at the deep-seated causes which operated at an 
e a r l i e r  per iod "  ( s i c ! ) , 229 anc| as a view which "was thoroughly  exploded by 
Pro fe sso r  Chambers."230

During the 1950 's and 1960's , with the study o f  Marxian economics a l l  
but e l im inated  from E n g l i sh - sp e ak in g  academia (more so in the U.S. than 
elsewhere),  i t  was a l l  too easy and convenient to reject  Marxian theor ies  
o f  economic development without having s tudied them, or  by s tudy ing  them 
with an u n c r i t i c a l  acceptance of  the re ign ing  n e o c l a s s i c a l  paradigm. Hope­
f u l l y ,  with the resurgence o f  Marxian economics in the 19 7 0 ' s , i t  w i l l  be 
a l i t t l e  more d i f f i c u l t  fo r  bourgeois economists to pass  Marx o f f  as "a  
minor p o s t - R i c a r d i a n ."231

But even fo r  those who reject  the bourgeois orthodoxy, the t r a n s i t i o n  
to a Marx i s t  view o f  economic development i s  not a s imple one. The l a t ­
te r  requires  a wholly  d i f f e r e n t  way o f  th ink ing .  Bourgeois  economics 
teaches us to th ink  in terms o f  equ i l ib r ium  cond i t ion s  and harmony of  
i n te r e s t s .  Marxian economics is  p r im a r i l y  concerned with d i s e q u i l i b r i u m  
cond i t ion s  and c l a s s  c o n f l i c t .  Th i s  i s  not to say that  Marxian economics
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re jects  the idea that  d i f f e r e n t  c l a s s e s  can engage in what appears to be 
harmonious development at ce r ta in  stages  of h i s t o ry .  What Marxian economics 
says  i s  that th i s  harmony o f  i n te re s t s  is  often more apparent than rea l ,  
more ephemeral than durable.

We can take an example from our study o f  the r i s e  of c a p i t a l i s m .  Ac­
cording to Chaloner: "The rural  populat ion was a t t rac ted  into  the towns
by the prospect o f  h igher  wages and better oppor tun i t ie s  fo r  employme 
rather than expelled  from the countrys ide  by the enc losure  movement."
From the Marxian point  o f  view t h i s  "pul 1 - ra ther -than-push "  in te rp re ta t io n  
of  labour m o b i l i t y  creates  a f a l s e  dichotomy, for  i t  poses an e i t h e r - o r  con­
d i t i o n  on a h i s t o r i c a l  s i t u a t i o n  in which both "pushes"  and " p u l l s "  per­
form th e i r  own p a r t i c u l a r  fun c t ion s .  Marx points  out that " [ a ] s  soon as 
c a p i t a l i s t  product ion takes possess ion  of a g r i c u l t u r e . . . [p ]a r t  o f  the a g r i ­
c u l tu ra l  populat ion i s . . .  co n s tan t ly  on the point o f  pa ss ing  over into  an 
urban or manufactur ing p r o l e t a r i a t ,  and on the look-out fo r  circumstances  
favourable  to th i s  t r an s fo r m a t io n . "233 Marx does not deny, then, that ,  
when c a p i t a l i s t  product ion became dominant in a g r i c u l t u r e ,  masses o f  rural  
p ro le ta r i a n s  were " p u l l e d "  into  the manufacturing sec tor  in search o f  
higher  wages. In fa c t ,  given th e i r  p ro le ta r ian ize d  cohd i t ion s ,  they had 
l i t t l e  e l s e  to concern them other than how to best obta in  th e i r  subs i s tence .  
However, in s tudy ing  the r i s e  o f  c a p i t a l i s m  and i t s  development, t h i s  
apparent ly  vo luntary  and harmonious rura l -urban movement o f  wage-labour  in 
response to "market"  ( i . e . ,  subs i s tence)  incent ives  is  on ly  the re s u l t  o f  
centur ies  of c l a s s  c o n f l i c t  whereby the mass o f  producers were separated  
from the means of product ion,  and then d i s c ip l i n e d  by the r u l in g  c l a s s  to  
accept th e i r  new s o c ia l  cond i t ion s .  The "push"  provides the h i s t o r i c a l  
b a s i s  fo r  the " p u l l " :  the r i s e  o f  c a p i t a l i sm  and the creat ion  o f  the pro­
l e t a r i a t  provides  the h i s t o r i c a l  b a s i s  fo r  the accumulation o f  c a p i t a l  and 
the e x p lo i t a t i o n  of " f r e e "  wage-labour.

I t  i s ,  in f a c t ,  the great  achievement o f  a l l  Marx 's  w r i t i n g s  on ca­
p i t a l i s m  that  he manged to see through the i l l u s i o n s  o f  freedom created by 
the a l l o c a t i o n  o f  labour through the market mechanism.23^ He dug beneath the 
process  of c i r c u l a t i o n  where commodities ( in c lud ing  labour-power) c i r c u ­
lated through apparent ly  free and equal exchange to f ind  the real b a s i s  of  
power, and o f  c a p i t a l i s t  accumulation, in the process of product ion.  I t  is  
p r e c i s e l y  at those s tages  in c a p i t a l i s t  development when the contro l o f  the 
c a p i t a l i s t  c l a s s  over product ion i s  most secure that  there appears to be 
the grea tes t  harmony o f  i n te r e s t s  between wage-labour and c a p i t a l ;  fo r  i t  
i s  p r e c i s e l y  at these s tage s  that  the labourers have been most inured to 
accept ing  th e i r  commoditized cond i t ion s ,  or, what i s  the same th in g ,  to 
accept ing the orders  which c a p i t a l i s t s  (or the i r  agents)  g ive  them and to 
accept ing  the mater ia l  rewards which the c a p i t a l i s t s  are w i l l i n g  to  o f f e r  
them. I t  i s  not s u r p r i s i n g ,  then, that bourgeois  economic tKeory, in i t s  
u n c r i t i c a l  acceptance of  c a p i t a l i s t  contro l over product ion,  t r e a t s  labour  
( " L " )  l i ke  any other  commodity ( "K "  and " Q " ) , as an object  to  be a l l o ca te d

http://rrp.sagepub.com/


kk

and nothing more. But here bourgeois economics evades the fundamental 
quest ion which M a rx i s t s  confront:  how stab le  o r  unstab le  is  the c a p i t a l -
labour re la t io n ?  An answer to th i s  question requires a deep understanding  
o f  the h i s t o r i c a l  forces (on the economic, p o l i t i c a l ,  and c u l tu ra l  leve ls )  
which have reduced labour to a commodity, and o f  the co n t ra d ic t io n s  which 
a r i s e  out o f  t h i s  denia l  o f  l abou r ' s  s u b j e c t i v i t y  ( i . e . ,  control o f  t h e i r  
own economic, p o l i t i c a l  and cu l tu ra l  development).

I should be c le a r  that Marx h im se l f  did not supply the d e f i n i t i v e  an­
swer to th i s  quest ion.  Cap i ta l i sm  has undergone important q u a l i t a t i v e  
changes s ince the competit ive c a p i t a l i s t  era  which Marx ana lyzed,  and even 
fo r  that per iod the amount o f  h i s t o r i c a l  information a v a i l a b l e  has been 
g r e a t l y  expanded s ince the time Marx wrote. The problem fo r  us, l i v i n g  in 
the era o f  monopoly c a p i t a l i sm ,  i s  to  in terpret  and re in te rp re t  the h i s t o r y  
of  c a p i t a l i s t  development, and to t ry  to understand the co n t ra d ic t ion s  o f  
our own times. And here M arx ' s  approach to ana lyz ing  s o c ia l  development in 
genera l ,  and h i s  penetrat ing  a n a ly s i s  o f  the e s s e n t i a l  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  o f  
c a p i t a l i s t  development in p a r t i c u l a r ,  are s t i l l  both v a l i d  and invaluable  
as foundations  fo r  fu r ther  study.

58 Amory S tre e t,  Cambridge, Massachusetts
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APPENDIX

Summary o f  the Evidence o f  the E f fe c t  of  Enclosures  on Small Owners Pre­
sented in Chambers, J .D . ,  "Enc lo sure  and the Labour Supply in the Indus­
t r i a l  R e vo lu t io n , "  Economic H i s to ry  Review, 2nd S e r ie s ,  Volume 5, Number 3, 
(1953).

Drawing upon a study by Lavrovsky o f  11 v i l l a g e s  in S u f f o l k  between 
1797 and 1814, Chambers says  that  the number o f  small owners increased,  a l ­
though he doesn ' t  present  any f i g u r e s .  Nor can he say anyth ing  about the 
delayed e f f e c t s  of  enc losure  due to fencing and other expenses. He a l s o  
po ints  out the d i f f i c u l t y  o f  d i s t i n g u i s h in g  tenants from owners, [p. 325)

From another study by Lavrovsky, Chambers notes that  " a t  the auct ion  
of  land held by the Commissioners to defray expenses, nineteen small  owners, 
who Lavrovsky th inks  were new to the par i sh  as th e i r  names were not 
found among those rece iv ing  a l lo tm ents  at the enc losure,  acquired an aver­
age o f  three acres each . "  Again Chambers notes that  tenants were a l s o  
small  owners that  even though leases  were temporar i ly  suspended or  annulled  
a f t e r  enc losure ,  these owner-tenants did not become lan d le s s  labourers.
[pp. 325-326]

From a study by Swales o f  70 par l iamentary  enc losures  in Lindsay (no 
date ) ,  Chambers shows a la rge  percentage o f  small owners a f t e r  enc losure;  
but g i v e s  no pre -enc lo sure  s t a t i s t i c s .  He ind ica te s ,  moreover, that  p o s t ­
enc losure  costs  led to a s u b s t a n t i a l  decline in small owners. With r e f e r ­
ence to t h i s  s tudy,  Chambers notes that the number o f  absentee owners d i s ­
c losed  by Enclosure Acts  was u s u a l l y  high. He fu r the r  surmises  that  an 
i n f l u x  o f  f resh  purchasers  made up fo r  those small owners who had to s e l l
due to  pos t -enc lo su re  expenses. [pp. 327- 328]

From a study o f  12 v i l l a g e s  in Le ice s te r sh i re ,  he notes that  there 
were 250 small owners in 1780 and 305 in 1830. But in 1780, 122 and in 
1830, 1**8 o f  these small  owners were absentee owners. Chambers a l s o  re fers  
to  the f a c t  that " sm al l  owners were numerous where the land lent i t s e l f  to  
s m a l l - s c a l e  p ro d u c t io n . . .but were at a di sadvantage where the e s s e n t i a l  
condit ion  o f  success  was large  c a p i t a l  expenditure. "  [pp. 328-3291

In Rut landsh i re ,  the "wide v a r ie t y  o f  s o i l  in c lo se  p rox im i ty "  a l ­
lowed many small farmers to su rv ive  un t i l  the a g r i c u l t u r a l  c r i s i s  of  the 
18801s . But here Chambers uses the word " farmer"  so we are not sure o f  the 
owner-tenant mix. [pp. 330-331]

In the case o f  Queniborough, Chambers t a l k s  o f  tenants and owners, and 
only  re fe rs  to a s l i g h t  dec l ine  in tenancies between 1790 and 1830.
[pp. 331-332]
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In a number o f  other cases,  lumped together,  Chambers can only say 
that the f a l l  between 1801 and 1811 was not c a t a s t ro p h ic ,  but there was a 
s l i g h t  o v e ra l l  increase  between 1801 and 1851. But he i s  not here t a l k in g  
about owners or tenants;  he i s  t a lk in g  about the rura l  popula t ion  in gen­
e ra l .
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