
THE BASIS OF HISTORY 

THREE SELECTIONS FROM MARX 

1. THe MarTertaListic CONCEPTION OF History.—From — 

Marx’s Preface to His “Critique of Political Economy.” 

I was led by my studies to the conclusion that legal relations . 
as well as forms of the state could neither be understood by © 
themselves nor explained by the so-called general progress of — 
the human mind, but that they are rooted in the material 
conditions of life. . . . The general conclusion at which I 
arrived and which, once reached, continued to serve as the — 
leading thread in my studies, aed be briefly summed up as. ‘ 
follows: 

In the social production which men carry on they enter 
into definite relations which are indispensable and independent 
of their will; these relations of production correspond to a 
definite stage of development of their material powers of pro- 
duction. The sum total of these relations of production con- — 
stitutes the economic structure of society—the real founda- 
tion, on which rise legal and political forms of social con- 
sciousness. 

The mode of production in material life determines the 
general character of the social, political, and spiritual processes — 
of life. It is not the consciousness of men that determines — 

their existence, but on the contrary their social existence de- 
termines their consciousness. 

At a certain stage in their development, the material forces — 
of production in society come into conflict with the existing 
relations of production, or—what is but a legal expression for 
the same thing—with the property relations within which 
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they had been at work before. From forms of development 
of the forces of production, these turn into their fetters. 
Then comes the period of social revolution. With the change 
of the economic foundation, the entire immense superstruc- 
ture is more or less rapidly transformed. 

_ In considering such transformations the distinction should 
always be made between the material transformation of the 
economic conditions of production, which can be determined 
with the precision of natural science, and the legal, political, 
religious, aesthetic, or philosophical—in short, the ideological 
forms in which men become conscious of this conflict and 
fight it out. Just as our opinion of an individual is not 
based on what he thinks of himself, so can we not judge of 
such a period of transformation by its own consciousness; on 
the contrary, this consciousness must rather be explained from 
the contradictions of material life, from the existing conflict 
between the social forces of production and the relations of 
production. 

No social order ever disappears before all the productive 
forces for which there is room within it have been developed; 
and new higher relations of production never appear before 
the material conditions of their existence have matured in the 
womb of the old society. Therefore, mankind always takes 
up only such problems as it can solve; since, looking at the 
matter more closely, we will always find that the problem it- 
self arises only when the material conditions necessary for its 
solution already exist or are at least in process of formation. 

Il. Tre Provetartan REvOLUTION.—Excerpt from Marx’s 
“Kighteenth Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte.” 

Man makes his own history, but he does not make it out of 
the whole cloth; he does not make it out of conditions chosen 
by himself, but out of such as he finds close at hand. The 
tradition of all past generations weighs like an alp upon the 
brain of the living. At the very time when men appear en- 
gaged in revolutionizing things and themselves, in bringing 
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about what never was before, at such very epochs of revo- 
lutionary crisis do they anxiously conjure up into their ser- 
vice the spirits of the past, assume their names, their battle 
cries, their costumes, to enact a new historic scene in such 

time-honored disguise and with such borrowed language. . . . 
Thus does the beginner, who has acquired a new language, 
keep on translating it back into his own mother tongue; 
only then has he grasped the spirit of the new language and 
is able freely to express himself therewith, when he moves in 
it without recollections of the old one and has forgotten in its 
use his own heriditary tongue. ... 

The social revolution of the nineteenth century cannot draw 
its poetry from the past, it can draw that only from the © 
future. It cannot start upon its work before it has stricken 
off all superstition concerning the past. Former revolutions © 
required historic reminiscences in order to intoxicate them- 
selves with their own issues. The revolution of the nine- 
teenth century must let the dead bury their own dead in order 
to reach its issue. With the former, the phrase surpassed 
the substance; with this one, the substance surpasses she % 

phrase.... 
Bourgeois revolutions, like those of the eighteenth century, 

rush onward rapidly from success to success, their stage effects — 
outbid one another, men and things seem to be set in flaming 
brilliants, ecstasy is the prevailing spirit; but they are short- 
lived, they reach their climax speedily, and then society re- 
lapses into a long fit of nervous reaction before it learns how | 
to appropriate the fruits of its period of feverish excitement. — 
Proletarian revolutions, on the contrary, such as those of the 
nineteenth century, criticize themselves constantly; constantly - 
interrupt themselves in their own course; come back to what 
seems to have been accomplished, in order to start anew; 
scorn with cruel thoroughness the half-measures, weaknesses, 
and meannesses of their first attempts; seem to throw down 
their adversary only to enable him to draw fresh strength — 
from the earth and again to rise up against them in more 
gigantic stature; constantly recoil in fear before the unde- 
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fined monster magnitude of their own objects—until finally 
that situation is created which renders all retreat impossible, 
and conditions themselves cry out: ‘Hic Rhodus, hic salta!”’ 

Ti]. Tre Historica, TENDENCY oF CapPiraList ACCUMU- 

LATION.—Chapter XXXII of the First Volume of “Capital.” 

What does the primitive accumulation of capital—that is, 
its historical genesis—resolve itself into? In so far as it is 
not immediate transformation of slaves and serfs into wage- 
laborers, and therefore a mere change of form, it only means 
the expropriation of the immediate producers—that is, the 
dissolution of private property based on the labor of its 
owner. 

Private property, as the antithesis to social, collective prop- 
erty, exists only where the means of labor and the external 
conditions of labor belong to private individuals. But accord- 
ing as these private individuals are laborers or not laborers, 
ptivate property has a different character. The numberless 
shades that it at first sight presents correspond to the inter- 
mediate stages lying between these two extremes. The private 
property of the laborer in his means of production is the 
foundation of petty industry, whether agricultural, manufac- 
turing, or both; petty industry, again, is an essential condi- 
tion for the development of social production and of the free 
individuality of the laborer himself. 

Of course this petty mode of production exists also under 
slavery, serfdom, and other states of dependence, but it 
flourishes, it lets loose its whole energy, it attains its ade- 
quate classical form, only where the laborer is the private 
owner of his own means of labor set in action by himself— 
the peasant of the land he cultivates, the artisan of the tool 
which he handles as a virtuoso. This mode of production 
presupposes parcelling of the soil and scattering of the other 
means of production. As it excludes the concentration of 
these means of production, so it also excludes co-operation, 
division of labor within each separate process of production, 
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the control over and the productive application of the forces 
of nature by society, and the free development of the social 
productive powers. It is compatible only with a system of 
production and a society moving within narrow and more or 
less primitive bounds. To perpetuate it would be, as Pecqueur 
rightly says, “to decree universal mediocrity.” At a certain 
stage it brings forth the material agencies for its own dis- 
solution. 

From that moment new forces and new passions spring up 
in the bosom of society; but the old social organization fetters — 
them and keeps them down. It must be annihilated; it is 
annihilated. Its annihilation, the transformation of the in- 

dividualized and scattered means of production into socially 
concentrated ones, of the pigmy property of the many into 
the huge property of the few, the expropriation of the great fi 
mass of the people from the soil, from the means of sub- 
sistence, and from the means of labor—this fearful and pain- 
ful expropriation of the mass of the people forms the prelude 
to the history of capital. It comprises a series of forcible 
methods, of which we have passed in review only those that 
have been epoch-making as methods of the primitive accumu- 
lation of capital. The expropriation of the immediate pro- 
ducers was accomplished with merciless vandalism, and under 
the stimulus of passions the most infamous, the most sordid, 
the pettiest, the most meanly odious. Self-earned private 
property, that is based, so to say, on the fusing together of 
the isolated independent laboring individual with the condi- 
tions of his labor, is supplanted by capitalistic private prop- 
erty, which rests on exploitation of the nominally free labor 
of others—that is, on wage-labor. 

As soon as this process of transformation has sufficiently — 
decomposed the old society from top to bottom, as soon as the 
laborers are turned into proletarians, their means of labor 
into capital, as soon as the capitalist mode of production 
stands on its own feet, then the further socialization of labor 
and further transformation of the land and other means of 
production into socially exploited and therefore common 
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means of production, as well as the further expropriation of 
private proprietors, takes 2 new form. 

That which is now to be expropriated is no longer the 
laborer working for himself, but the capitalist exploiting many 
laborers. This expropriation is accomplished by the action of 
the imminent laws of capitalistic production itself, by the 
centralization of capital. One capitalist always kills many. 
Hand in hand with this centralization, or this expropriation 
of many capitalists by few, develop on an ever extending scale 
the co-operative form of the labor-process, the conscious tech- 
nical application of science, the methodical cultivation of the 
soil, the transformation of the instruments of labor into in- 
struments of labor only usable in common, the economizing 
of all means of production by their use as the means of pro- 
duction of combined, socialized labor, the entanglement of 
all peoples in the net of the world-market, and with this, 
the international character of the capitalistic regime. 

Along with the constantly diminishing number of the mag- 
nates of capital, who usurp and monopolize all the advantages 
of this process of transformation, grows the mass of misery, 
oppression, slavery, degradation, exploitation; but with this 
too grows the revolt of the working class, a class always in- 
creasing in numbers, and disciplined, united, organized by the 
very process of capitalist production itself. 

The monopoly of capital becomes a fetter upon the mode 
of production which has sprung up and flourished along with 

it and under it. Centralization of the means of production 
and socialization of labor at last reach a point where they 
become incompatible with their capitalist integument. This 
integument is burst asunder. The knell of capitalist private 
property sounds. The expropriators are expropriated. 

The capitalist mode of appropriation, the result of the cap- 
italist mode of production, produces capitalist private prop- 
erty. This is the first negation of individual private property, 
as founded on the labor of the proprietor. But capitalist pro- 
duction begets, with the inexorability of a law of nature, its 
own negation. It is the negation of negation. This does 
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not re-establish private property for the producer, but gives 
him individual property based on the acquisitions of the cap- 
italist era—that is, on co-operation and the possession in com- — 

mon of the land and of the means of production. ; 
The transformation of scattered private property, arising 

from individual labor, into capitalist private property, is 
naturally a process incomparably more protracted, violent, 
and difficult than the transformation of capitalistic private — 
property, already practically resting on socialized production, — 
into socialized property. In the former case, we had the ex- 
propriation of the mass of the people by a few usurpers; in 
the latter, we have the expropriation of a few usurpers by 
the mass of the people. 


