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1. PRODUCTION TECHNIQUE AND JURIDICAL FORMS OF PRODUCTION  
 

Socialism has always been defined with a simple formula suited for the needs of propaganda, 
as the abolition of private property, adding the precision: of the means of production, and then 
another one: and of the means of exchange. 

Even if this formula is not complete and completely appropriate, it should not be repudiated. 
But the substantial issues, old and recent ones, about personal, collective, national and social 
property make it necessary to clarify the problem of property given the theoretical antithesis of 
history and the struggle between capitalism and socialism. 

Every economic and social relationship is projected into legal formulations, and starting from 
such position the Manifesto says that the communists bring to the front the “property question” 
at every stage of the movement, because they put in priority the question of production, more 
generally that of production, distribution and consumption, that of the economy. 

At a time when the great historical antithesis between feudalism and the bourgeois regime had 
first appeared as an ideological conflict of rights rather than as an economic relationship and a 
change in the forms of production, it was necessary to place the legal form of proletarian 
economic and social claims in the utmost relief, even in elementary statements. In the 
fundamental passage of the preface to the Critique of Political Economy Marx enunciates the 
doctrine of the contrast between productive forces and forms of production and immediately 
adds: "or - which is only a legal expression - with property relations". 

The correct meaning of the juridical formulation can therefore only be based on the correct 
presentation of the productive and economic relationship, which socialism postulates to break. 

Therefore, in adopting as useful the language of the current science of law, it is necessary to 
recall the discriminating characteristics of the capitalist type of production - which must be 
defined in relation to the types of production that preceded it - and to further discriminate 
between those characteristics that socialism preserves and those that it will have to overcome 
and suppress in the revolutionary process. This distinction must obviously be established in the 
field of economic analysis. 

                                                             
1 The series of articles with this title were published between 1948 and 1952 in issues 10 to 14 of        
Series I of "Prometeo", and in issues 1 and 4 of Series II. The original Italian version can be found at: 
http://www.quinterna.org/archivio/prometeo/1946-1952/prometeo_1946-1952.htm 
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Capitalism and property do not match. Various economic-social forms that preceded capitalism 
had particular regulations of the property. We will see at once that the new system of production 
should place its legal framework on formulas and canons derived directly from previous 
regimes, even though the relationships of appropriation were very different in them. And no 
less elementary is the thesis that in the socialist vision capitalism appears as the last of the 
economies based on the legal form of the property so that socialism in abolishing capitalism 
will also abolish property. But that first abolition, and, better said, violent and revolutionary 
succession, is a clearly dialectical relationship and is enunciated with more fidelity to our own 
Marxist language than that of the abolition of property that has a slightly metaphysical and 
apocalyptic taste. 

Let us go back, however, to the beginning of our well-known concepts. Property is a 
relationship between man, a human person, and things. The jurists call it the faculty to dispose 
of things in the most extensive and absolute way, and traditionally to use and abuse them. It is 
known that we Marxists do not like these eternal definitions, and we could better give a 
dialectical and scientific definition of property by saying that it is the faculty to "prevent" a 
human being from using a thing by another person or a group. 

The historical variability of the relationship arises, for example, from the fact that for centuries 
and millennia human beings themselves were among the things that could be an object of 
property (slavery). On the other hand, that the institution of property cannot claim the 
apologetic prerogative of being natural and eternal has been proven a thousand times regarding 
the primitive communist society in which property did not exist, since everything was acquired 
and used in common by the first groups of humans. 

In the relatively primitive economy or pre-economy the relationship between man and things 
was as simple as possible. Because of the limited number of people and the limited range of 
needs, just higher than the animal needs of food, the things suitable for satisfying the needs 
themselves, that law later called goods, are by nature placed at unlimited disposal and the only 
productive act consists in taking them when they are needed. They are restricted to the fruits of 
spontaneous vegetation and later to hunting and fishing and so on. There were objects for use 
in exuberant quantities, there were still no "products" that came out of an embryonic physical, 
technical and working intervention by humans on the material offered by the environmental 
nature. 

With work, production techniques, the increase in population, the limitation of free virgin land 
on which to expand, problems of distribution arise and it becomes difficult to meet all the needs, 
demands for use and consumption of products. The opposition between individual and 
individual, tribe and tribe, people and people is born. There is no need to remember these stages 
of the origin of property, i.e. the appropriation, for consumption, for the formation of reserves, 
for the initial exchange to satisfy other increasingly wider needs, of everything that the work of 
men and communities has produced. 

Trade appears in various processes, things that were only objects of use become merchandise, 
currency appears and the use-value is superimposed by the exchange value. 
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In the different peoples and the various periods, we must understand the advancement of the 
productive technique in terms of the capacity of intervention of man's work on things or raw 
materials, such as the mechanism of production and distribution of the acts and productive 
efforts among the members of society, such as the way in which products circulate from hand 
to hand, from house to house, from country to country towards consumption. From these data 
we can go on to understand the corresponding juridical forms, which tended to coordinate the 
rules of these processes, attributing to certain institutions the regulation of them and the 
possibility of coercion and sanctions against transgressors. 

Just as the property of things or consumer goods and the property of the slave does not date 
back to primitive humanity, so much less does the property of soil, that is, of the land and of 
what man adds and builds, the real estates of the law. Such property in its personal form is 
delayed in regard to that of movable properties and slaves themselves, because at the beginning 
everything, if it is not in common, is at least attributed to the head of the family grouping in 
tribes or cities and regions. 

But even if one wants to question the fact that all peoples started from this first communist form 
and want to be ironic about such a golden age, the analysis that interests us on the derivation of 
the juridical institution from the stages of technology is not affected, and it is enough to refer 
back to the great importance that Engels and Marx gave to the start of these studies on 
prehistory, pressing us to go much further. 

Reducing ourselves to the skeletal lines and the things known to everybody, it is enough to refer 
to the reports on the property of the consumable and however usable movable object, of the 
slave or servant man, and the earth, to define the fundamental lines of the successive historical 
types of class societies. 

The jurist says that property is the result of the occupation. He says so with movable goods in 
mind, but the formula is also appropriate for property on the slave and on the merchandise 
object. In fact, "movable goods belong to the possessor". No less obvious is the passage from 
possession to property. If I have anything in my hands, another man or a piece of land (in which 
case I do not hold it in my hands, and neither do I constantly hold the man and goods in my 
hands) without another person replacing me, I am the possessor. Material possession, so far. 
But possession becomes lawful and juridical, and is elevated to the status of property, when I 
have the possibility against a possible pretender or troublemaker to obtain the support of the 
law and authority, that is, of the material force placed in the state, which will come to protect 
me. For the movable properties or merchandise, mere possession proves legal ownership until 
someone proves that I have taken the object from him by force or fraud. For the slave in the 
well-organized states there was a family register that registered them with the master. For real 
estates, even in modern times, the legal machine is much more complex, it depends on titles in 
given documents and public registrations, and so the legal control of transfers of property is 
more complex. However, material possession is always a great resource for its hasty effect, and 
the law defends it in the first stage, apart from the difficult full investigation of property law in 
a second stage. It is said as a legal paradox that even the thief can expect the law to protect his 
possession if ousted (perhaps by the owner himself, by absurd hypothesis) and the shrewdest 
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legal advocates say that all the codes can be reduced to only "article five, he who holds in his 
hand has won". 

Therefore, any property regime is based on a fact of appropriation of property in general. The 
sons of the slave remained with the master. If they fled, they could have them chased by the 
law that brought them back to him. 

In the medieval regime of feudalism, the technique of production with slave labor and the 
relative legal framework governing property over human persons appears generally abolished. 
The disposition of agricultural land took on a more complex form than the classical Roman law 
in that a hierarchy of lords rested on it, culminating in the political sovereign, who distributed 
land with a very complex legal regime to vassal dependents. The economic basis is agricultural 
work by means no longer of slaves, but of serfs, who are not the object of true ownership and 
alienation from master to master, but cannot in general leave the fief on which they work with 
their family. Who appropriates the products of labor? A part of it will go to the serf laborer, 
who receives in general a small plot of land, whose fruits must be sufficient for him to feed on 
his own, while he is forced to work alone or with others in the wider lands of the lord, and 
whose major part of the production is delivered to him. Such work is the so-called personal 
servitude. In more recent forms the serf approaches the figure of the farmer, because all the 
land of the feudal lord is subdivided into small family farms, but from the product of each one 
a large share is delivered to the master. 

In this regime the worker has a partial right to take possession of the products of his work to 
consume them as he pleases. Partial in that the taxes are paid to the feudal master, the clergy 
and so on, whether in working time and so on. 

The non-agricultural production has little development due to the still backward technique, the 
scarce urbanization and the general primitiveness of the life and needs of the populations. But 
the workers of manufactured objects are free men, that is, not tied to the place of birth and work. 
They are the artisans, closed in the fetters of corporative organisms and rules, and nevertheless 
completely autonomous economically. In the artisan production, of the small and minimal 
company and workshop, we have the ownership of the worker on various orders of goods: the 
uncomplicated tools of his work, the raw materials he buys to transform them, the manufactured 
products he sells. Apart from the burdens of corporations and municipalities and given feudal 
rights over the villages, the artisan works only for himself and enjoys the fruit of all the time 
and all the result of his work. 

The circulation network of this social system is not very intricate. The large mass of agricultural 
workers consumes what they produce locally and sell little to buy the limited objects of clothing 
or anything else they use. The artisans and merchants exchange with the peasants and among 
themselves mostly in narrow circles of towns, villages and countryside. A small minority of 
privileged lords receive from wider markets the objects they enjoy, and until a few centuries 
ago they ignored or almost ignored the forks and soap, not to say a hundred other things used 
by everyone today. 
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However, the premises of the new capitalist era are gradually being laid down, with the 
technical and scientific discoveries that enrich in a thousand ways the processes of product 
handling, with the geographical discoveries and the inventions of new means of transport for 
people and goods that continually widen the scope of the circulation areas and the distances 
between the place of manufacture and use of the products. 

The progress of these transformations is very diversified and knows strange slowness and 
overwhelming expansions. While since the beginning of the modern age, millions of consumers 
were already learning to know and adopt spices and ignored and exotic goods, arosing new 
needs (coffee, tobacco, etc., etc.), it was still possible at the time of the First World War to 
heard that a Calabrian lady, a great owner, had spent only "a penny" to buy needles in a whole 
year, having all the rest provided by her property. 

Having arrived at this usual point with the remembrance of these few ideas, deliberately 
simplified but trying to put the right words in their place, let us ask ourselves what are the real 
differential characteristics of the new capitalist production and economy and the bourgeois 
regime to which it provides the basis. And let us see the really change brought by the new 
technical systems and the new forces of production placed at man's disposal, after a long and 
hard struggle in the relations of production, that is in the possibilities and faculties of 
appropriation of the various goods, as opposed to what happened in the previous feudal and 
artisan society. 

In this way we will begin to establish in a clear way the bases of our further investigation on 
the actual relations between the capitalist system and the form of appropriation of the various 
goods: goods ready for consumption, work tools, land, houses and various installations fixed to 
the ground, in order to extend it to the process of development of the capitalist era and its end. 

 

2. THE ADVENT OF CAPITALISM AND PROPERTY RELATIONS 

 

The rise of capitalistic economy in its effects on property relations presents itself not as an 
establishment, but as a very broad abolition of private property rights. The thesis formulated in 
this way must not only not seem strange but also not new, since it is entirely in conformity 
substantially and formally with Marx's exposition. 

With regard to feudal landowners, the bourgeois revolution consisted in a radical abolition of 
privileges but not in a suppression of the right to land’s property. One should not think here on 
revolution in the sense of a short period of struggle, of measures against rebels and emigrants, 
nor of subsequent measures of suppression of privileges on the lands of religious organizations, 
but on the economic and social content of the great transformation, which in its development 
began long before and ended long after the classical dates of insurrections, proclamations, and 
promulgations of new statutes. 
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The advent of capitalism has the character of a destruction of property rights with regard to the 
vast class of small artisan producers and, in the broad field and especially in certain countries, 
even at the expense of working farmers. 

The history of the birth of capitalism and primitive accumulation coincides with the history of 
the violent, inhuman expropriation of producers delivered in the most sculptural pages of “The 
Capital”. 

The concluding chapter of the First Book, like other fundamental writings of Marxism, presents 
the future overthrow of capitalism as the expropriation of the expropriators of that time, and 
even - but we will see this in the next part of this writing - as a claim for the destroyed and 
trampled "property". 

To understand all this clearly it is necessary to follow precisely the inquiry and apply our 
method correctly, and never forget the relations that exist between the formulations of current 
language or law, and specific to Marxist socialists. 

The explanation of capitalism establishment in the field of productive technique is related to 
the many improvements in the application of human labor to the processed materials, it starts 
with the first technological innovations born on the bench of the patient and ingenious isolated 
artisan, goes through a formidable cycle with the emergence of the first factories, manufacturing 
at the beginning, later based on the operating machines that replace the hand of the worker, then 
again on the use of great mechanical driving forces. 

Modern capitalism presents itself as the formidable complex of installations, constructions, 
works, machinery, of which technology has covered the soil of the most advanced countries, 
and therefore it seems obvious one can define the capitalist system as that of the ownership and 
monopoly of these colossal modern means of production, which is only partially correct. 

The technical conditions of the new economy consist in new procedures based on the 
differentiation of working acts and the division of labor; but historically, even before this 
phenomenon, we have the simplest one of approaching and meeting in a common working place 
of many workers, who continue to work with the same technique and using the same simple 
tools they used when they were isolated and autonomous. 

The truly distinctive character of innovation does not therefore lie in the fact that a possessor 
or conqueror of new means or great mechanisms has appeared, which, by producing the 
manufactured goods more easily, supplant traditional artisan production. These big plants come 
later, because to have the simple cooperation, as Marx says, i.e. the grouping of many workers, 
you need only a primitive shop that can be easily rented by the "owner" - and indeed in the 
sweating system (home work) the workers remain in their homes. The distinctive character is 
therefore elsewhere, it is a negative character, and therefore destructive and revolutionary. The 
workers have been excluded from the possibility of owning their own raw materials and work 
tools, and therefore from being in possession of what they have produced with their work, free 
to consume it or sell it as they wish. Therefore, to recognize a first capitalist economy in 
operation, it is enough for us to note that there are masses of artisan producers who have lost 
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the possibility of procuring materials and tools - and, as a complementary condition, that in the 
hands of new economic agents, the capitalists, have collected means of purchase in considerable 
volumes, which enable them on the one hand to acquire the materials and tools of work and on 
the other to purchase the labor force of the artisans who have become salaried, remaining 
absolute owners and proprietors of all the product of labor. 

To this second condition corresponds the fact of the primitive accumulation of capital, the origin 
of which is studied in other contributions of Marxism, and which goes back to many historical 
and economic factors. 

The fact that the mere approach of the workers is enough to make the new system superior and 
lead it to supplant the old one, is explained by the reduced cost of transport and supplies and by 
the better use of time that producers dedicate to the still technologically simple stages of 
production. We have there a first improvement of the performance of the craftsmanship with 
its workshops and isolated shops. But this is definitely beaten by further developments due to 
the division of labor. It is no longer the single craftsman, assisted by one or two workers, who 
sets up the manufactured product, but rather the result of the successive interventions by 
workers of different professional skills, each of whom alone would not know or could not do 
it. Further on, many of the most difficult operations previously carried out manually after a long 
apprenticeship are carried out by a machine, and the same productive result is obtained by much 
less work effort, in the physical and mental sense, of the operator. 

Following this process, we see the factory's equipment mass increase, which of course does not 
belong legally to the worker, just as simple hand tools in the initial stage did not belong in 
general to him. But the juridical belonging of these large plants to the capitalist and employer 
is not a necessary condition; we have proved this by remembering that even before they 
appeared we had a real economic and social capitalism in the first factory, and we still have to 
examine many cases in which the production plants in the modern economy are not juridical 
property of the owner of the company. It is enough for now to remember rents, concessions, 
contracts and so on, in industry, and the great capitalist renting in agriculture. 

The real circumstance that makes us see the advent of capitalism lies, therefore, beyond the 
primitive accumulation in the "violent separation of the producer from the tools and products 
of his work". 

Capitalism, economically and socially, appears as the destruction of the possibility of 
appropriation of the products by the workers, and an appropriation of them by the capitalists. 

With the loss of any right to the goods produced, the worker obviously lost all rights to tools, 
raw materials, and workplace. These rights were an individual property relationship that 
capitalism destroyed, to replace a new right of appropriation, of property, which is necessarily 
a right on the products of labor, but not necessarily a right on the production resources. The 
legal property of these can also change without ceasing the capitalist character of the company.  
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From a Marxist point of view, in capitalism the new type of appropriation is not necessarily 
individual and personal, as it was instead in the artisan economy that rarely went beyond family 
limits.  

Capitalism, in Marx - since we only expose the doctrine as it has always been professed - is not 
only established by expropriation, but it also establishes an economy and therefore a type of 
social property. We could speak classically of personal property when it was given to bring 
together in the ownership of a single person all the productive and economic acts, but when 
work becomes a collective and associated function of many producers - this fundamental and 
indispensable character of capitalism - property over the whole new company is a fact of social 
scope and order, even if the legal entity name mentions only one person. 

This concept, essential in Marxism, leads directly to the concept of class struggle and class 
antagonism inherent in the capitalist system. The appropriation of products by the employer, 
who has in front of him no longer slaves and serfs but "free" wage earners, is a shifted 
relationship on the social level that no longer concerns only the single employer and the hundred 
workers, but the entire working class as opposed to the new system of domination, and the 
political force that it has founded with the new type of State. This social function is clarified in 
the Marxist law of accumulation and progressive reproduction of capital. The slave-owner and 
the feudal lord of lands drew their personal income from the extra work provided by their 
dependents, but they could well consume it entirely without the economic system ceasing to 
function on the social scale. The portion of the products of their labor left to the slaves and serfs 
was enough to make them survive and perpetuate the system. Therefore, the right of property 
of the slave or serf owner is a true individual right. No less individual is that of the free peasant 
and the artisan, who do not give any work to anyone (it is not yet here a matter of tax authorities, 
and in those regimes the state was "cheap") and can consume all the fruit of their work, which 
coincides with that of their limited possession on a small land and on a small workshop 
(intended as a business and not as a shop). The capitalist makes instead a profit from unpaid 
extra work of his workers, to whom corresponds only enough for living, but the fundamental 
trait of the new economy is not that he, in theory and according to the written law, can consume 
all the profit personally. It is instead in the general and social fact that capitalists must reserve 
a greater and greater part of the profit for new investments, for the reproduction of capital. This 
new and fundamental fact is more important than the profit consumed by those who do not 
work. If this relationship is more suggestive and has always been more suited to retaliatory 
propaganda on legal or moral grounds against the apologists of the bourgeois regime, the 
fundamental law of capitalism is for us the other one, that is, the allocation of a large part of 
profit to the accumulation of capital. 

Distinctive features of the appearance of the capitalist economy are therefore the accumulation 
by few individuals of the means of acquiring raw materials and instruments, and the suppression 
for broad masses of autonomous producers of the possibility of possessing materials, 
instruments and products of labor. 
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On the one hand, Marxism explains the genesis of the industrial capitalist and, on the other, the 
appearance of the masses of salaried workers who have nothing. And, as we use to say, it has 
been the result of a social, political and economic revolution. 

However, we do not say by this that the bourgeois and neo-capitalists achieved this process by 
conquering power in the civil war, and then promulgating a law that said: it is forbidden for 
those who do not belong to the winning capitalist class to buy raw materials and tools and 
machines and to sell manufactured products. Things went quite a different way. Even today, it 
is still not forbidden by law to be a craftsman, but further more today, while capitalist 
accumulation accelerates its truly infernal rate under our eyes, we see fascists, national 
socialists and social Christians competing in the apologia of the artisan economy, in chorus 
with an old béguin of Mazzinians. And the same must be said for the autonomous agricultural 
producer who owns his plot of land. 

The real process of primitive accumulation was something different, and it can either presented 
in the language of philosophy and current ethics, the language of positive law, or the language 
of Marxism, which is the only one that truly unravels it. 

In the early days of capitalism, property as a right to dispose of one's labor was still defended 
by conservative ideologists and theologians, who were satirically mocked by Marx when they 
found themselves in tight spot about the passage of property into the hands of those who had 
done nothing. In any case, all their theories about the justification of capitalist profit by savings, 
abstinence, previous personal work, failed to moralize the fact that he who has fabricated pins 
cannot even put even one of them in his pocket when leaving work without becoming guilty of 
qualified theft. 

In the contingent legal system, the relationship of property over a workshop, a factory, a stock 
of materials to work and of products by a private person, was not excluded from the old codes 
of the feudal regime nor from those elaborated by the bourgeois revolution. 

However, in the light of Marxism, the economic and social relationship is made clear by 
considering the value of the product in relation to the amount of labor force necessary to achieve 
it. If in the manufacture that product is obtained in four hours while the craftsman obtains it in 
eight, the craftsman with his full right of property will be able to take it to the market, but will 
withdraw a price reduced by half, with which he will not be able to buy the subsistence for the 
day. Not being physically able to work sixteen hours a day, in order to equalize his balance 
sheet he will be forced to accept the conditions of the capitalist, that is to work, say, twelve 
hours for him and leave him the products, receiving in salary the equivalent of six hours of 
work, with which, although more miserably, he will be able to live. 

This brutal and ferocious passage contains in itself the necessary condition for the progress of 
productive technique: only [by paying2] the craftsman subject to capital the margin of value 
corresponding to his labor force, can be created the social basis of the accumulation of capital, 

                                                             
2 The Italian original says "sottraendo", which clearly appears as a printing error [ndr]. 
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an economic fact that accompanies the technical one of the spread of plants and productive 
means characteristic of the new scientific and mechanical age. 

Why, then, in order to triumph, did the affirmation of the new system of production and 
appropriation of the fruits of labor have to break down certain obstacles in the forms of 
production, that is, in the property relations of the old regime? Because there were a series of 
punishments and restrictive rules which were contradictory to the new demands, that is, to the 
freedom of movement for capitalists, and to the availability of a mass of providers of salaried 
labor. On the one hand, the monopoly of state power by the orders of the nobles and 
ecclesiastics placed the first accumulators of capital, usurer merchants or bankers, at the risk of 
continuous harassment and sometimes spoliation; and on the other hand, the laws and corporate 
regulations left to the organizations of the master craftsmen of the cities the privileges of 
monopoly on the production of manufactured articles and, therefore, on their sale in certain 
territories. And the masses of workers in industry could not have been formed without freeing 
from the serfdom the serfs and from the workshops the apprentices and the ruined master 
craftsmen. 

The revolution did not therefore lead to a new positive code of property, but it was essential to 
abolish the old feudal laws that framed the relations of production and trade in the countryside 
and cities. 

Considering the capitalist system as opposed to the feudal regime on whose ruins it arose, we 
must not see as its characteristic feature the foundation of a new property right over the 
machine, factory, railway, canalisation or other, attributed to the natural or legal person. 

Instead, we must clearly see what the discriminating characteristics are, the true connotations 
of the capitalist economy, because otherwise we will certainly not be able to follow the process 
of its evolution and judge the characteristics of its overcoming. 

On the evolution of property relations, and remaining for now on the field of the right of 
property on movable goods (we’ll approach afterwards the property of land and the real state) 
the essential and necessary characteristics of capitalism are the following: 

First: the existence of a market economy, whereby workers must purchase all means of 
subsistence, in the general sense. 

Second: the impossibility for workers to appropriate and bring directly to the market the 
movable properties made up of the products of their work, i.e. the prohibition of the personal 
ownership of the worker on the product. 

Thirdly: the allocation to workers of means of purchase and more generally of goods and 
services to a lesser extent than the value added by them to the products and the investment of a 
large part of that surplus in new facilities (accumulation). 

On the basis of these basic criteria, it is necessary to examine whether personal property of the 
factory and production facilities is absolutely necessary for the existence of capitalism, and 
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whether there can be not only a purely capitalist economy without such property, but even 
whether it is not convenient for capitalism to disguise it in other forms at certain stages. 

Such a survey will have to be preceded by some major consideration of the economic 
importance and the legal evolution of the right of property on soil, subsoil and above-soil by 
individuals and private firms in the contemporary age. 

 

3. THE TERMS OF THE SOCIALIST CLAIM 

 

Before going into the subject of this research, which concerns the juridical institutions of 
property that accompany the capitalist economy in its historical course, it is necessary, however, 
to remember again what the true terms of the great socialist claim have always been. 

Leaving aside the literary and philosophical insinuations of communism about the goods that 
had existed in the pre-bourgeois regimes since antiquity and that were also related to particular 
manifestations of the class struggle, this claim historically consists in the movement that attack 
the social cornerstones of the regime and the capitalist system since its inception. The doctrine 
of the Communist Manifesto and Marx embraced a movement of criticism and confrontation 
whose complete form cannot be separated from the effective intervention in the social struggles 
of the salaried working class and from its organization as an International Class Party. 

Millions of times the socialist claim, enunciated in the pages of theoretical volumes or in the 
modest words of speeches and propaganda magazines, cannot be alive and real if the dialectical 
method of Marxism is not applied, at the same time in its simple immediacy and its powerful 
depth. 

The cry of protest against the absurdities, injustices, inequalities, infamies of which the 
bourgeois capitalist regime is materialized, is not enough to build the proletarian socialist claim. 
And in this sense the innumerable pseudo-socialist or semi-socialist positions of humanitarian 
philanthropists, utopian libertarians or apostles more or less excited by new social ethics and 
mysticism were insufficient.  

The cry of the proletariat and Marxism to the bourgeois regime is not a "Vade retro Satana!" It 
is at the same time a welcoming and an offer of alliance, and a declaration of war and an 
announcement of destruction. A position unintelligible to all those who base the explanation of 
history and its struggles on religious beliefs and moral systems, like in general on non-scientific 
and even unconsciously metaphysical methods, seeking in every story and in every stage of the 
history of human society the game of fixed criteria duly capitalized as Good, Evil, Justice, 
Violence, Freedom, Authority... 

Some of the characteristics of social organization that the emergence of capitalism has 
accomplished are acquisitions that proletarian socialism not only accepts, but without which it 
could not exist. Others are forms and structures that, after their expansion, it intends to destroy. 
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Its claims must therefore be defined according to the various points on which we have 
rearranged the typical elements, the distinctive features of capitalism at the time of its victory. 
This is a revolution, and it is a first general historical premise to the advent of the regime for 
which the socialists will fight. The almost immediate anti-capitalist position, however radical 
and crude, does not have the character of a re-establishment, apologetic of general pre-capitalist 
conditions and structures. All this needs to be clearly re-established today; although it has been 
more than a century that the repeated efforts of our school have tended towards the same end, 
because at every step in the history of class struggle dangerous deviations have given rise to 
movements and doctrines that falsified very important positions of revolutionary socialism. 

In the previous chapter we first recalled the well-known technical-organizational characteristics 
of capitalist production as opposed to artisan and feudal production. On the whole, these 
characteristics are preserved and fully claimed by the socialist movement. The collaboration of 
numerous workers in the production of the same type of object, the subsequent division of labor, 
i.e. the distribution of workers between different and successive phases of the manipulation that 
leads to achieving the same product, the introduction of all the resources of applied science 
with motor and operating machines into the production technique, are all contributions from 
the capitalist era that it is certainly not proposed to renounce and that will be the basis of the 
new socialist organization. No less important and indispensable is the detachment of technical 
processes from mystery, secret and corporate exclusivity, a sure basis, in the determinist vision, 
of the difficult development of science from the ancient fetters of witchcraft, religions, 
philosophical prejudices. The demonstration that the bourgeoisie has implemented these 
contributions with overwhelming and barbaric methods and plunging the worker’s masses into 
the misery and slavery of the wage-earner remains fundamental. But this certainly does not lead 
to a return to the free production of the autonomous artisan. 

At the moment when the latter, and even the small farmer, was stripped of all possessions and 
reduced to a salaried worker, his pauperization was achieved and his resistance was overcome 
by violence. But the new criteria of organization of the productive effort made it possible to 
celebrate the result and the performance in the social sense. In spite of the withdrawals of the 
industrial employer, on the general scale the masses were put in a position to satisfy at the same 
time new and more varied needs3. 

Even before considering the enormous advantages in productive yield due to the division of 
labor and machinery, we consider as a definite advantage, which we do not intend to renounce, 
the simple economy of transport, commercial operations and management that manufacturing 
led to with respect to simple workshops. Every craftsman was the bookkeeper, the cashier, the 
salesman, the dependant of himself with enormous waste of working time, while in the big 
factory only one employee does the same service for every hundred workers. For the socialists, 
any proposal for a new breakdown of the productive forces concentrated by capital is 

                                                             
3 The Marxist thesis about the growing misery of the wage-earning class refers to the tendency to fall 
of the part corresponding to the "wage mass" in the total of the generated value. This thesis does not 
contradict the tendency to increase the mass of the real wage. [ndr.] 
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reactionary. And we are talking about productive forces not only in relation to the people we 
have just spoken assigned to work, but naturally in regard to the masses of materials to be 
worked and already worked, the instruments of work and all the complex modern installations 
useful for mass and serial production. 

It may not seem a digression to point out that the acceptance in the socialist claim of the 
progressive concentration of plants and workplaces as opposed to the economy of small 
companies, does not mean at all acceptance of that consequence of the capitalist system which 
consists in the accelerated technical industrialization of given areas leaving others in retrograde 
conditions, in the relations between countries and between the city and the countryside.  

This relationship subsists historically as long as the bourgeois regime has not exhausted its 
phase of spoliation and reduction of the old productive layers to unreserved wage-earners. 

Dialectically, the socialist claim cannot fail to leverage the revolutionary leadership function of 
the workers that capitalism has urbanized in large masses, but it tends to expand in all territories 
the modern technical resources and the richest manifestations of modern life, as stated in the 
Manifesto, point 9 of the immediate program: "measures to gradually remove the differences 
between town and countryside" - without contrasting with all the other measures of a clearly 
centralizing character in the organizational sense.  

The same criterion guides the socialist statement on relations between the metropolis and the 
colonies, which want to avoid the exploitation of the former, without forgetting that only 
capitalism and its developments could accelerate this result many centuries and centuries, even 
though in this field it has exceeded all limits in the use of cruel methods of conquest. 

Having inherited from the capitalist revolution the enormous development of the productive 
forces, the socialists propose to overthrow the corresponding forms and relations of production, 
which are reflected in the juridical institutions, after accepting that the proletarians, the fourth 
state, would fight in alliance with the bourgeoisie when it broke the structures and institutions 
of the past regime, in order to establish and consolidate its own, and to extend them to the 
advanced and backward world. But in what precise sense does our historical claim involve 
breaking down and overcoming those structures? 

The capitalistic productive revolution has violently separated workers from their product, from 
all means of production, in the sense that it has suppressed their right to dispose of them directly 
and individually. Socialism denounces this spoliation, but it certainly does not postulate to give 
back to every worker his tool and the object of consumption that he has created with it, so that 
he can go to the market to exchange it for his subsistence. In a certain sense the separation 
brutally implemented by capitalism is historically definitive. But in our dialectical perspective 
this separation will be overcome on a more distant and wider level. The tool and the product 
were at the individual disposal of the free and autonomous craftsman; they passed in the hands 
of the capitalist employer. They will have to come back at the disposal of the class of producers. 
It will be a social disposition, not an individual one, not even a corporate one. It will no longer 
be a kind of property, but a form of general technical organization, and if we wanted to refine 
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the formula by anticipating the process, we would have to speak of a disposition by society and 
not by a class, because this organization tends towards a kind of society without classes. 

However, without talking about disposition and "property" by the individual on the object he is 
going to consume, we cannot include in the socialist claim the free will of the worker on the 
object he has manipulated. 

If the worker in a shoe factory in a bourgeois regime takes a shoe away, he will not avoid jail 
by proving that it matched the size of his foot, and even worse if he intended to sell it for bread. 
Socialism will not consist in allowing the worker to go out with a pair of shoes over his 
shoulder, but not because they have been stolen from the employer, but because it would 
constitute a ridiculously slow and heavy system of distributing shoes to everyone. And rather 
than considering this as a problem of law or morality, we see it as a concrete technical problem. 
It will be enough to think about the workers in a railway wheel factory, or, to give even more 
obvious examples, to point out the revolutions to which the innovation of technology and life 
leads, to those who work in a power station or in a broadcasting station, and who have no 
reason, as in a hundred other cases, to be checked when going out ... 

The question of property rights over the complete or even semi-finished product is actually the 
crucial one, and it is much more important than property over the production tool, factory, 
workshop or plant of any nature. 

The real characteristic of capitalism is the attribution to a private owner of the products and the 
consequent right to sell them in the market. In general, at the beginning of the bourgeois era, 
this attribution derives from the attribution of the workshop, factory, or plant to a private owner, 
the industrial capitalist, in a form legally treated as that attributing property on agricultural land 
or houses. 

But such individual private ownership is a static, formal fact, it is the mask of the real 
relationship that interests us, which is dynamic and dialectical, and consists in the characters of 
the productive movement, in the grafting of the incessant economic cycles. 

So, the socialist claim, while it accepted the substitution of individual work for associated work, 
proposed to suppress the attribution in private possession of the products of collective work to 
a single owner, the head of the company, free to sell them freely. Logically, he stated this 
postulate concerning the whole economic dynamic as the abolition of the free private right of 
the entrepreneur on the production plant. 

However, this formulation is incomplete, even in terms of the negative and destructive content 
of the socialist economic position, since it is not yet the type of productive and distributive 
organization of the socialist regime, and the way to reach it, in the field of economic measures 
and political struggle. 

The formulation is incomplete, because after having clarified that we want to overcome the 
form of attribution of all the products worked in a complex factory to a single owner of those 
products and of this last one, it does not say what it is asking to happen with other forms of the 
capitalist economy. 
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In fact, the capitalist economy became possible because the separation of workers from the 
means and products found a mercantile distribution machine already in place, so that the 
capitalist could bring the products to the market and create the wage system, giving the workers 
a part of the income so that they could obtain the subsistence on that same market. The 
craftsman used the market as seller and buyer, the wage-earner could only access it as a buyer, 
and with limited means by the law of surplus value. 

The socialist claim is classically the abolition of the wage-earner. Only the abolition of the 
wage-earner leads to the abolition of capitalism. But not being able to abolish the wage-earner 
in the sense of giving back to the worker the absurd retrograde figure of selling his product on 
the market, socialism claims from the very beginning the abolition of the market economy. 

As we have already mentioned, the mercantile framing of distribution preceded capitalism and 
included all the previous various economies, going back up to the one in which there was a 
market of human beings (slavery). 

Modern mercantile economy means monetary economy. Therefore, the anti-commercial claim 
of socialism also implies the abolition of currency as a means of exchange as well as a means 
of practical formation of capital. 

In the environment of mercantile and monetary distribution capitalism inevitably tends to rise 
again. If this were not true, it would be better to tear up all the pages of Marx's Capital.  

The anti-Mercantilist enunciation lies in all the texts of Marxism and especially in Marx's 
polemics against Proudhon and all forms of petit-bourgeois socialism. Despite the excessive 
prolixity of the text, the communist programme drawn up by Bukharin has the merit of having 
once again highlighted this extremely vital point. 

But at the end of the previous paragraph we have aligned a third distinctive feature of capitalism 
compared to the regimes that it defeated: the subtraction from the product of the productive 
effort of the workers a strong quota destined to the employer's profit, and above all the 
allocation of an important part of this quota to the accumulation of new capital. 

It is obvious that the socialist claim, while taking away from the bourgeois employer the right 
to dispose of the product and to bring it to the market, was also taking away his right of property 
on the factory, and moreover his availability of capital surplus and profit. 

It claimed more than a century ago that wages could be abolished, and this meant overcoming 
the type of market economy known until then. Destroying the market of products on which the 
small medieval craftsman arrived shyly with a few manufactured articles, and on which the 
products of modern associated labor arrive with the capitalist character of goods, it is no less 
clear that the market of the instruments of production and the market of capitals, therefore the 
accumulation of capital, is also being destroyed. But all this is still not enough. 

We have already said that there is a social dimension in the accumulation process. We recalled 
that in the sentimental propaganda - and who among the socialists has not abused it?... - we put 
forward, with regard to an abstract distributive justice, the iniquity of the extraction of surplus 
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value that was consumed by the capitalist or his family, to live with a very different standard 
of life than that of the workers. Abolition of profit, we shouted, and it was right. As fair as it 
was insufficient. For a hundred years the bourgeois economists have been calculating that by 
dividing the entire national income of a country by the number of its citizens we obtain barely 
enough to provide a living above that of the humble worker. The calculation is correct, but its 
refutation is as old as the socialist system, even if we couldn’t find à Pareto or Einaudi to 
understand it. 

The various provisions that the capitalist makes before withdrawing his last personal profit are 
rational and for social purposes. Even in a collective economy, products and instruments must 
be set aside through quotas in order to preserve and improve the general organization. In a 
certain way there will be social accumulation. 

Are we Socialists going to say, then, that we want to replace private personal accumulation by 
social accumulation? We would not have reached our goal yet. If the consumption by the 
capitalist of a quota of surplus value is a private fact, which we are calling for to be abolished, 
but which is nevertheless of little quantitative weight, capitalist accumulation is already a social 
fact, and a factor which tends to be useful to everyone on a social level. 

The old economies that only hoarded have remained immobile for millennia. The capitalist 
economy, which accumulates, has in a few decades centuplicated the productive forces, 
working for our revolution. 

But the anarchy that Marx attributes to the capitalist regime resides in the fact that the capitalist 
accumulates by factories, by enterprises, which move and live in a mercantile environment. 

In some examples below, we will better see this not easy but central technical-economic thesis: 
this system only strives for the maximum profit of the company, which many times is achieved 
by subtracting profits from other companies. At the beginning, and here the classical economists 
of the bourgeois school were right, the superiority of the large organized factory over the super-
anarchy of small production led to an even much higher yield since, in addition to the profit of 
the single capitalist and an optimal provision of funds for new installations and developments, 
the worker of advanced industry had on his table dishes unknown to the small artisan. 

But since every enterprise is closed in on itself, with its accounting of market entries and exits, 
seeking to maximize its profits, in the course of capitalist development the problems of the 
overall performance of human labor are poorly resolved and directly reversed. 

The capitalist system prevents from dealing with the problem of maximizing, with equal effort 
and working time, not the profit but the product, so that, by removing the quotas of social 
accumulation, consumption can be increased and work, work effort, work obligation can be 
reduced. Being only concerned with the sale of the product of the enterprise at a high price and 
paying little for the products of other enterprises, the capitalist system cannot achieve the 
general adjustment of production to consumption, and it rushes into successive crises. 

Therefore, the socialist claim aims to break down not only the right and economy of private 
property but at the same time the market economy and the business economy. 
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Only when moving in the direction that leads to overcoming all three of these forms of the 
present economy: private property on products, currency market, and organization of 
production by companies, can we say that we are moving towards socialist organization. 

By suppressing only one of these terms, the socialist claim will fall. The criterion of individual 
and personal private economy can be largely overcome even in pure capitalism. We fight 
capitalism as a class and not only capitalists as individuals. There will be capitalism as long as 
the products are brought to the market or otherwise "accounted for" under the assets of the 
company, understood as a distinct economic island, albeit a very large one, while the wages of 
labor are included in the liabilities. 

The bourgeois economy is a double-entry economy. The bourgeois individual is not a man, it's 
a firm. We want to suppress every company. We want to suppress the double-entry economy, 
to build an  economy on simple-entry bookkeeping, which history has known since the 
troglodyte went out to pick as many coconuts as his companions were in the cave, and went out 
with only his hands. 

We already knew all this in 1848, which does not prevent us from continuing to say it with 
youthful enthusiasm. 

We will see later on4  that for one hundred years many things have happened in the mechanism 
of the relationships we have considered, things that have made us even more determined in the 
defense of these same theses.  

                                                             
4 Subsequently, the following chapters were published in 1949 and 1950: 

4.- Rural Property. The bourgeois revolution and the property of real estate. 

Note: the alleged feudalism in Southern Italy. 

5.- The bourgeois legality. The capitalist economy in the legal framework of Roman law. 

6.-Urban property. Capitalism and urban property of buildings and land. 

Note: the building problem in Italy. 

In issues 1 and 4 of the II series of the review Prometeo (1950 and 1952) extensive summaries of the 
remaining chapters were published: 

7.- The ownership of movable property. The capitalist monopoly of the products of labor. 

8.- The industrial company. The industrial system based on the workers' exploitation and the social 
waste of labor. 

9.- The associations of companies and monopolies. Necessary derivation of the monopoly of the game 
from the alleged free market competition. 

10.- The financial capital. Production and credit companies and entrenched class economic parasitism. 

11. The imperialist policy of capital. The conflict between capitalist groups and states for the conquest 
and domination of the world. 
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After warning the reader that even the general pronoun becomes a social pronoun in the socialist 
system. 

 

                                                             
12. The modern enterprise without property and without circulating capital. The adjudication and 
concession, anticipated forms of the current capitalist evolution. 

13. Interventionism and economic dirigisme. The modern orientation towards a controlled economy, 
as an expression of the greater submission of the State to capital. 

14.- State capitalism. State property, accumulation on the initiative of the capitalist enterprise. 
Enterprise without property and without circulating capital. 

15.-The establishment of the communist economy. Conditions for the passage from capitalism to 
communism, and examples of anticipated manifestations of the new forms. 

16.- The Russian economy. Existence and action, partially disguised, of capitalist enterprises, both 
internal and external. 

17.- Utopia; science; action. Unity of theory, organization and action in the revolutionary proletarian 
movement. 

 

 


