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Introduction

History is the Nightmare from which I am trying to awake.
James Joyce, 1922!

The writing of historical sociologies is inescapably wedded to the contexts in
which they emerge; we write history but do not do so in conditions of our
choosing. For decades, these conditions have been marked by ‘End of History’
triumphalism and claims that ‘there is no alternative’ to liberal capitalism. In turn,
capitalism as a transient, historically specific and contradictory unit of study has
been bracketed out of - if not completely wiped off - the scholarly and political
agenda. Yet, after stock markets came crashing down in 2008, the force of history
reasserted itself in a series of revolutions, occupations of public places, anti-aus-
terity protests, strikes, riots and anti-state movements taking place from London
to Ferguson (Missouri), Athens, Cairo, Istanbul, Rojava, Santiago and beyond.
Such movements have torn at the hubristic certainties of ‘capitalist realism’ and
started to sporadically - if inconsistently — challenge such long-held ‘common
sense’ truisms and the power structures that undergird them.

Consequently, capitalism and critiques of it have reentered the public
discourse in ways previously unimaginable. From mainstream media outlets to
traditional academic publishing media, the tide has seemingly turned against
the concept’s long banishment to the margins of radical Left critique and
returned as a ‘respectable’ object of analysis. Indeed, a number of the most cele-
brated publications of recent years have in different ways oriented themselves
around reinvestigating and understanding (both theoretically and historically)
the meaning of capitalism, be they social democratic, Marxist, Keynesian or
neoconservative.? In universities across the world, students and scholars are
now collaborating in ways that seek to challenge ruling class orthodoxies.’ As
a recent New York Times article put it, ‘A specter is haunting university history
departments: the specter of capitalism’.

This renewed attention to the study of capitalism is a welcome development,
particularly as capitalism’s return to the limelight as the dramatis persona of
modern history has come fit with a certain renaissance in Karl Marx’s critique
of it. ‘Marx is Back’, lamented the Economist,” and with it so too are an array
of novel avenues for renewed Marxist-inspired understandings and critiques of
capitalism, and particularly its formation as a historical mode of production.
Why was capitalism successful in supplanting other modes of production? What
propelled it to global dominance? And finally, what are its historical limits?

This book cannot hope to offer complete answers to all of these questions.
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Rather, our aim is to provide new theoretical and historical perspectives in
which these questions can be re-examined and answered anew, hopefully better
than previous attempts. Simply stated, we argue that the origins and history
of capitalism can only be properly understood in international or geopolit-
ical terms, and that this very ‘internationality’ is constitutive of capitalism as
a historical mode of production. Although this may seem intuitively obvious
to many readers, in what follows we show that existing conceptions of capi-
talism have hitherto failed to take this internationality seriously. This has led to
problematic theorisations of its origins and development that limit not only our
histories, but also our critiques of the present.

This distinctly geopolitical character of the origins of capitalism is brilliantly
anticipated in German Renaissance painter Hans Holbein’s 1532 masterpiece
The Ambassadors (Figure 0.1), which illustrates a meeting between French envoys
Jean de Dinteville and George de Selve in London. The painting astounds
because these two aristocratic subjects are placed at the periphery, and the only
explicitly religious symbol, a cross, is veiled by a curtain. While these two pillars
of medieval power - the church and aristocracy - are symbolically pushed to
the side, an anamorphic skull and a table littered with objects — with commodi-
ties — occupy the focal point of the painting. Was this a prophetic, if unwitting,
forecast of feudalism’s imminent decline? Did it anticipate a capitalist future
where social relations would come to be ‘mediated by things’?

Notwithstanding such speculation, these objects constitute a vivid record of
the geopolitical milieu that defined European’ international relations in the early
16th century.® The morbidity portrayed by the skull reminds us that death was at
the forefront of European consciousness in this period - indeed, Holbein’s own
life would be taken by plague in the autumn of 1543 in England just ten years
after the painting was completed.’ In the immediate time of the painting, peasant
revolts were sweeping through Christendom, leaving the ashes of serfdom in their
wake. In preceding centuries, Europe had been ravaged by disease, precipitating
a demographic crisis that had reduced Europe’s population by between 30 and
60 per cent by the 15th century.

On the bottom right-hand side of the table in the painting, a book of
Lutheran hymns sits by a broken lute, signifying the discord in Christendom
between Protestants and the Catholic Church. To the left of these items rests
Martin Benhaim’s terrestrial globe, made under the commission of Nuremberg
merchants seeking to break the Portuguese hold on the spice trade. The globe is
tilted so that after European towns, ‘Affrica’ and ‘Brisilici R’. (Brazil) are the most
legible markers. We can also see the Linea Divisionis Castellanorum et Portugal-
lenum (‘Line of division between Spain and Portugal’) demarcating the division of
the New World between Habsburg Spain (west of the line) and Portugal (east of
the line), here signifying the importance of these discoveries and the subsequent
competition between European states over commercially profitable territories.
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Figure 0.1 Hans Holbein, The Ambassadors, 1533

In front of the globe is Peter Apian’s A New and Well Grounded Instruc-
tion in All Merchant’s Arithmetic, an early textbook of commercial scholarship
that covered profit-loss calculation, trading customs, navigation and route
mapping. Placed alongside Benhaim’s globe, it demonstrates the inseparability
of commercial interests from maritime exploration, as well as the increasingly
global - and competitive — character of trade. Above these items, on the top of
the table, numerous scientific instruments highlight the rapid development of
techniques in seafaring. Continuing the theme of Christendom’s decline, these
also indicate a mounting shift away from the divinity of religion as the predom-
inant episteme and towards the rationality of scientific inquiry and humanism.
Finally, linking the resting arms of the two ambassadors, and tying the objects
together, is a Turkic rug, indicating the rivalry between the Ottoman and
Habsburg empires. The presence of this ‘Eastern’ commodity indicates that the
numerous changes taking place in Europe in this period were often undergirded
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by processes emanating from non-European sources, by social formations and
actors that were unambiguously more powerful than anything seen in Europe at
the time.

Let us run through these themes once more: a demographic crisis brought
about by the Black Death; the Ottoman-Habsburg rivalry; the discovery of the
New World and its division along linearly demarcated spaces of sovereignty;
the festering atmosphere of revolt and rebellion; the economic significance of
colonisation. Each in their own way either captures or anticipates the central
dynamics and historical processes behind the collapse of feudalism and the
emergence of capitalist modernity. Moreover, running throughout the themes
of the painting is a resolute awareness of the geopolitics behind these processes.
The emphasis on the New World and the Ottoman Empire reminds us that the
making of capitalism in Europe was not simply an intra-European phenomenon,
but a decidedly international (or intersocietal) one: one in which non-European
agency relentlessly impinged upon and (re)directed the trajectory and nature of
European development. Tracing this international dimension in the origins of
capitalism and the so-called ‘rise of the West’ is what concerns us in this book.

Our primary motivation in making this argument is to subvert, and we hope
displace, the dominant wisdom in the historiography and theoretical analyses
of the period. For despite the latent centrality of ‘the international’ implied by
Holbein’s painting, dominant theorisations of early modern Europe have been
constructed with non-European societies in absentia. Whether in the sphere of
politics, economy, culture or ideology, the emergence of capitalist modernity
is generally understood as a sui generis development unique to Europe. Where
non-European societies do figure, they are typically relegated to the status of a
passive bystander, at the receiving end of Europe’s colonial whip, or a comparative
foil — an Other - against which the specificity and superiority of Europe is defined.
In short, the history of capitalism’s origins is an unmistakably Eurocentric history.

The Problem of Eurocentrism

So what exactly is Eurocentrism? At its core, it represents a distinctive mode
of inquiry constituted by three interrelated assumptions about the form and
nature of modern development.!® First, it conceives of the origins and sources
of capitalist modernity as a product of developments primarily internal to
Europe. Based on the assumption that any given trajectory of development is
the product of a society’s own immanent dynamics, Eurocentrism locates the
emergence of modernity exclusively within the hermetically sealed and socio-
culturally coherent geographical confines of Europe. Thus we find in cultural
history that the flowering of the Renaissance was a solely intra-European
phenomenon.!! Analyses of absolutism and the origins of the modern state
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form are similarly conducted entirely on the terrain of Europe, with non-
European cases appearing (if at all) comparatively.!? Dominant accounts of the
rise of capitalism as either an economic form?®* or a social system!'4 similarly
place its origins squarely in Western Europe, while non-Europe is relegated to
an exploited and passive periphery.’’

This internalist story of an autonomous and endogenous ‘Tise of the
West’ constitutes the founding myth of Eurocentrism.!® By positing a strong
‘inside-out’ model of social causality (or methodological internalism) — whereby
European development is conceptualised as endogenous and self-propelling —
Europe is conceived as the permanent ‘core’ and ‘prime mover’ of history. In its
worst forms, this can lend itself to an interpretation of European society and
culture as somehow superior to the rest of the world. This second normative
assumption of Eurocentrism can be termed historical priority, which articulates
the historical distinction between tradition and modernity through a spatial
separation of ‘West’ and ‘East’. Through this method, non-European societies
have been opposed to Europe as an ideological Other against which the spec-
ificity and distinctiveness of Western modernity has been and continues to be
defined.’” Through numerous sociological trends, the ‘East’ has in turn been
(re)constructed as an intransigent and threatening foe representing a
fundamental and irreconcilable challenge to the values of the ‘West’.!8

In establishing this ‘Iron Curtain’® of mutual obstinacy, both Eurocentric
internalism and notions of historical priority have been reinforced, not only ideo-
logically but also materially. Expressed through either the comparative approach®
or ‘methodological nationalism’,*' Eurocentrism tends to overlook the multiple
and interactive character of social development. In doing so, it sets up an epistemo-
logical distinction between Europe and ‘the Rest’ as theoretically incommensurable
objects of study, turning the study of the origins of capitalism into an exclusionary
process in which the agency of non-European societies is erased or overlooked.

From these two assumptions emerges a third predictive proposition: that the
European experience of modernity is a universal stage of development through
which all societies must pass. This stadial assumption posits a linear develop-
mentalism in which endogenous processes of social change - from tradition to
modernity, feudalism to capitalism and so on - are conceived as universal stages
which encompass all societies of the world, at different times and different
places. These three propositions (methodological internalism, historical priority
and linear developmentalism) make up the core of Eurocentric accounts.

Confronting the Problematic of Sociohistorical Difference

How the West Came to Rule challenges these assumptions by examining the
‘extra-European’ geopolitical conditions and forms of agency conducive to
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capitalism’s emergence as a distinctive mode of production over the longue durée.
We do so by tracing the processes of societal transformation through an analysis
of the various internationally determined historical dynamics, structures and
agencies that emerged and unfolded over the late Medieval and early modern
epochs. In this respect, we hope to contribute to what has proven in recent
years to be a veritable historiographical revolution in the study of the early
modern epoch. This has come from a disparate group of scholars challenging
what they see as the fundamentally Eurocentric nature of extant theoretical and
historical approaches to the genesis of capitalist modernity.?? Debates over the
origins of capitalism have subsequently taken on new dimensions as scholars
have forcefully problematised notions of a self-propelling ‘rise of the West’
while relativising the uniqueness of Western modernity.?> Once sidelined to the
margins of historical and sociological investigation, the non-European sources,
dynamics and experiences of capitalist modernity have thus been at the forefront
of these literatures, acting as a much needed corrective to the essentialising,
self-aggrandising narratives of an internally generated ‘European miracle’.

Perhaps the most significant contribution of this body of literature has been
the resolute focus on the relations of interconnection and co-constitution between
‘the West” and ‘the Rest’ in their joint, if uneven, making of the modern world.
This attention to ‘the international’ as a thick space of social interaction and
mutual constitution should put International Relations (IR) scholars in a unique
position to make important contributions to these debates. Yet thus far, post-
colonial and world history critiques?* have made little impact on the mainstream
of the discipline, even after the historical sociological ‘turn’ in IR.* Instead,
historical sociological approaches to IR have been criticised for reproducing Euro-
centric assumptions, as they predominately conduct their analysis on the basis
of European history.?* Many of the foundational engagements with history in IR
have been - and continue to be - primarily carried out on the terrain of European
history and intra-European dynamics.?” Where they do exist, substantive engage-
ments with non-European societies tend to emphasise the ‘Iron Curtain’ of
ideological-cultural difference.?

Calls for a genuinely ‘international historical sociology’® have thus remained
locked within this Eurocentric cage, as they have yet to fully provincialise
Europe, treating it instead as the privileged locale and organic birthplace of capi-
talist modernity (see Chapter 1). To change this perspective is the central aim
of How the West Came to Rule. Widening the spatial optic of capitalism’s emer-
gence beyond Europe over the longue durée, we offer a fundamental rethinking
of the origins of capitalism and the emergence of Western domination that puts
non-Western sources (both structural and agential) at the forefront of analysis.
In doing so, we elucidate the manifold ways that ‘the West’ itself, as both an
ideo-political and a socioeconomic entity, was only formed in and through its
interactive relations with the extra-European world. These international dimen-
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sions are explored in the substantive historical chapters (Chapters 3 to 8). In
each, we shift or decentre the sites of analysis on which most theoretical atten-
tion to the origins of capitalism and the ‘rise of the West’ has focused. Some
of these sites are relatively unfamiliar or overlooked in the existing debates,
as exemplified by the Mongolian and Ottoman Empires’ ‘contributions’ to the
development of capitalism (see Chapters 3 and 4 respectively). However, we also
revisit more familiar sites common to contemporary debates — for example, the
role of the American ‘discoveries’ in the making of global capitalism (Chapter
5), the ‘classical’ bourgeois revolutions in European history (Chapter 6), and
the colonisation of Asia (Chapter 7 and 8) - precisely in order to make them
unfamiliar through a more ‘international’, non-Eurocentric framework.

In so doing, we also seek to go beyond extant contributions in world history
and postcolonial literatures. That is, How the West Came to Rule does not aim
simply to add new, non-European perspectives that might expand the empir-
ical scope of the study of capitalism’s origins. Rather, it offers an alternative
framework through which our theorisation of capitalism might be significantly
revised. We do so by drawing on and further refining Leon Trotsky’s theory
of uneven and combined development which, we argue, uniquely incorporates
a distinctly international dimension of causality into its very conception of
development (see Chapter 2).%°

The debate on the transition to capitalism is a particularly apposite body
of literature for assessing uneven and combined development’s efficacy in
theorising social change as positions within it well demonstrate the very meth-
odological problems the theory seeks to overcome: specifically, the hardened
division between ‘internalist’ and ‘externalist’ modes of explanation. In partic-
ular, the debates within (neo-)Marxist approaches have largely split between
these two ‘internalist’ and ‘externalist’ poles. On the one side, scholars such as
Maurice Dobb,*! Robert Brenner*? and Ellen Meiksins Wood?* locate the gener-
ative sources of capitalist social relations in the internal contradictions of feudal
European societies, and particularly England. On the other, Paul Sweezy** and
Immanuel Wallerstein® view capitalism as having developed from the growth
of markets, commerce and trade in Europe over the Long Sixteenth Century
(1450-1650). The main issue between these different positions revolves around
whether the intensification of exchange relations (trade) or class conflict was
the prime mover in the transition to capitalism. More recently, anti-Eurocentric
scholars have broadened the debate in considering the emergence of antecedent
forms of capitalism (or ‘proto-capitalism’) in the non-West, while further empha-
sising the contingent, or accidental, factors explaining the rise of a globally
dominant Western European capitalism.’® Yet, for the most part, the anti-
Eurocentrics have moved within the main methodological parameters set out
by the original debate, accepting an essentially externalist explanation of the
genesis of capitalism. By highlighting the spread of commerce and markets



HOW THE WEST CAME TO RULE

as the prime movers, they equate ‘antediluvian forms’ of capital®” with
capitalism.*

What is Capitalism?

The stark disagreements over precisely what factors were central in the making
of capitalism beg the question: what is capitalism? In some respects this is a
trick question, in that it conceals from view more than it opens to enquiry, since
the content of capitalism is of a complexity that resists any single-line defini-
tion. Treating capitalism as ‘generalized commodity production™ or ‘competitive
accumulation of capital through the exploitation of wage-labour® or ‘market
dependence’! captures, in some respects, a ‘hard core’ around which it functions.
However, the argument we advance in this book is that there is a wider complex
web of social relations that stretch our understanding of capitalism far beyond
what is captured in any of these phrases. We explicate further what these social
relations are over the course of the book, progressively introducing more deter-
minations and categories that we consider crucial to the origins and reproduction
of capitalism. For the time being, then, we restrict ourselves to identifying a basic
heuristic framework through which we may theorise capitalism.

To say what capitalism ‘is’ runs the risk of reducing capitalism to a thing,
which tends to obscure the multivalent connections in society that facilitate,
structure and ultimately limit its reproduction. More specifically, it carries the
implication that any given social factor contains an essence that is logically
independent of other factors to which it is related. Capital ‘as a thing’ is often
understood simply as ‘profit’, or an accumulated pool of money, or perhaps
machinery, whose existence is independent of wider social relations. Treating
capital solely as a ‘thing’ therefore tends to naturalise and eternalise capitalism.

In contrast, we follow Marx in conceiving capitalism as encompassing
historically specific configurations of social relations and processes. Such a
relational-processual approach helps us move away from ‘abstract one-sided’
self-representations of capitalism and toward uncovering the ‘concrete living
aggregate’ of ‘definite social relationships’.#* For example, Marx’s observation
that some categories (such as capital) necessarily presuppose others (such as
wage-labour) allowed him to uncover, analyse and criticise an array of struc-
tural conditions of exploitation and power that reproduce the capitalist mode of
production. This reminds us that just as social relations are historically specific
and constructed, they can be transformed, abolished and reconstructed. Simi-
larly, the emphasis on process further begs a historicisation of the development
of capitalism not as a fixed entity, but as one that morphs and reconfigures
social relations according to certain historical problems, challenges, struggles,
contradictions, limits and opportunities.
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We hope this emphasis on process will assist us in moving away from any
sociological or political position that posits a certain phase (or place) in capital-
ism’s history or geography as ‘pure’, ‘ideal-typical’, ‘unchanging’ or its ‘highest
stage’. From such a perspective, we seek to subvert any attempts to read the
history of capitalism as a linear progression of clearly discernible stages. Finally,
‘process’ should help us capture one of the defining characteristics of capital
as social relation, the necessity of its movement and motion - in production,
circulation and realisation.

In both senses, then - as social relations and as process — it might appear
to make more sense to talk about capitalisms rather than capitalism. Indeed, a
central thesis of this book is that the history of capitalism is a multiple, poly-
valent one, irreducible to any singular process or social relation. Nonetheless,
we argue that there is a certain unity to its functioning that renders neces-
sary the study of the capitalist mode of production as an intelligible (albeit
contradictory) object of analysis.

Treating capitalism in such terms - as a contradictory social totality — helps
us trace the ways in which multiple relations of domination, subordination and
exploitation intersect with and reproduce each other. From this perspective, we
argue that capitalism is best understood as a set of configurations, assemblages,
or bundles of social relations and processes oriented around the systematic repro-
duction of the capital relation, but not reducible - either historically or logically
- to that relation alone. By placing an emphasis on such configurations and
assemblages, we also seek to highlight how the reproduction and competitive
accumulation of capital through the exploitation of wage-labour presupposes
a wide assortment of differentiated social relations that make this reproduction
and accumulation possible. These relations may take numerous forms, such as
coercive state apparatuses, ideologies and cultures of consent, or forms of power
and exploitation that are not immediately given in or derivative of the simple
capital-wage-labour relation, such as racism and patriarchy.

To take one example, one of the great achievements of feminist scholarship
has been to show how the existence of wage-labour presupposes a vast ‘repro-
ductive sphere’ that sits outside (albeit related to) the immediate production
process. Here, non-waged forms of production - cooking, house-keeping, child-
bearing and so on - are fundamental to the reproduction of wage-labour, and
capitalism as such. As we demonstrate throughout the book, such relations (and
others) were absolutely crucial to both making the accumulation and reproduc-
tion of capital possible, and producing forms of subordination, exploitation
and social stratification that were at the heart of alienating workers from their
labour and from each other. We argue that an analysis of the making of capi-
talism should thus be one that seeks to disclose ever more complex webs,
assemblages and bundles of social relations that feed into the origins and
reproduction of capitalism as a mode of production.
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In this book we argue that uneven and combined development provides a
way into disclosing and analysing the historical emergence and development of
such assemblages, which were and still are constitutive of capitalism. By consti-
tutive, we mean historically constitutive: that is, those historical processes that
fed into the emergence and development of capitalism. But we also use ‘constitu-
tive’ to designate those relations and processes that continued to function (albeit
in different forms) over the course of subsequent centuries, and persist today:
that is, social relations that capitalism cannot do without. As we shall argue,
what we consider ‘constitutive’ is considerably broader than many existing
theorisations of capitalism. We argue that this necessitates a broader historical
and geographical scope for the proper study of the origins of capitalism, and a
theoretical framework capable of making this wider scope intelligible.

Nonetheless, it must be stressed that what follows is not intended to be a
‘total’ account of the origins of capitalism and the ‘rise of the West’. Indeed, our
historical account cannot help but be partial, emphasising certain processes and
leaving out others. Similarly, we must recognise that this is not a total history
but one that privileges those processes that were central to the making of capi-
talism in Europe. This carries within itself its own dangers of Eurocentrism,
in that non-European societies are studied only insofar as they are relevant to
European development. We acknowledge the potential concerns that arise from
this, but insist that something unique did happen in Europe that propelled it
to global dominance at the expense of non-European societies. Uncovering the
histories of subjugation and exploitation that lay behind this ‘rise’ is therefore
crucial to critiquing the mythologising of European (or Western) exception-
alism. Taking Europe as an object of study in the telling of this history is both
essential and unavoidable. Yet, insofar as gaps exist, we hope that the frame-
work we offer nonetheless provides scope and avenues for future research,
and the incorporation of further historical processes that may complement our
analysis. In this respect, we seek to provide a more inclusive account of the
origins of capitalism that highlights hitherto significantly neglected aspects of
the story: particularly, regarding the role of ‘the international’, ‘intersocietal’ and
‘geopolitics’. Of course, this then begs the question: what are ‘the international’
and ‘geopolitics™?

What Is Geopolitics?

Most broadly defined, geopolitics and ‘the geopolitical’ can be conceived as
encompassing both: first, the variegated processes and practices of commu-
nities, societies and states occupying, controlling, socialising, organising,
protecting, and competing over territorial spaces and their inhabitant peoples
and resources; and second, the multivalent forms of knowledge, discourses,
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representations, ideologies and strategies, along with the articulations, modes
and relations of power generated from such processes. From this perspective,
we may then examine how the (re)production, structuring and organisation of
space and the construction of human ‘territoriality’ itself are inherently social
processes rooted in, conditioned by, and articulated through historically specific
and changing power relations. This allows for the conceptualisation of territo-
rial spaces and the exchanges that take place within, across and between them
as pivotal sites of social contestation, change and transformation.®

Under capitalism, for example, specific forms of territoriality and other
socially constructed spaces are being persistently constituted and reconstituted,
borders continually drawn and redrawn, human geographies constantly fash-
ioned and refashioned in and through the uneven development, production,
accumulation and circulation of capital across time and space, as well as by the
resulting differentiated relations of power, domination, exploitation and conflict
accompanying the global reproduction of capitalism as a social whole. Our focus
on these geopolitical dimensions of development and reproduction is, then,
not intended to reproduce the well-worn problems of geographical or geopo-
litical determinism. Rather, it aims to spatially broaden our analytical optic to
the multiplicity of different ‘geo-social’ processes and determinations through
which capitalism emerged. We would argue that such a spatial widening of
our analytical imaginary is in fact a necessary methodological first step in any
endeavour to furnish a genuinely non-Eurocentric theorisation of capitalism’s
genesis and development.

In order to avoid (neo)realist (mis)conceptions of ‘the international’ as an
absolutely autonomous, suprasocial sphere of geopolitical interactions,* our
uses of the concepts of ‘the international’ and ‘international system’ do not
denote a permanent state of anarchy, or necessarily imply competition between
discretely constituted political units in which the autonomous logic of this
competition dictates their strategies. To make the realist move of deriving inter-
societal competition from political multiplicity is to unproblematically accept
the anthropologically dubious assumption that societies necessarily threaten
each other.#

We must call out all such ahistorical reificatory and essentialist perspec-
tives for what they really are: thinly veiled rationalisation (intentional or not)
of power politics in attaining states’ putative ‘national interests’. In short, they
are particular representations and articulations of the hegemonic ideologies of
modern world politics masquerading as social ‘scientific’ theories*® — traditional
IR as ‘the Discipline of Western Supremacy’, as Kees van der Pijl aptly terms
it.#” In direct contrast to such approaches, geopolitics, human territoriality and
intersocietal/international conflict, along with the very demarcation of the
geopolitical as such, must be conceptualised as emergent properties of a wider,
interactive and uneven process of development.*

11
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But with these definitions of ‘geopolitics and ‘the geopolitical’ at hand,
honesty compels us to admit that the subtitle of this book (The Geopolitical
Origins of Capitalism) is something of a misnomer. While we do indeed examine
a wide range of sociohistorical processes that are, strictly speaking, geopolitical
(such as great power rivalries, colonialism and war), many other developments
we investigate are more properly captured under the rubric of ‘intersocietal’ or
‘international’ relations, as exemplified by cross-cultural diffusions of trade,
commerce, ideas, technologies and disease. We nonetheless settled on this
subtitle not simply because it was catchier than, say, The Intersocietal Origins of
Capitalism, but rather because it captures a fundamental point we are at pains
to make throughout this book: that capitalism could only emerge, take root and
reproduce itself — both domestically and internationally - through a violent,
coercive, and often war-assisted process subjugating, dominating, and often
annihilating many of those social forces that stood in its way — processes that
continue to this day.

In this sense, our book seeks to offer a ‘counter-history’ to the many liberal-
inspired narratives emphasising the fundamentally pacifying and ‘civilising’
nature of capitalist development. They present a world where the spread of
free trade and markets is equated with the promotion of a more cooperative
and peaceful international order; one in which ‘globalisation’ is viewed as
transforming contemporary international politics into a series of ‘positive-sum’
games whereby states can realise absolute gains; where increasingly integrated
transnational circuits of capital and global market relations are in turn identi-
fied as advancing more liberal-democratic civic cultures, identities and norms.*
As we demonstrate through the pages that follow, this is a conception of capi-
talist development that is fundamentally at odds with the historical record, both
past and present.
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CHAPTER 1

The Transition Debate:
Theories and Critique

In order to examine the object of our investigation in its integrity, free from all
disturbing subsidiary circumstances, we must treat the whole world as one nation,
and assume that capitalist production is everywhere established and has possessed
itself of every branch of industry.

Karl Marx, 1867}

... events strikingly analogous but taking place in different historic surroundings
led to totally different results. By studying each of these forms of evolution sepa-
rately and then comparing them one can easily find the clue to this phenomenon,
but one will never arrive there by the universal passport of a general historico-
philosophical theory, the supreme virtue of which consists in being super-historical.

Karl Marx, 18772

Introduction

In this chapter, we critically assess a number of influential Marxist-inspired
theorisations of the transition to capitalism. We focus on such Marxist-inspired
perspectives not because they exhaust the range of possible approaches to theo-
rising the transition or because we think other perspectives have nothing to
offer. Rather, we centre our attention on them because the Marxist tradition has
arguably examined and debated the subject of capitalism’s genesis more than
any other social theoretical tradition. For these reasons, our critical examina-
tion of other important perspectives to capitalism’s origins is in later chapters
— Smithian approaches in Chapter 5, new institutionalism in Chapter 7, and
neo-Weberian historical sociology and the California School in Chapter 8.

The chapter is divided into three sections. The first section examines World-
Systems approaches to the origins of capitalism, particularly through an
engagement with the works of its most influential representative and
‘founder’, Immanuel Wallerstein. While highlighting the important contri-
butions that World-System Theory (WST) has made to the study of
capitalism’s genesis over the longue durée, we nonetheless argue that this
approach - especially Wallerstein’s rendition of it — remains hamstrung by two
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particularly debilitating problems: the unwitting reproduction of Eurocentrism
that erases non-European agency; and the inability to provide a sufficiently
historicised conception of capitalism.

The next section investigates the ‘Brenner thesis’ and the theoretical apparatus
(Political Marxism) that Robert Brenner’s works on the transition to capitalism
have engendered. We focus on three particularly problematic and interconnected
issues in their theorisation of capitalism’s inception: first, their commitment
to a methodologically internalist and concomitant Eurocentric (or Anglo-
centric) analysis of the origins of capitalism; second, the resulting deficiencies
in their examination of the relationship between the making of capitalism and
geopolitics; and third, their highly abstract and minimalist conception of
capitalism.

In the third section, we consider the merits and problems of post-
colonialism. The inclusion of postcolonial studies in our overview of the
different approaches within the transition debate might seem unusual given that
postcolonial scholars have predominantly focused on the experiences of moder-
nity outside — and subsequent to — the emergence of capitalism in Europe. The
existence of capitalism is then something largely taken for granted by post-
colonial studies — a point that we argue limits their ability to fully ‘provincialise’
Europe. We nonetheless also draw out the important methodological and theo-
retical contributions postcolonialism offers in the study of capitalism’s origins
— contributions that we seek to take up and further develop in the chapters that
follow.

The ‘Commercialisation Model’ Revisited: World-

Systems Analysis and the Transition to Capitalism

The Making of the Modern World-System: The Wallerstein Thesis

The most systematic exposition of WST can be found in the works of Immanuel
Wallerstein, who sought to bring together longue durée history writing with the
anti-hegemonic politics of the 1960s Third World movements. From dependency
theorists Wallerstein took the importance of colonisation in order to explain
unequal regional differentiation between the capitalist core and periphery.
From Sweezy and Braudel came the emphasis on the ‘world-system’ as the
unit of analysis, and relatedly the importance of trade and exchange.’ Finally,
Wallerstein emphasised the historical specificity of the crisis of feudalism and
the collapse of world empires as a precondition for the emergence of the capi-
talist world-system. This was because Wallerstein was additionally concerned
with how to denaturalise capitalism, and so explore the possibility of its
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eventual demise.* At the heart of this project was then establishing the historical
specificity of capitalism by:

reopenling] the question of how and when the capitalist world-economy was
created in the first place; why the transition took place in feudal Europe and not
elsewhere; why it took place when it did and not earlier or later [and]; why earlier
attempts of transition failed.®

The specificity of the capitalist world-system is explained through a negative
comparison with the social form that preceded it, world empires. The latter were
integrated systems of political rule which controlled and exploited differenti-
ated communities on a regional and sometimes inter-regional basis. According
to Wallerstein, world empires restricted economic development because large
state bureaucracies would absorb surpluses appropriated from agrarian produc-
tion, hindering or precluding the accumulation of capital and (re)investment
in production.® The collapse of world empires was a precondition for the emer-
gence of capitalism, for it released profit-seeking commercial activities from the
fetters of overarching imperial states. Now unrestrained, production would be
‘constantly expanded as long as further production is profitable’, and capital-
ists would ‘constantly innovate new ways of producing things that expand their
profit margin’.” Consequently, trade tended towards constant expansion and
subsumption - ‘an expansion of the geographical size of the world in question’
— which created a capitalist world economy by progressively ‘incorporating’
greater proportions of economic activity into its own ‘logic’. This subsumption
of ‘non-capitalist zones’ into the capitalist world-system took place ‘through
colonization, conquest, or economic and political domination’.’

At the heart of this expansion was an ever-increasing regional specialisation
and a world division of labour.!® From this perspective, Wallerstein distinguished
the emergence of the world-system via overseas expansion from the freeing of
labour, deriving the latter from the former.!! That is, the world-system is capitalist
not because it involves the systematic exploitation of formally free wage-labour
throughout its regions, but rather because it is characterised by different soci-
eties’ integration into a transnational network of market exchanges and trade.'?
Wallerstein effectively denies the necessity of the wage-labour side of the capital
relation for his definition of capitalism itself, writing for example that:

The point is that the ‘relations of production’ that define a system are the ‘relations
of production’ of the whole system, and the system at this point in time is the
European world-economy. Free labor is indeed a defining feature of capitalism,
but not free labor throughout the productive enterprises. Free labor is the form of
labor control used for skilled work in core countries whereas coerced labor is used
for less skilled work in peripheral areas. The combination thereof is the essence of
capitalism.’
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It is only with the capitalist world-system that we find different localities
integrated into a single but differentiated world-system - a unified division
of labour distinguished along the hierarchical axes of core, semi-periphery
and periphery."* This unequal relationship is the sine qua non of capitalism
for Wallerstein, in which differences between core (Western) and peripheral
(non-Western) states determine the transfer of surplus from the latter to the
former. This allowed for the observation that just as the core was experiencing
an extensive freeing of labour, it was also siphoning off, via unequal exchange,
huge amounts of surplus from unfree, coerced labour in the periphery, leaving
the periphery in a permanent condition of developmental ‘backwardness’.
Hence, part of the value of WST is to situate capitalist exploitation in this
broader - international - grid of power and economic relations, beyond the
singular act of an individual wage-labourer being exploited within the unit of
production.’® As such, the importance of international hierarchy, exploitation,
and more broadly unequal power relations, is revealed. And by distinguishing
this world-system from preceding world empires, Wallerstein’s approach
usefully emphasises the historical specificity and transience of such a hierar-
chical, exploitative system. These two elements — historical specificity and global
hierarchies — can most certainly be considered the potential primary strengths of
WST. However, on both counts WST ultimately fails to deliver. As we shall see,
its identification of historical specificity is ill defined, to the point of missing it,
and core-periphery relations are circumscribed by a problematic Eurocentrism
that elides ‘peripheral agency’. We now turn to these criticisms in further detail.

The Problem of Eurocentrism

One of the benefits of Wallerstein’s emphasis on the world-system as the appro-
priate unit of analysis is that it has necessitated the study of societies outside
of Europe. WST is prolific in this regard, with applications as diverse as the
Ottoman Empire!® and Turkey,!” Africa,'® South Asia,'” East Asia?® and Latin
America.?! But, for all of Wallerstein’s emphasis on the world-system as the unit
of analysis, we find within his version of WST a pervasive internalism which
underpins some unfortunate — if not intentional®? — Eurocentric assumptions.
First and foremost, the operative concepts in WST such as ‘division of labour’
and ‘specialization’ are derived from an internalist classical social theory par
excellence, Adam Smith’s The Wealth of Nations.”> These are then extrapolated
in an unmediated fashion onto the international scale without considering how
it might refashion such concepts. Falling prey to the ‘fallacy of the domestic
analogy’,>* WST leaves the distinct determinations arising from the coexistence
and interaction of a multiplicity of differentiated societies (‘the international’)
untheorised as their own unique domain of social interactions.?” Instead, these
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intersocietal determinations are functionally subsumed under the overriding
operative logic of a singularly conceived world-system.?

This inside-out method is replicated in WST’s study of history. Despite
the high degree of emphasis on exogenous, global factors, WST cannot get
away from an ontologically singular Eurocentric ‘logic of immanence’.?
Consequently, Wallerstein reproduces the typically Eurocentric view that the
transition from feudalism to capitalism took place uniquely and autonomously
within the clearly demarcated spatial confines of Europe.?® Although Asian
empires displayed signs of potential development towards capitalism,? it was
the crisis of feudalism in Europe between 1300 and 1450 ‘whose resolution was
the historic emergence of a capitalist world-economy located in that particular
geographical arena’.*

World history subsequently became about how this European creation
spread outwards and ‘eventually expanded to cover the entire globe, eliminating
in the process all remaining redistributive world-economies and reciprocal
mini-systems’.>! In short, social transformations from the 16th century onwards
are understood in the Eurocentric terms of linear developmentalism, in which
European social forms are transmitted to ‘the East’. In this approach, we find a
typically Eurocentric distinction between an atavistic and despotic East and a
capitalist West, now recast as periphery and core respectively. In this schema,
‘the West’ is once again presented ‘as the pioneering creator of modernity’, and
‘the East’ as ‘a regressive and unexceptional entity that is incapable of capitalist
self-generation’;*? an undifferentiated, passive transmitter of surplus to the core.
This leads to a double ‘elision of Eastern agency’.’* ‘Eastern’ elites are seen to
voluntarily follow ‘Western dictates in order to better secure their own material
reproduction within the capitalist world-system’.** Meanwhile, non-Western
forms of resistance are either overlooked or seen to unintentionally and
passively reproduce the capitalist world-system.*

This latter issue is especially striking given Marx’s theorisation of the distinct
processes of subsumption through which capitalism could expand. For Marx,
subsumption involved the possession, subordination and subsequent transfor-
mation of the labour process into a form compatible with capital’s tendency
to self-valorisation. The two chief moments of this process — formal and real
subsumption - refer specifically to instances of confrontation with extant
labour processes. Formal subsumption denotes capital taking hold of pre-
existing forms of production, leaving them intact, and extracting surplus from
the labour process as it is given. Real subsumption, in contrast, refers to instances
where pre-existing labour processes are either transformed, or destroyed and
created anew in the image of capital.’

In both cases, the character of subsumption and the relation between labour
and capital are determined in and through class conflicts, through which direct
producers attempt to resist, restrict, or perversely enable ‘the form and extent of
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ruling-class access to surplus labour’.’” That is, the ‘world division of labour’ —
the differentiated and multiple forms in which production is oriented to capital
- is not simply a function of capital, wherein different forms of exploitation
emerge due to the technical requirements of profit-maximisation. It is, rather,
the result of the multiple and variegated outcomes of the struggles of capital with
whatever methods of production it encounters. The failure of WST to confront
the multiple nonlinear histories through which capitalism has been configured
and reconfigured in the course of such struggles consequently involves writing
the history of the ‘periphery’ out of the history of the ‘core’.

This points to a more substantive issue in Wallerstein’s analysis: the strict
binary distinction between non-capitalist and capitalist modes of production
excludes the possibility of their coexistence and hence combination.’® This
is a debilitating problem, since it leaves any theorisation of the transition to
capitalism largely indeterminate. As Eric Mielants suggests:

The concept of an ‘age of transition’ can be interpreted as requiring the operation
of at least two coexisting modes of production, and the eventual domination of
one over the other. If we want to analyse the rise of one mode of production and
the demise of another, at some point we have to acknowledge them as working
together. If not, one is left with the argument that feudalism simply disappeared
within Europe during the 16th century.*

Similarly, for C. P. Terlouw:

During this long transitional phase, feudalism was slowly transformed into, and
superseded by capitalism. This can only mean that during at least two centuries
feudalism and capitalism coexisted in one world-system. So what Wallerstein
explicitly denies (the coexistence of two modes of production in one world-
system) he implicitly assumes for the period between 1450 and 1650. If one
accepts that during a very long period, several modes of production coexisted in
one single system, it is a small, and completely logical step to admit that at any
moment in the history of the world-system several modes production could exist
simultaneously.*

This inability to theorise the coexistence and interaction of multiple modes of
production is at the heart of Wallerstein’s Eurocentrism. Since social relations
that existed prior to capitalist incorporation are rendered irrelevant to our under-
standing of developments ‘post-incorporation’, we are left with a picture of the
world-system devoid of differentiation in terms of either agency or outcomes. In
Ernesto Laclau’s words, Wallerstein’s world-system is a ‘vacant and homogenous
totality’ that is both historically and theoretically ‘created by eliminating differ-
ences rather than articulating them’.! By denying the coexistence of multiple,
differentiated modes of production, WST negates societal difference and
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multiplicity, and the interactions that stem from them. The very mechanism
through which the history of the ‘non-West’ could be brought into the history
of ‘the West’ is theoretically and historically occluded from the outset.

The Problem of Historical Specificity

The binary opposition of world empires and world-system forms the basis of
Wallerstein’s historicisation of capitalism, his account of the transition between
the two, and ultimately his Eurocentrism. In a sympathetic critique, Mielants
suggests that this strict opposition overlooks many key factors of capitalist
development that were already well in place in the pre-capitalist era of world
empires. He argues that it is possible to identify periods of commercial ‘transi-
tion’, ‘acceleration’ or ‘revolution’ in the long durational period between 1100
and 1500. This period witnessed not only substantial changes in the agrarian
structure of society, but also developments in urban production and trade that
were crucial to the later consolidation and domination of capitalism.*

For example, 12th-century Florence** was dominated by commercial
and financial interests that developed a sophisticated weaving and spinning
industry, while Flanders developed a robust textile export industry based on
‘a far reaching division of labour, employing both semi-skilled and unskilled
workers in large numbers’.* Moreover, the mining industry in 12th-century
Tuscany was led by private partnerships using wage-labour and capitalist
property rights.* Land reclamation - the use of ‘land as a commodity that one
could acquire, improve and profit from’ - constituted an important aspect of
14th-century capital formation in both the Low Countries and Northern Italy.#
Such was the depth of these developments in land, textiles and mining that
Mielants describes Flanders and Northern Italy as ‘a genuinely capitalist mode
of production’ based on wage-labour.*® What is more, Jairus Banaji has shown
how these developments toward capitalism in the Mediterranean were in fact
‘preceded by (and built on) an earlier tradition of capitalist activity’, including
partnerships and advance payments, that had developed in the Arab world over
the 9th and 14th centuries.*

These prototypical developments in capitalism were not exclusively local.
Mielants claims that the capitalist subsumption of non-capitalist regions through
‘through colonization, conquest, or economic and political domination’ can also
be observed in the Italian city states’ 14th and 15th century activities in the Medi-
terranean and Black Sea. He also suggests that the Iberian Reconquista®® used
practices that were identical to the more ‘global’ form of Atlantic colonialism,
albeit on a much smaller scale.’! Similarly, in the 15th century, the Portuguese
monarchy, according to Banaji, was a “driving force of a capitalist revolution”
of far-flung trading establishments [feitorias, factories] buttressed by military
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fortresses’. Imperial Portugal became the “pioneers of the modern colonial
system”; harnessing the Crusader tradition of a marginalised aristocracy within
the peculiar fusion of Crown and commercial capitalism’.>? It is also possible to
detect instances of world ‘divisions of labour’ that existed prior to the emergence
of the world capitalist system. Noting unequal divisions between the Italian city
states and the Baltic, Mielants argues that nascent core—periphery relations were
present in Medieval Europe, with the Baltic supplying raw materials in exchange
for finished goods from the Italian states. The emergence of Eastern Europe as
‘the granary of Western Europe’ was itself rooted in a longer evolution that
started with the Italian city states in the 13th and 14th centuries (for a further
discussion of antediluvian instances of capital see Chapter 7).%

Taking all of these ‘antediluvian’ examples of capital together, Mielants asks,
‘when discussing the emergence of capitalism, why not use such world-systems
terminology before the 16th century?** Mielants’ argument poses an interesting
problem for WST: how far is it possible to combine a longue durée analysis of
capitalism with one that clearly demarcates the specificity and hence transience
of capitalism? Many authors working in the WST tradition circumvent this issue
altogether by simply doing away with any notion of historical specificity.

Fernand Braudel’s use of concepts such as ‘capitalism’ and ‘core-periphery’
prior to the 16th century is well known.” Kasja Ekholm and Jonathan Friedman
argue that systems characterised by capital accumulation and centre-periphery
structures based on such accumulation have existed from ancient systems
onwards.”® Similarly, Andre Gunder Frank and Barry Gills suggest that some
kind of world-system has been ever-present in the history of human societies,
and openly dismiss the possibility of any sharp modal breaks. They argue that
‘the same world-system in which we live stretches back at least 5,000 years’, in
which ‘capital accumulation has played a ... central role’.’” Historical develop-
ment is subsequently theorised in terms of shifts between different institutional
forms through which accumulation takes place, and in terms of hegemons
that dominate an otherwise qualitatively similar world-system.*® Since such
changes are only formal, historical change is articulated as the ‘cumulation of
accumulation’.”?

One of the benefits of such a move has been to make WST more amenable
to non-Eurocentric modes of history writing. Indeed, a variety of authors
have developed in-depth historical analyses of flourishing world economies
throughout Eurasia and Africa, based on sophisticated commercial links, divi-
sions of labour and core-periphery relations.®® Janet Abu-Lughod therefore
argues that ‘it would be wrong to view the “Rise of the West” as ... an event
whose outcome was attributable exclusively to the internal characteristics of
European society’.®! Similarly, for Mielants, ‘the emergence of capitalism can
hardly be explained by focusing exclusively on certain transformations within
Europe’.®
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Nonetheless, in these accounts, Eurocentrism is overcome at the expense of
historical and theoretical specificity. By assuming the transhistorical presence
of capitalism and not explaining its historically specific origins, this strand of
WST fails to develop any kind of historical theorisation of the transition itself.
Capitalism, according to this view, has always existed, and has if anything been
extended gradually over time. In such a view, an explanation for why ‘the West’
was able to eventually subordinate and peripheralise ‘the Rest’, at a particular
(if long durational) historical period, is left undeveloped. Although Mielants
describes this as an ‘extreme’®® version of WST, his line of reasoning shows
that this transhistorical turn appears to be inscribed in the conceptual appa-
ratus and theoretical assumptions of WST. For once Wallerstein’s conceptual
claims are taken to their logical - or rather historical - conclusion it is possible
to see ‘commercialisation’, ‘divisions of labour’; ‘incorporation’, and ‘core and
periphery’ throughout all of human history.

This is precisely the charge of Robert Brenner’s searching critique of Waller-
stein. According to Brenner, Wallerstein’s primary mistake is not historical,
but rather theoretical. By placing an overemphasis on the profit motive and
the expansion of trade, Wallerstein provides a ‘neo-Smithian’ model of capi-
talism.* In the pursuit of profit, regions are separated in a world division of
labour by specialisation, in which the forms of exploitation tend to correspond
to the technical requirements of the world economy.* This functional division
of the globe into different regions or ‘zones’ in turn assures the ‘flow of surplus’
from periphery to core, which enables ‘the capitalist system to come into exis-
tence’.% In short, for Wallerstein, ‘the growth of the world division of labour
is the development of capitalism’,*” wherein qualitative transformations in the
class structure of societies are seen as the result of the quantitative expansion
of exchange. The basis of capitalism, the class system of free wage-labour, is
understood simply as a ‘techno-economic adaptation’ undertaken by indi-
vidual capitalists in order to ‘maximize surplus and compete on the market’.
Yet this model assumes precisely what needs to be explained: the ‘conditions
required for the prevalence of these tendencies’® - that is, the origins of capi-
talism as a mode of production.” The crux of the issue for Brenner is that by
omitting any analysis of class struggle, Wallerstein’s theorisation of capitalism is
indeterminate.

While the intensification of urban growth, trade and markets throughout
Europe in the early modern era could act as ‘preconditions’ for the eventual
development of capitalism, such developments, taken on their own, were
incapable of engendering the transition to capitalism, as cities and markets
were not by ‘nature or even tendentially capitalist’. For Brenner, the compul-
sion to maximise surpluses, reinvest in production, and develop labour-saving
innovations is given in the relation of competition between capitalists and
the nature of exploitation through increasing relative surplus. Yet both these
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conditions crucially depend on the separation of direct producers from the
means of production - the freeing of labour - and the subsequent employment
of wage-labour as the primary form of exploitation.”” These conditions them-
selves presuppose a historical process through which labour, otherwise bonded
by serfdom, becomes free — that is, a historical process of class struggle between
lords and serfs (see the next section of the chapter).

In contrast, Wallerstein simply ‘takes it for granted’ that the subjective
rationale for profit maximisation will lead to innovation, a world division of
labour, and thus capitalism. In doing so, he does not consider the objective,
historically specific conditions which give rise to, and necessitate, such capi-
talistic behaviour.” This theoretical indeterminacy in turn leads to a lack of
historical specificity. Since ‘flowerings of commercial relations cum divisions
of labour have been a more or less regular feature of human history for thou-
sands of years’, Wallerstein is unable to explain ‘why the rise of trade/division
of labour should have set off the transition to capitalism in the case of Europe’.”

Therefore, the sort of ‘historical continuity’ in the analysis of capitalism
that Mielants, Abu-Lughod, Frank and Gills call for is in fact an unfortunate
byproduct of Wallerstein’s theorisation of historical development.”? Once
Wallerstein’s neo-Smithian assumptions are laid bare, it appears that the sharp
historical divide between world empires and world economies effectively
dissolves into a transhistorical model of quantitative economic development.’
With it, the very notion of a mode of production becomes indeterminate, and
the historical specificity and transience of capitalism disappears.

Whether Brenner’s alternative theoretical analysis of the transition to capi-
talism marks an advance over Wallerstein’s is examined below. A significant
point worth recalling, however, is the very important contribution that Waller-
stein’s concept of the ‘world-system’ — a contribution all too often overlooked
or forgotten after the ‘non-debates’ of the late 1970s” - made in rescaling
the primary ontological unit of analysis from the nation-state to the world-
systemic perspective. This opened a potential - if largely unfulfilled — means of
integrating the causal impact of intersocietal relations into our conceptions of
development.

The Spatiotemporal Limits of Political Marxism

The Brenner Thesis: Explanation and Critique
In what has become one of the most influential theorisations of capitalism’s

emergence, Robert Brenner mobilised Marx’s emphasis on changing relations
of production (for Brenner, reconceptualised as ‘social property relations’”®) in
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order to historicise the origins of capitalism in terms of class struggles specific to
feudalism.”” These struggles were determined by relations based on the appro-
priation of surplus from the peasantry by lords through extra-economic means:
lords would habitually ‘squeeze’ agricultural productivity by imposing fines,
extending work hours and extracting higher proportions of surpluses. In the
15th century, this sparked class conflicts in the English countryside, where serfs
rebelled against their worsening conditions and won formal enfranchisement.
The liberation of serfs from ties and obligations to the lord’s demesne in turn
initiated a rise in tenant farming and led to increased market dependence, as
peasants were turned away from their land and forced into wage-labour as an
alternative means of subsistence. Although peasant expulsions were met with
significant resistance, the strength and unity of the English state ensured victory
for the landed ruling class.” This concentrated land in the private possession
of landlords, who leased it to free peasants, unintentionally giving rise to ‘the
classical landlord-capitalist tenant-wage labour structure’.”?

By contrast, in France, the freeing of the peasants and their ability to retain
the land was bound up with the development of a centralised monarchical
state that came to take on a ‘class-like’ character as an independent extractor of
surpluses through the taxing of land. The French absolutist state consequently
had an interest in securing and protecting peasant landowning as a source of
revenue against the re-encroachments of the lordly classes. The ability of the
peasants to hold on to the land in turn prevented the systematic emergence of
wage-labour in France, hampering the transition to capitalism.*

For Brenner, the differential outcomes of the class struggles in England and
France are explained by the divergent evolution of the English and French
states. Curiously, in explaining these divergent state trajectories Brenner explic-
itly evokes ‘international’ factors: the Normandy invasions for England, and the
political-military pressures of the English state on the French. The ‘precocious
English feudal centralization ... owed its strength in large part to the level of
feudal “political” organization already achieved by the Normans in Normandy
before the Conquest, which was probably unparalleled elsewhere in Europe’.®!
As Brenner notes:

the English feudal class self-government appears to have been ‘ahead’ of the French
in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, not only because its starting point was
different, but because it was built upon advances in this sphere already achieved
on the Continent, especially in Normandy. In turn, when French centralization
accelerated somewhat later it was influenced by English development, and was
indeed, in part, a response to direct English politico-military pressure. Thus the
development of the mechanisms of feudal accumulation tended to be not only
‘uneven’ but also ‘combined’, in the sense that later developers could build on
previous advances made elsewhere in feudal class organizations.®
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Although evoking the concept of ‘uneven and combined development’ here,
Brenner’s analysis proceeds within the confines of a comparative historical
analysis whereby ‘the international’ remains an ad-hoc addendum to an essen-
tially ‘internalist’ analysis of the changing balance of class forces and state
formation. Nowhere does ‘the international’ enter into Brenner’s theoretical
presuppositions centred, as they are, around his concept of ‘social property rela-
tions’. Yet, as Neil Davidson argues, ‘[b]y focusing almost exclusively on what
[Political Marxists] call social property relations, they “have no terms” to explain
events that lie outside these relationships’.®* This is particularly problematic for
Brenner and his followers, who explicitly reject any conception of the origins of
capitalism as immanently developing from the contradictions of feudal society.®*
Rather, feudalism is conceived as a ‘self-enclosed, self-perpetuating system that
cannot be undermined by its own internal contradictions’.®*

Hence, in spite of an extensive and informative historical explanation, Bren-
ner’s conception of the origins of capitalism based on shifting social property
relations is conceptually too narrow and too simple; Brenner ultimately tries to
explain too much with too little. In Brenner’s schema, Marx’s master concept,
the ‘mode of production’ - conceived as the composite totality of relations
encapsulating the economic, legal, ideological, cultural and political spheres
— is reduced to the much thinner ‘social properly relations’ concept, which is
itself reduced to a form of exploitation. Brenner’s error is to take the singular
relation of exploitation between lord and peasant as the most fundamental and
axiomatic component of the mode of production, which in turn constitutes
the foundational ontology and analytical building block upon which ensuing
theoretical and historical investigation is constructed. Yet, as Ricardo Duchesne
argues, this stretches the concept of the ‘relations of production’ too far, as it
seeks to incorporate under the logic of ‘class struggle’ all military, political and
economic factors, while reducing military, political and legal relations - concep-
tualised as ‘political accumulation’ by Brenner - to functions of this singular
relation.5¢

The result of this ontological singularity is a dual tunnelling — both temporal
and spatial - of our empirical field of enquiry. Temporally, the history of capi-
talism’s origins is reduced to the historical manifestation of one conceptual
moment - the freeing of labour - and in turn explained by it. Spatially, the
genesis of capitalism is confined to a single geographical region - the English
countryside — immune from wider intersocietal developments. Such tunnelling
cannot explain why the extensive presence of formally free wage-labour prior
to the 16th century (both inside and outside England) did not give rise to capi-
talism.®” Nor can it explain subsequent social developments; by obliterating the
histories of colonialism, slavery and imperialism, Brenner ‘freezes’ capitalism’s
history.®

This substantially narrows Marx’s more robust conception of the process of
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‘primitive accumulation’ to which Brenner and his students give so much analytical
weight in explaining capitalism’s origins. In a famous passage, Marx wrote:

The discovery of gold and silver in America, the expiration, enslavement and
entombment in mines of the indigenous population of that continent, the begin-
nings of the conquest and plunder of India, and the conversion of Africa into a
preserve for the commercial hunting of blackskins, are all things which charac-
terize the dawn of the era of capitalist production. These idyllic proceedings are the
chief moments of primitive accumulation .... The different moments of primitive
accumulation can be assigned in particular to Spain, Portugal, Holland, France,
and England, in more or less chronological order. These moments are systemat-
ically combined together at the end of the seventeenth century in England; the
combination embraces the colonies, the national debt, the modern tax system, and
the system of protection.®

In Marx’s temporally and spatially more expansive view, capitalism’s genesis
was not a national phenomenon, but rather an intersocietal one. It therefore
makes sense to follow Perry Anderson in viewing the origins of capitalism
‘as a value-added process gaining in complexity as it moved along a chain of
interrelated sites’.°

In contrast, Brenner spatially reduces capitalism’s origins to processes that
occurred solely in the English countryside; towns and cities are omitted, Europe-
wide dynamics are analytically active only as comparative cases, and the world
outside Europe does not figure at all. Similarly excluded are the numerous
technological, cultural, institutional and social-relational discoveries and devel-
opments originating outside Europe that were appropriated by Europe in the
course of its capitalist development.”® In short, Brenner neglects the determi-
nations and conditions that arose from the social interactions between societies,
since ‘political community’, in his conception, is subordinated to ‘class’, while
classes themselves are conceptualised within the spatial limits of the political
community in question.’? This leads to the various moments of Eurocentrism
outlined in the Introduction. Temporal tunnelling gives rise to the notion of
historical priority; spatial tunnelling gives rise to a methodologically internalist
analysis. For Brenner’s followers these problems are only compounded, as
the possibility of the development of early capitalisms outside of the English
countryside that Brenner allows for is rejected.”” The notion of the origins of
‘capitalism in one country”* is thus taken literally.

This Eurocentrism of Political Marxist analyses is further reinforced by their
conception of pre-capitalist societies as generally incapable of significant tech-
nological innovations by either the direct producers or exploiters. For in the
absence of the market compulsions that are unique to capitalist property rela-
tions, Political Marxists claim that there was no equivalent systemic ‘imperative’
to increase labour productivity and generalise technical improvements across
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different economic sectors.” Under feudalism, the consequence of this systemic
inability was that ‘real [economic] growth’ could only be achieved ‘by opening
up new land for cultivation’.”® Moreover, the ‘cross-cultural’ diffusions of tech-
nologies and organisational forms which could facilitate modal transformations
in recipient societies is explicitly rejected by Brenner since, as he writes, ‘new
forces of production were readily assimilable by already existing social classes’.””

In short, Political Marxists deny the development of the productive forces any
causal role in explaining the transition from feudalism to capitalism, since doing
otherwise would inevitably run the risk of ‘technological determinism’, emptying
human agency in the process.”® To counter this common charge of ‘techno-
determinism’, it is important to note that the concept of ‘productive forces’ not only
took on different meanings relating to different historical contexts in Marx’s writings
(at one point it was identified with early social communities),”” but, moreover,
should not be conflated with mere ‘technologies’. Rather, the forces of production
refer to both the means of production — including ‘nature itself, the capacity to labour,
the skills brought to the process, the tools used, and the techniques with which
these tools are set to work’ — and the labour process — ‘the way in which the different
means of production are combined in the act of production itself’.!%

As this definition indicates, the forces of production (or ‘productive powers’)
cannot be subsumed under any ‘techno-determinist’ interpretation. They are
simultaneously material and social: for example, the ways in which tools are
used involve both accumulated collective knowledge and a particular socio-
historical context in which they operate. To say that there is a tendency for the
forces of production to develop over time is simply to say that humans have
been motivated to change them, and have done so in ways that have increased
the social productivity of labour. Human agency is thus crucial to the process.!®!

What is more, the Political Marxist conception of pre-capitalist societies as
relatively stagnant social formations, incapable of either endogenous or exoge-
nously driven technological advances, has been challenged by a wealth of more
recent studies of economic growth in pre-capitalist epochs.'® Indeed, sustained
technological and organisational innovations, and thus agrarian productivity,
were important features of late Medieval and early modern ‘European’ societies
(see Chapters 3 to 6). Denying productive forces any explanatory significance
prior to capitalism also generates a pervasive Eurocentrism, since it situates
their development exclusively in modern Europe, as the harbinger of capi-
talist property relations. This obscures from view the extensive development
of productive forces in non-European contexts, such as with the early modern
tributary empires of the Ottomans and Mughals (see Chapters 4 and 8) and
the dynamic colonial plantation systems in the Americas over the 16th to 18th
centuries. In so doing, it occludes from the outset the possibility that productive
forces transmitted from these extra-European sources to Europe contributed to
the formation of capitalism in Europe itself (see Chapters 3, 4, 5 and 8).
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So the Political Marxist conception of pre-capitalist societies as essentially
developmental dead-ends is an historical claim that is both Eurocentric and diffi-
cult to sustain empirically. This should force us to reconsider the significance of
productive forces historically, and re-evaluate the possibility of reincorporating
their study into our theoretical explanations of the transition to capitalism.

The Geopolitical in the Making of Capitalism

The ontological singularity of the Political Marxist approach gives rise to a
series of historico-theoretical exclusions from their account of the origins of
capitalism: namely, intersocietal interaction and the concomitant geopolitical
relations of political-military competition and war-making. This might at first
seem like a strange omission given Brenner’s emphasis on the role of ‘political
accumulation’ and state-building, which he and his followers see as immanent
to feudal property relations. That war was endemic to the feudal era is gener-
ally recognised. But rather than conceiving this as an eternal ‘will to power’ or
a consequence of a transhistorical anarchic condition of the states system, as
mainstream International Relations scholars and neo-Weberians do, Brenner’s
approach firmly roots the tendency to war in the nature of the prevailing social
property relations. ‘In view of the difficulty, in the presence of pre-capitalist
property relations, of raising returns from investment in the means of produc-
tion (via increases in productive efficiency)’, Brenner writes, ‘lords found that if
they wished to increase their income, they had little choice but to do so by redis-
tributing wealth and income away from their peasants or from other members
of the exploiting class’.!® Dependent as they were on political forms of surplus
appropriation, feudal lords would therefore seek to expand the political means
- land and military — through which their reproduction would be guaranteed.
Insofar as this expansion put them into competition with other lords seeking to
do the same, intra-lordly conflicts - feuds and wars — were structural outcomes
of feudal property relations. Hence, ‘the drive to political accumulation, to state-
building, is the precapitalist analogue to the drive to accumulate capital’ **

Drawing on Brenner’s analysis of the drive to ‘political accumulation’ under
feudal property relations, Benno Teschke and Hannes Lacher make a sharp
theoretical distinction between the historical emergence of capitalism and
an antecedent system of territorialised states.!”® Accordingly, they argue, the
‘interstate-ness of capitalism’ cannot be derived from the nature of the capital
relation itself, but must be ‘regarded as a “historical legacy” of pre-capitalist
development’.1 They thereby claim that capitalism retains a wholly contingent
relation to the multistate system, in which both the contemporary system of
sovereign states and uneven development are understood as ‘historical legacies’
of a distant feudal-absolutist past.!®’
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This leads Political Marxists to discard formations such as the English East
India Company as ‘essentially non-capitalist in its logic’. For Ellen Meiksins
Wood this was because the English East India Company relied on ‘surpluses
extracted directly from producers in the age-old manner of non-capitalist
extra-economic exploitation in the form of tax and tribute’, making it ‘an
unambiguously non-capitalist institution’ — a verdict Wood similarly shares
regarding the Dutch East India Company (see Chapter 7).!% For various Political
Marxists, then, geopolitical rivalries and territorialised (‘extra-economic’) forms
of accumulation are part of the undying feudal-absolutist legacy bequeathed to
capitalism — war is the nightmare from which capital has yet to awaken.

From such a perspective, how can we begin to understand, let alone respond
politically, to the many ‘war-assisted’ processes of capital accumulation,
geopolitical coercion, competition, rivalry and the like littering the history of
capitalism’s development? More specifically, could not the war-making activities
among feudal lords or absolutist states make for capitalist states? In other words,
might not an unintended consequence of ‘political accumulation’ be to generate or
spur the development of capitalist production relations? This is what Political
Marxists appear to reject.!?

For example, Erica Schoenberger has examined how markets developed out of
the state-building tasks of territorial conquest and control during the Medieval
period, while being tied to specific modes of war-making. In this connection,
markets emerged out of, or were created to respond to, the myriad logistical
problems faced by states in ‘the mobilization of resources and their manage-
ment across space and time’.!’* Commodity markets in material resources,
property and labour were all crucial to the movement of wealth and goods that
was necessary for Medieval war-making. This is not to say that the development
of markets in itself led to the emergence of capitalist social relations. However,
it would suggest that the effects of war - territorial integration — provided a
more amenable environment for the extensive development of markets, while
certain modes of war could actually spur commercialisation and the intensive
development of productive forces.

The reliance of state managers on private entrepreneurs in the financing and
making of war also involved the widening and deepening of market relations.
The symbiotic relationship between advances in war-making activities and the
rise of capitalism has been perhaps most systematically explored by William H.
McNeil, who writes that ‘by the sixteenth century even the mightiest European
command structures became dependent on an international money and credit
market for organizing military and other major undertakings’. As a consequence,
market relations continued to expand, gradually penetrating ever wider spheres
of European society. Although it is import