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The standard interpretation of Karl Marx's historical materialism is that human society involves a general development of productive power within a social structure of economic relations. This structure of society changes through progressive epochs of economic systems, including the development from feudalism to capitalism to communism.
  New technology and other forces of production are first aided in their development by the relations of production. Inevitably, however, the relations of production become fetters on the forces and prevent their further development. A revolution occurs because of this stagnation and a new, more productive society replaces the old society. A revolution only occurs after stagnation sets in and always installs a more productive economic system that develops new forces that are more advanced than those in the old system.

As Marx said in his famous 1859 Preface: “At a certain stage of development, the material productive forces of society come into conflict with the existing relations of production …. From forms of development of the productive forces these relations turn into their fetters. Then begins an [epoch] of social revolution.” (CW29, 263)

Marx focused on the phenomenal development of capitalism with its impending crises, but his historical materialism is interpreted as a general law of historical development according to which “the productive forces have a systematic tendency to develop”.
 Each epoch reaches a level of senility at which time the productive relations are said (on this general interpretation) to fetter the development of the productive forces. From this period of fettering with crises, social revolution through class struggle brings a new higher form of society in which the new productive relations promote (or allow) further development of the productive forces. According to this view of constant growth and expansion, socialism (or communism) will be more productive than the capitalism that it replaces. Bursting the fetters brings further development of productive forces. That is the way progress is conceived.

I contest the idea that there is a general law of constant development that conceives future society principally in terms of developed forces of production and growth. In this paper, I try to show that Marx’s historical materialism was more enlightened and more specific, in ways that are both more plausible and more humane. Correspondingly, there is a shift, I believe, in the way the process of fettering and the breaking of the fetters are elaborated. Marx, on my view, allows for more civilized progress according to which capitalism’s obsession with growth (and profits) is replaced by communism’s focus on freedom. This produces a change in focus of what a more advanced society beyond capitalism can and should be.

Capitalism, according to Marx, is an advanced economic system with economic relations that rapidly develop and expand production. Capitalism is a “hothouse” where those in control, the bourgeoisie, are obsessed with making more with less labor, their sole source of surplus value and thus profits. As Marx said in Capital, the “technical basis [of modern, capitalist, industry] is … revolutionary, while all earlier modes of production were essentially conservative.” (Cap, I, 617; CW35, 489)
 A similar point is made in the “Manifesto”: “Constant revolutionising of production, uninterrupted disturbance of all social conditions, everlasting uncertainty and agitation distinguish the bourgeois epoch from all earlier ones.” (CW6, 487) There is a good and advanced side of capitalism, but there is also much about it that is ruinous, destructive and bad.

In Capital, Marx claimed that the contradictions are seen “in the ceaseless human sacrifices required from the working class, in the reckless squandering of labour-powers, and in the devastating effects of social anarchy.” (Cap, I, 618; CW35, 490?) Capitalism shows no concern for its ruthlessness with labor, its destruction of nature, its wastefulness of resources, and the shoddiness of its commodities. As capitalism ages it produces severe poverty, widespread oppression, destructive wars, and dangerous pollution. Moreover, under capitalism, many forces of production become destructive rather than productive.

Capitalist relations of production become dysfunctional for society, and a new society with new relations of production comes on the scene. There is a transition to communism with advanced relations of production that usher in an advanced society.
 In “Capital”, Marx focused on the law of motion of capitalism that would substantiate his historical materialism about the “epochs marking progress in the economic development of society”. (Preface, CW29, 263) The best known remarks about the fetters that lead people to fight for a new society is in the “Preface”, but a similar message is found in Capital.
In chapter 32, “The Historical Tendency of Capitalist Accumulation,” Marx wrote that “new forces and passions spring up in the bosom of society, but the old social organization fetters them and keeps them down [they feel themselves to be fettered]”. (CW35, 749; Cap, I, 928) With an ever-extending “entanglement of all peoples in the net of the world market, and with this, the international character of the capitalistic regime … [grows] the mass of misery, oppression, slavery, degradation, exploitation … [and] the revolt of the working class …” The same mechanism accounts for the change. “The monopoly of capital becomes a fetter [Fessel] upon the mode of production …. Centralization of the means of production and socialization of labour at last reach a point where they become incompatible …. The expropriators are expropriated.” (CW35, 750; Cap, I, 929)

Marx’s alleged core idea of what prompts change is widely thought to be that as advanced as capitalism is as an economic system, communism (or socialism, as it is often put) will be even more advanced. Being more advanced is, in turn, interpreted as having more developed forces of production and being more productive, i.e. in terms of growth. Thus, according to Elster, Marx thought that “capitalism develops the productive forces to a point where communist relations become superior for their further development.” (Elster, 269) This corresponds to the idea promoted by Khrushchev and once widely held by others that the socialist economy of the Soviet Union would outproduce the capitalist society of the United States.
 

The problem is to find an interpretation of development and fettering along this line that is plausible, or even possible, about human progress.
 It does not look as though capitalism has reached its zenith of development, especially not its end and especially not in comparison to alternatives that might be established through a revolution. Still, the two terms, “development” and “fettering”, deserve attention for any reading of Marx. Both can be understood in a variety of ways without always sharp distinctions. Understanding some of the ambiguities allows less rigid and more plausible interpretations of Marx’s view. Even so, there are still inadequacies in merely adjusting the terms in order to interpret Marx about development and the fettering of the forces of production.

Development (Entwicklung, in German) can take many forms. Marx, in his discussions of capitalism, tended to emphasize technical development with the revolutionizing of the instruments of production. Capitalism oversaw a creative development of machinery and chemical processes, he wrote. (See CW35, 489; Cap, I, 617) This was new development. But he also noted the improvement of machinery and technique to make production better. With the expansion of markets in the search of profits, there was also an expansion of production where the development is an increase of the productive forces. So there is at least a variation of creative development (new), improved development (better), and expanded development (more). All are forms of quantitative development. Each form of development serves to increase surplus value and thus profits for the capitalists.

It should also be remembered that for Marx, under capitalism many forces are destroyed (contraction rather than expansion) when there are crises of overproduction of commodities. Forces of production, including machines, are left to disintegrate or are even scrapped. Marx also talked about destructive forces as in wars and the degradation of land. Capitalist relations are then not only not forms of development but also forms of destruction and retrogression.

Still, recognizing that there are varieties of development, it is undoubtedly an improvement to expect a more advanced society to be more advanced in the kinds of development that it fosters. Communism (or socialism) may be thought to better improve the forces and be more creative than capitalism. It is a better view of the transition to the future advanced society to focus on the quality of development rather than the quantity.
 The comparison should not rest on how much is produced (in how little time), on simple expansion (or labour saving processes). Thinking about quality of development still only ameliorates the misunderstanding of Marx’s idea about how communism can be seen to be superior to capitalism.

Something also needs to be said about fetters (Fessel(n), in German). The standard view has been that they are rigid barriers blocking further development and thereby causing stagnation. It is then suggested that once the fetters take hold development comes to a halt, or is severely restrained, and the old relations must then be replaced. This interpretation is unnecessarily narrow. The word "fetters" does suggest fairly rigid constraint, such as a blockage, but it would be unfair to lock Marx into every detail of the metaphor. There is nothing canonical about “fetters”. Marx used other terms as well. He spoke of a “barrier” in the “Grundrisse” that is stripped off as a “fetter”. (CW29, 133; G, 749; elsewhere, the relations serve as a “bridle”, CW28, 342; G415) In Capital, he frequently used the term “barrier” (Schranke, in German, see, for example CW37, 256). He also wrote of the forces being hemmed in. (hemmen, in German; Communist Manifesto, CW6, 490)

“Fetter,” and the other words, can mean a variety of different things, although usually they mean some form of obstructing or restraining, which may sometimes involve harnessing or guiding. The relations can also hamper, inhibit, constrict, and impede. It is surely possible that the obstruction could be very flexible and slowly applied. Why could not the forces be progressively limited, for example as the economic crises become increasingly deeper?  There is no reason to think that the system would simply collapse from the pressure of the fetters.
  The fetters can be thought of as very elastic. Marx once talked about capitalism long outliving its epoch. [Marx reference?] But it probably depends on the mechanisms of guiding and restricting that are part of fettering.

Even with enriched development and flexible fetters, it seems unlikely that the proletariat would rise up in order to install relations of production that would better develop the forces of production. It was even less likely 150 years ago when Marx was studying capitalism. I contest the view that Marx thought that communism will be superior to even fettered capitalism because of its phenomenal development of the productive forces, i.e. its enormous productivity. Marx did not think that we have to wait for socialism to develop forces that capitalism is unable to develop or to develop them faster or better. Indeed, I think for Marx, capitalism had a role unique to all epochs of rapidly developing the forces of production and preparing the way for a new higher society, but not higher because it could even more rapidly develop the forces of production.

There is an important distinction discussed by Elster and Cohen between the fettering of the development of forces and the fettering of the use of forces.
 The distinction is useful even if not what Marx meant, but it is still too narrow. Cohen speaks of whether the "productive capacity is being effectively used" (329) and whether there is an "unemployment of ... factors of production". (330) This is certainly an important--even crucial--issue for Marx. Worker unemployment, bankruptcy, and production well below capacity were among his central indictments against capitalism. (See, for example, CW35, 490; Cap I, 618.)  Elster writes about this unused capacity but also other misuses, including inhuman uses by which he means dehumanizing aspects that stunt human self-development. (Strangely, this part takes up only a couple of pages of a long discussion that everywhere else is in terms of development, i.e. growth, being fettered.)

The idea of use-fettering does take account of two important explanatory aspects in Marx’s historical materialism. Marx did write about the phenomenal development of the forces of production by capitalism. That is clearly a positive side of capitalism, an aspect that is fettered in late capitalism, but the focus of explanations in terms of fetters. There is also a negative side of capitalism even before the positive growth is fettered. Capitalism was criticized by Marx for the catastrophes, including “the ceaseless human sacrifices required from the working class” which were its negative aspect. (CW35, 490; Cap, I, 618) This is the focus of explanations in terms of harm and injury. As Marx wrote in Capital (CW35, 750), with the growth of the mass of misery and oppression comes the revolt of the working class.

It was clear, to Marx anyway, that a higher, more advanced, society was necessary and possible. It had come to the point where (according to the end of the Manifesto) “the proletarians have nothing to lose but their chains [fetters?].” The alienation, misery, and oppression make a new society necessary, while the advanced development of the forces by capitalism makes a higher advanced society. The final point of the Manifesto is that the proletarians “have a world to win.” (CW6, 519)

The issue of alienation from one's labor was an important factor in the fettering of forces for Marx; indeed I think it is the focus of the discussion in The German Ideology. (For example, see CW5, 52 and 86ff.) It is also important in Capital, especially when Marx talked about capitalism making the worker into an appendage of a machine. (See also G 541f.) But the core of his concern was free activity, being able to produce and create as we freely decide to rather than developing our skills and our creativity through that free activity. He did emphasize human self-development, but that is primarily a consequence of free activity or free producing, which was restricted in all hitherto existing societies. To talk about fettering the use of forces of production is closer to what I consider the right interpretation of Marx, but it is still a distraction from the freeing of forces—from their fetters—the position that I attribute to him.

Marx in fact wrote about the fettering of the forces rather than the fettering of the development of the forces or the fettering of growth. The famous 1859 Preface says that the relations change from forms of development of the forces to fetters of the forces. (See CW29, 263) Fettering the development of forces is one way of fettering the forces, but there are many other ways in which they can also be fettered. It is misleading for the discussion to be restricted to the fettering of development, which was not the focus of Marx’s criticisms. At a certain level of advanced development one can imagine that it will be more important what we freely do with the existing forces than how fast new forces are developed.

Capitalism has always been obsessed with expansion and quantity of production and thus the development of forces. It has a fanaticism for the development of the forces of production. Relations of production under communism, on the other hand, can be consciously set up to free the forces without having to be obsessed with their development. The focus can turn to free production for a free society. Instead of a fanaticism for development, communism can have a fanaticism for freedom. Development does not have to be ignored, but it will no longer be the sole concern. Communism will not overwhelm capitalism by outproducing it but by its superiority in fulfilling human interests and promoting human values, both individual and social.

The usual interpretation of Marx’s claim about fettering suggests that communism would jettison the bad of capitalism, exploitation, pollution, etc., and preserve the good, its technical advances in productivity and quantitative development. This would be to expect the dialectic to work by saving the good and abandoning the bad, a view that Marx mocked in his criticism of Proudhon. (Poverty of Philosophy)

The usual interpretation in terms of the fettering of development also ignores what Marx called the uniqueness of capitalism. The super-acceleration of development is distinctive of capitalism. As Marx and Engels wrote in the Manifesto, capitalism is distinguished from all earlier epochs by the “constant revolutionising of production.” (CW6, 487) And in Capital, Marx wrote that “all earlier modes of production [before capitalism] were essentially conservative.” (Cap, I, 617; CW35, 489) Relations being forms of development of the forces is especially relevant to capitalism. Marx did not present an abstract law of all history. He agreed with the reviewer (of Capital) in attributing to him the opinion that “every historical period possesses its own laws”. (Cap, I, 101; Afterword to Second Edition)

Similarly, communism is saved from the drive to develop, since capitalism has already created “the material basis of the new world”, as Marx wrote elsewhere. (CW12, 222) This is also the message in his remarks about British rule in India. Bourgeois industry has created “the material conditions of the new  world … including the modern powers of production”. (CW12, 222) “A social revolution [must] subject them to the common control of the most advanced peoples”. (CW12, 222)
 Capitalism has a “tendency towards an absolute development of the productive forces,” (CW37, 256, Cap III, 366) and in doing so “it unconsciously creates the material conditions of a higher mode of production”, (CW37, 258; Cap III, 368; see CW37, 806 on the “material means and embryonic conditions [for] a higher form of society.”) i.e. of communism (or socialism). The results of capitalism create the conditions for a new society.

With communism, immediately succeeding capitalism, the feverish drive for development of the forces of production is no longer necessary. The new society will have a higher and more advanced form, where the relations of production will free the forces of production from their capitalist fetters. There will be a transformation to a higher form of society where freedom consists in “the associated producers bringing [their interchange with nature] under their common control.” (CW37, 807; Cap, III) Once “the mass of workers … themselves appropriate their own surplus labour …. The measure of wealth is not any longer, in any way, labour time, but rather disposable time.” (G 708) Productive time itself becomes free.

As Marx and Engels said in the Manifesto: “In place of the old bourgeois society, with its classes and class antagonisms, we shall have an association, in which the free development of each is the condition for the free development of all.” (CW6, 506, end of Part II) Or as Marx said (in the Preface, CW29, 264) in his outline of epochs “the prehistory of human society … closes with [the bourgeois] social formation.” Out of the devastation of capitalism (and the ensuing revolt against it) comes “the conscious reconstruction of human society”. (Cap III, 182) Instead of class struggle there will be human endeavor promoting a better society for all.

This is also discussed in Marx’s general remarks in Capital on the cooperation of labor. (See Capital, Chapter 13, pp. 439-454) With the introduction of large-scale industry, capitalists take control of the necessary cooperation for their own profits through the exploitation of labour. The despotism of capitalism increases the necessity for “some effective control over the proper application of [the means of production by] … the wage-labourer.” (Cap. I, 449) One form of doing this is through cooperative societies, which Marx would clearly have supported more when organized by the workers themselves. One form that this takes in China is in the work of the (Gung Ho) International Committee for the Promotion of Chinese Industrial Cooperatives,  an experiment that appears to me to be worth promoting.

With a freeing of the forces of production, people will also be able to work in a less alienated way with less exploitation, to lessen pollution and the destruction of nature, to shorten working time and develop free time, to promote culture and well-being, and to develop any number of other civilizing goals. As Marx wrote in Capital: “When the worker co-operates in a planned way with others, he strips off the fetters of his individuality, and develops the capabilities of his species.” (Cap. I, 447)

As Marx noted in a comment about legislating cleanliness and health, “the capitalist mode of production, by its very nature, excludes all rational improvement beyond a certain point.” (Cap. I, 612) Rational improvement of the forces of production and their application can take many forms beyond the interest in growth. Developing the forces of production does not have to be ignored, but that has already been advanced by capitalism, making other goals possible in an even more advanced society. Those goals can include public goods like health and cleanliness as well as rational products. For example, a communist society can emphasize public transport rather than private cars.

Marx was not prepared to say what goals and values would be promoted in a higher communist society and would certainly not have itemized the products of the future. That is for the people to decide themselves collectively. Surely people will strive to promote socialist values such as equality, liberty, and solidarity. As Engels said in a review of “Capital”, the new society will be at “a level which will make possible an equal development worthy of human beings for all members of society.” (CW20, 237) In the higher form of society, “the social life-process … becomes production by freely associated men, and stands under their conscious and planned control” (Cap I, 173) thus overcoming the “monopolization of social development” under capitalism. (CW37, 806; Capital III)

There are many ways to advance on the misery, oppression, inequality, and irrationality of capitalist relations of production.

In summary, the following are some of my main points:

1. Marx believed that there was progress in history without general laws.

2. The drive to develop the forces of production is distinctive to capitalism and not general to all epochs.

3. Capitalism prepares the material conditions for communism, which is the immediately following epoch of society, and the beginning of history.

4. Capitalist relations of production are first forms of development of the forces of production and then fetters on the forces—not on their development.

5. Communism is a society of free cooperating workers in control of production.

6. Communism is characterized by free rational production.

7. We can only begin, but must begin, to consider what our free societies should be like.

China, in its attempt to go beyond capitalist relations of production, has the opportunity to show the world what a higher form of society with advanced production can be like and thus what it is to free the forces of production.
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� “In broad outline, the Asiatic, ancient, feudal, and modern bourgeois modes of production may be designated as epochs marking progress in the economic development of society.” (CW29, 263, 1859 Preface)


� This is the canonical text for the view that I am investigating here. Similar remarks are made in the “Manifesto”, where Marx and Engels wrote: “The productive forces at the disposal of [late capitalist] society no longer tend to further the development of the conditions of bourgeois property; on the contrary, they have become too powerful for these conditions, by which they are fettered [or hemmed in].” The German is “hemmen”. (CW6, 490)


� This is the way G. A. Cohen (p. 150) puts what he calls the development thesis.


�  The passage continues with important specific points: “[b]y means of machinery, chemical processes and other methods, it is continually causing changes in not only the technical basis of production but also in the functions of the labourer and in the social combinations of the labour process.”


� In the “German Ideology”, Marx and Engels wrote of a time when some forces “under the existing relations, only cause mischief, and are no longer productive but destructive forces.” (CW5, 52) In the Manifesto, they wrote that with capitalist crises “a great part not only of the existing products, but also of the previously created productive forces, are periodically destroyed.” (CW6, 489)


� It has become standard terminology to call the transition period “socialism”, but I will stick to Marx’s terminology of phases of communism. (See Ware, 1992, “Marx on Some Phases of Communism”.)


� It does not help to preserve Marx’s alleged core idea by claiming that the Soviet Union could not outproduce the United States because it did not begin at a sufficiently advanced capitalist stage.


�  G. A. Cohen (p. 326f) speaks of a “predictability constraint” and a “revolution constraint” to call into question the view about continuing development.


� This is argued in some Chinese discussions, suggesting that the socialist economy of China will be better because of better forms of development. This distinguishes qualitative from quantitative development.


� For a criticism of theories of simple collapse and a discussion of growing problems (because of fetters) see Ernest Mandel's "Introduction" to Marx's Capital,  III  (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1981), pp. 78-90.


� Marx said that “development of the productive forces of social labour is capital’s historic mission and justification. For that very reason, it unwittingly creates the material conditions for a higher form of production.” (Cap, III, 368) This suggests that development is not the (sole?) task of the higher mode, i.e. communism.


� See Elster, Making Sense of Marx, pp. 259-266 and earlier work and chapter XII of Cohen's Karl Marx’s Theory of History, expanded edition, pp. 326-340. Cohen thinks that Marx thought about use fettering despite it not being what he said and meant. In Cohen's Karl Marx's Theory of History, 1st edition he often talked about the use and development of the forces without being explicit about the distinction.


� He added: “only then will human progress cease to resemble that hideous, pagan idol, who would not drink the nectar but from the skulls of the slain.” (CW12, 222) Contrary to many interpreters, I take this to mean that India will be saved not by developing capitalism itself but by a social revolution in Britain.





