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ACKNOWLEDGEMENT 
OF COUNTRY

I am joining you from the unceded lands of the Gadigal-Wangal people of the Eora nation. I would like to pay my respects to their elders, past and present and extend 
that respect to all Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people here. I remind myself and all of us that – whatever country we are on – these always were and always will be 
Aboriginal lands. 


Please use the chat function to tell us whose country you are on today.




We’ll try to answer this deceptively simple 
question by asking… 

‣What is capitalism? 

‣How did it emerge? 

‣What is the link between capitalism and 
colonialism? 

‣How do people struggle against 
capitalism?

OVERVIEW
WHAT IS THE PURPOSE OF TODAY’S LECTURE?

According to knowyourmeme.com for some reason this Vine video of a young boy being upset about something is captioned with the question ‘why the bleep does 
everything cost money’?


The philosopher Olufemi Taiwo uses it in his blog which breaks down Karl Marx’s three volumes on Capital (see vUWS). I guess the idea is that it is pretty upsetting when 
kids find out that you need money to buy stuff. If you’re a parent, it’s quite interesting to observe then kids make this realisation. It can come as quite a shock!


To do the question of why everything costs money justice, we would need to fully explain what capitalism is and why it is the economic system that is currently dominant. 
To do this we would need a lot longer than one lecture. But, we can make a start. It is important to start with this question because the global political system is ruled by 
the logics of capitalism. 


Capitalism is not just an economic system, it is also an ideological one. In other words, most people in Australia or other liberal democratic states believe that there is no 
alternative to capitalism. While we might agree that capitalism doesn’t work for everyone (obviously, not everyone is doing well financially), it is better than alternative 
systems that - we are told - deny individuals personal freedoms (e.g. state socialism/communist regimes like the USSR). 


However, this means that we are making a link (that doesn’t actually exist) between capitalism and freedom. Being able to choose between 6 different brand of yoghurt, 
for example, does not equate to being free. It just means that there is competition between different companies (which is what drives the accumulation of capital) and 
your choice is probably constrained by how much money there is in your wallet.


It also means failing to see that authoritarian regimes also have capitalist economies (e.g. China). Except for small examples of people living together in autonomous 
Communist communities, there are no good examples of modern societies that have organised themselves completely outside of the capitalist system. That is because 



of the global nature of capitalism (as we shall see…)


Many people believe that capitalism is the only viable system by which to live because they see capitalism as human nature - the idea being that humans are naturally 
competitive beings. However, capitalism has not been around for more than a few centuries and people organised themselves differently before its invention. Not all of 
these systems were great for ordinary people (e.g. living under the reign of a feudal lord who could disposess you of your land or have you killed), but the point is that 
capitalism is neither human nature nor inevitable.


So, to understand this - after defining capitalism and breaking down some of the terminology used to talk about it (which sometimes comes across as quite technical), 
we are going to talk about how and why capitalism emerges.


Many people who have written about capitalism - first and foremost Karl Marx (who we also met in Week 1) - believe that it first developed in Europe (specifically 
England). However, other people form the majority of the world (i.e. all the places outside of Europe) have shown how important colonialism and slavery were for the 
development and success of capitalism. 


So, we are going to look at these links. We will talk about an idea called ‘racial capitalism’ which helps us understand why who is rich and who is poor is often connected 
to where you are located on the global racial hierarchy. Sometimes, this is called the ‘developed’ and the ‘developing’ world - but this is mainly a euphemism for rich and 
poor.


This question is important because it connects to our subject in Week 3, which looks at the concept of the Global Colonial Matrix or the ‘coloniality of power’. This 
question concerns why it is that, even after the official end of colonialism, the countries that were colonised by Europe continue to be poorer while the Global North 
continues to build its wealth with resources from these countries. 


Lastly, we will be asking what ordinary people who are exploited under capitalism can do to struggle for better conditions.




BUT FIRST… WHAT’S 
THE PROBLEM?

Before getting into these questions, let’s talk about some obvious problem that most of you are probably familiar with.


How is it, that money - indeed - doesn’t grow on trees?



The media would have us believe that anyone can get rich. Shows like Keeping up with the Kardashians sell an image of a hard working family who became multi 
millionaires (and one billionaire) through toil.


People like Jeff Bezos (Amazon founder) and Elon Musk of the Tesla empire, founder of PayPal (net worth $37 bill. - the richest person on earth) also sell a story of 
themselves as having been self-made, but in reality have family wealth behind them.


There are many social media generated stories about where Musk in particular got his money from. But the point is that we like to believe in a good rags to riches story 
because we would all like nothing better than to never have to worry about money again!



Most young people in Australia know that the idea that you can become rich through hard work alone is a stretch. All we need to do is look at how difficult it is to buy a 
house. 


According to a 2021 report by data research company, McCrindle, house prices have increased by 22 times since 1981 when an average Melbourne house cost $44,000. 
Today, the average cost is $962,250.


The problem is that housing - which is a basic human need - has been turned into an investment. We are encouraged to see our homes as ‘properties’ and to be 
financially smart we are told we should try to take out debt to buy more properties that we can use to increase our personal wealth. However, as the 2008 financial crisis 
showed, people who could not repay their mortgages found themselves very quickly in massive debt, and worse. In the US, for example, poorer - often Black - people 
were given loans that they could not afford to repay and when their homes were foreclosed after the banks crashed, they lost everything.


References: 

Australia towards 2031: The demographic, consumer and behavioural trends shaping the nation. McCrindle, 2021. https://mccrindle.com.au/wp-content/uploads/reports/
Strategic-Insights-Report-2021-Australia-towards-2031.pdf




?

Q: Does anyone know what the average wage has increased by? 




The problem is that housing - which is a basic human need - has been turned into an investment. We are encouraged to see our homes as ‘properties’ and to be 
financially smart we are told we should try to take out debt to buy more properties that we can use to increase our personal wealth. However, as the 2008 financial crisis 
showed, people who could not repay their mortgages found themselves very quickly in massive debt, and worse. In the US, for example, poorer - often Black - people 
were given loans that they could not afford to repay and when their homes were foreclosed after the banks crashed, they lost everything.


References: 

Australia towards 2031: The demographic, consumer and behavioural trends shaping the nation. McCrindle, 2021. https://mccrindle.com.au/wp-content/uploads/reports/
Strategic-Insights-Report-2021-Australia-towards-2031.pdf




Despite this, the myth that the reason people cannot afford to buy a home is because they do not save enough persists. In Australia, property developer and millionaire 
Tim Gurner famously said that it is because young people waste their money on avocado toast and coffee that they cannot buy a house. 




Young people were not very impressed with Tim Gurner and one person even made an online calculator which shows how many avocado toasts you need to not pay for 
and how many years it would take to buy an average home.


Try it here: https://datasaurus-rex.com/gallery/avocado-toast-house-deposit-calculator


So, in sum, at the very least, it looks like capitalism doesn’t benefit everyone equally.


But, beyond how the rise in property prices and the downward pressure on wages affects us as individuals, those who have critiqued capitalism and tried to theorise 
alternatives to it, argue that capitalism actually isn’t good for anyone (not just those who can’t afford to buy stuff with ease). The world would not be a better place if more 
people were rich because what we would need to do as humans to achieve this would be to exploit more people and more of the earth’s resources and that would 
ultimately be bad for everyone (even the rich).


A good example of this is the final scene of ‘Don’t Look Up’ (no spoilers for those who haven’t seen it)




I: SO, WHAT IS 
CAPITALISM?



CAPITALISM  

WAGE LABOUR

PRIVATE OWNERSHIP

PROFIT

According to the useful short explainer on the reading list by Licom, capitalism is ‘an economic system based on 3 things: wage labour, private ownership of the means 
of production and production of exchange and profits. 



WAGE LABOUR PRIVATE 
OWNERSHIP PROFIT

‘For the transformation 
of money into capital, the 
owner of money must 
find the free worker 
available on the 
commodity-market; and 
this worker must be free 
in the double sense that 
as a free individual he 
can dispose of his 
labour-power as his own 
commodity, and that, on 
the other hand, he has no 
other commodity for 
sale.’ 

  
KARL MARX, CAPITAL VOL. 1: 
272-3

Under capitalism 
workers  don’t own 
what they produce; 
they work for the 
capitalist class 
(bourgeoisie) who own 
both the means of 
production and the 
products. 

‘While you or I are 
primarily concerned 
with the use-value of 
items, whether we 
can sit on a chair or a 
loaf of bread, a 
capitalist does not 
care what a term’s use 
is, so long as it will 
make him money.’ 

HADAS THIER (2020) A 
PEOPLE’S GUIDE TO 
CAPITALISM: 36.

Wage labour: 

In Volume I of Capital, Karl Marx, the German theorist of capitalism and revolutionary, explained the role played by wages.

In this quote, it is a bit confusing because Marx talks about workers being free. This gives the impression that workers have a choice about whether to work or not. And 
saying that they are doubly free, implies that they are even more free. 


But what Marx means is in fact the opposite: a) workers must be able to be free to work wherever and whenever they are needed. And b) that they do not have anything 
else to sell; only their ability to work.


As should be quite obvious, this is a false freedom because if you have no other choice but to work in order to have enough money to live, and you have nothing else to 
sell (no assets, trust fund or you haven’t won the lottery), then you are not really free. You could withdraw your labour (refuse to work), but this would mean having no 
money to live; a vicious circle. 


Marx called this ‘wage slavery’ - but as we shall see later, capitalism was greatly expanded by the actual use of enslaved people (who got no wage at all), so we should 
be careful with this language.


Private Ownership: 

Wage workers work for those who control what Marx called the means of production, in other words the places (e.g. factories) where things are produced. Under 
capitalism, workers don’t own what they make. Rather they make them for those who own the factories who in Marxist terminology are called the bourgeoisie. 




These owners own both the tools used to make products and the places where they are made and the products themselves.


Profit: 

The whole point is to make a profit from the things that are made. This might seem obvious to us today. But before capitalism, people made things but they did not sell 
them in order to make money out of them. Things were sold or exchanged only to provide people with what they needed. Indigenous people did not think about how to 
maximise the land to grow as much as possible in order to profit from it, as in modern industrial farming. They grew what they needed to live from and did not overwork 
the land.


Professor Aileen Moreton-Robinson explains this well in a recent interview on the ABC radio programme, Awaye. https://www.abc.net.au/radionational/programs/awaye/
talkin-up-to-the-white-woman/13775944

 

In contrast, under capitalism, the point is not to make necessary things or develop technologies for their own sake, but to turn these things into profit. The whole point of 
capitalism is to make money in order to invest it and make more money. This is what is officially called ‘capital accumulation’.


As capitalism developed more and more things can be profited from. For example, we might ask why should we pay for our education or healthcare or indeed our food or 
housing. These are all necessities. Taking education, what we have seen is an increase in student fees accompanied by a reduction in academic staff. If the idea is to 
maximise the profit made from higher education, obviously the way to do this is to get the most in fees from students while paying out as little as possible in wages and 
other costs. 


This is why when, during Covid, international students stopped coming to Australia, universities made tens of thousands of staff redundant. Because education is no 
longer thought of as a public good, the only way universities thought they were able to survive economically was by reducing staff numbers, rather than, for example, 
selling property (which, remember, is an investment / source of capital accumulation).


But, it is important to recognise that when we explain that, under capitalism, products (Marx calls them commodities) are made in order to make a profit, that does not 
mean that these things have no value.


 As Hadas Thier shows in this quote, it might be important to us what a thing is for - I can’t sit on a loaf of bread, so if need to sit I will buy a chair - for capitalists the 
question will be can I make more money by making bread or by making chairs.


References: 

Hadas Their (2021) A People’s Guide to Capitalism:  An Introduction to Marxist Economics. New York: Haymarket Books.




USE-VALUE VS. EXCHANGE VALUE

Let’s look at this a little more closely:


According to Hadas Thier’s explanation in Chapter 2 of ‘A People’s Guide to Capitalism’, Marx is not trying to argue that things that are made have no use value. Whether 
you find something useful is up to you. If you want to spend all your money on something that someone else thinks has no importance, that’s up to you. 


So coming back to the question of bread vs. chairs, a capitalist will not ask what is more useful, bread or chairs (both are useful but the have different uses). This is what 
we call a qualitative question (how can I evaluate my need?). But for capitalists, the question is purely quantitative (numbers-based). So, the question will be, ‘how many 
loaves of bread make up a monetary equivalent of a single chair?’ (Thier, p. 35). 


This is called the exchange value. It is at this point that products become commodities. A chair or a loaf of bread is no longer the thing itself, it is considered in terms of 
how much it can be sold for.


This is why Thier explains we have so much waste: ‘capitalism is responsible for such grotesque events as dumping grain reserves into the ocean rather than selling at a 
loss to feed hungry people.’ (p. 36)


Or to take a very contemporary example, this is why we saw RATs selling for $25 each because the government refused to supply them for free and pharmacies saw an 
opportunity to make a profit.




But who is to say what has intrinsically more value - a Covid test (on the right) or a Dairy Milk bar (on the left).


How much does a dairy milk cost?


If we are trying to explain how capitalism works, it is pointless to try to weigh up the difference between the use-value and the exchange value of something by asking 
questions such as how much does the thing weigh in comparison to something else. An iPhone weighs a lot less than a brick.


The question is what is each thing worth comparatively today? Let’s say, tomorrow Covid disappears but the price of cacao beans goes through the roof and by some 
miracle people in the Global South who harvest cacao beans (some of the most exploited people in the world) have to be paid a living wage, then the Covid test would be 
worth nothing (after all it is mainly made of cheap plastic) and the Dairy Milk’s price would sky-rocket.


Thier explains that we cannot separate the use-value of a thing from its exchange value. In her example, I can bake a pie for myself - it is useful for me because it is 
delicious and I am hungry, but it has no exchange value because I am not selling it. 


But the opposite is not true. If I make a disgusting pie that no one wants to eat and I try to sell it, it has no value because no one will buy it. It has neither a use-value nor 
an exchange value.


So, a market exists when I make more delicious pies than I need to eat and I sell the rest. In fact, the pie might not even be useful to me in itself. For example, I might be 
a really good baker, but I am gluten intolerant. So, I can’t eat the pie, but I can sell it to someone else who can eat it. 




Something has an exchange value when it does not have use-value for me. If I only have one house, I can’t sell it because I will have no place to live. But if I have two 
houses, I can sell one and live in the other. In fact, in societies like Australia that is encouraged (hence bringing us back to the avocado-toast problem).


For more detail on this issue: Hadas Thier Chapter 2 pp. 38-40.




?

Quiz on the use vs. exchange value.


To sum up on the question of value, it is important to note that things do not have value outside of market relations. So, people are not valuable; the earth has no value. It 
has worth. When we talk about a person having being valuable, we are thinking of humans as assets. This is market logic.



CAPITALISM - AN INTRODUCTION (LIBCOM)

‘MONEY DOESN’T TURN INTO 
MORE MONEY BY MAGIC, BUT 
BY THE WORK WE DO EVERY 
DAY.’

THE LABOUR THEORY OF VALUE

Understanding that things don’t have intrinsic value, but can be sold on the basis of there being a market for them, what goes into creating their value?


Exchange-value is calculated on the basis of how much labour goes into producing something or providing a service. But under capitalism, the specific nature of the 
work that goes into something is not considered. Rather, it is the amount of time that it takes that is important. So, our work is calculated on the basis of the time we put 
in.


Marx calls this ‘abstract labour’ - it is a way of thinking about work in general, as a value calculated by how much the end result can be sold for, rather than by the actual 
process of what the work entails.


So, someone might spend the same amount of hours working in Cotton On as another person spends designing a bridge. But the value of this work is calculated by the 
fact that the value of the bridge is much greater than the value of the t-shirts sold. 


On top of this, the amount of hours spent is calculated on the basis of everything that went into producing these two commodities. Designing a bridge takes many more 
hours of education and technological development than selling t-shirts, which someone can pick up quite quickly. We could also add to this that t-shirts are often 
produced under sweatshop conditions by exploited workers, meaning that the overall cost of production to Cotton-On is much less.


You might think that instead of measuring the value of something in terms of hours put in, it should be measured in terms of how important it is for human development. 
Take teaching for example, why are teachers paid less than bankers? Arguably their service to society is more important. But, teachers are paid on the basis of how many 
students they teach. For example, my workload is calculated on the basis of the number of students I teach which is turned into a calculation based on hours worked.




So, teaching might be more socially important than banking but it cannot generate as much value as it. So, from a perspective that centres profit, the incentive is not to 
pay teachers more, but to find ways of reducing the number of teachers on permanent contracts so that the overall cost of public education is reduced. In a private 
school, teachers will be paid more because that cost can be transferred into parents paying higher fees that make a profit for the school (and the government incentivises 
this by giving private schools money!).




KARL MARX, CAPITAL VOL. I: 129 (IN THIER 2020: 45)

SOCIALLY NECESSARY LABOUR-TIME = THE 
AMOUNT OF TIME IT TAKES TO MAKE A 
COMMODITY ‘UNDER THE CONDITIONS OF 
PRODUCTION NORMAL FOR A GIVEN SOCIETY 
AND WITH THE AVERAGE SKILL AND INTENSITY 
OF LABOUR PREVALENT IN THAT SOCIETY.’

So, Marx emphasised the role played by what he called socially necessary labour-time. 

How much time does to take to make a chair on average using the common tools?


So, if I try to make a chair and I have neither the skill nor the right tools, it will obviously take me a lot longer than someone who is a carpenter. But, as Hadas Thier says, 
the fact that it take me longer to make doesn’t mean the chair is worth more.


So, socially necessary labour-time is not absolute, it is context and time dependent. Obviously, with technology, we can make things much more quickly than we could in 
the past. Therefore, the cost of some items has decreased e.g. computers). So, value is not inherent, it is socially determined. 


So, if a company cannot keep up to date with the latest technology and, as a result, cannot make good chairs fast enough it will be unable to compete with other 
companies.


When talking about socially necessary labour-time, not only the commodity itself is taken into account but also the time involved in producing the raw materials that go 
into the product, in the case of a chair, wood or metal, fabric or leather, nails etc. So all of this is factored in. A fraction of the cost of the machine used to make the chair 
will be factored into the cost of each chair, as will things like rent or the premises, advertisement, transport etc. The idea is that the owners of the chair-making company 
hope to recoup the cost of all of this through the sale of chairs over time. 




‘WORKERS CREATE VALUE’

So, why get tied up in knots about all of this?


The bottom line is that things do not have an intrinsic value, what gives them their value is the labour that goes into them (be that the production of the object itself, the 
raw materials, the transport, advertising, etc. etc.)


So, as this meme suggests, it is not capitalism that makes sure we have cool gadgets like iPhones, it is the fact that there are people who make them. Without them, 
there would be no product.




SURPLUS VALUE

So far we have seen how capitalism understands value, the point always being to make a profit, and we have seen that it is labour (not the commodity itself) that creates 
that value. But how do capitalists make profit from that labour?


The key is what Marx calls ‘surplus value’. The cost of the pizza is greater than the worker’s pay and the ingredients and everything else that goes into the production 
(e.g. rent, electricity, etc.)


[I have linked to a meme on vUWS which breaks down what the pizza maker would actually earn were they to be paid in relation to the actual cost of the pizza to the 
customer.]


So, this is what generates profit. What the worker earns is separate from the value produced from the thing that she makes - the pizza in this case.


This is  only possible because what we are paid for when we work is our time, not the thing that we produce. So, because - under capitalism as discussed earlier - we 
have nothing to offer but our ability to work, if we are to be able to live, we have to enter into this contract, ensuring that it is up to the owners of the means of production 
(our bosses), not us, what the product we have made or the service we have given can be sold for, a value which is market-dependent. 


Once we have given our day’s work, our boss can do what he wants with the product of our labour. For example, this lecture, which I researched and wrote, belongs to 
the University. If I leave, I have to leave this work to the University to be used again. The extent of this becomes clear when we consider the case of the student in 
Canada who found out in 2021 that his online course was being provided by a lecturer who had been dead since 2019.






SOCIAL 
REPRODUCTION

Not only do employers pay workers for less than the value of what they produce, but they also benefit from a lot of unpaid labour (not only slave labour which we will 
come to soon). Marxist feminists such as Selma James, Silvia Federici and Tithi Bhattacharya have written about social reproduction, in other words the work that is 
done in the home that allows the worker to be able to come to work. 

We will look at this in greater detail in Week 10, when we look at gender and power. 



?
WHAT IS THE SOME OF THE UNPAID WORK DONE IN THE HOME?

Social reproduction includes bringing up children, cooking, cleaning, laundry, making food etc. 

This free labour is not costed in capitalists’ calculations, but it is absolutely necessary to keep the machine going. If workers are not fed, they cannot work.




SURPLUS VALUE

So, the extraction of surplus value which is what capitalism is based on - it is what allows for money to be made in order to be reinvested and thus make more money - is 
fuelled by exploitation.


As Hadas Thier explains it, ‘the rate of surplus value measures the rate at which we are exploited… it is the ratio between that part of the day that creates the value of 
your wages, and that part of the day in which your labour is unpaid.’ (p. 84).


She cites an example of Lan who works in a Vietnamese garment factory making shoes a pair of which cost an entire month’s salary. 


To sum up, the situation explained by Marx produces a worker who is alienated from her work, and also ultimately from herself.


If you have no choice but to go to work in order to buy the things you need to survive which capitalism sells back to you at a much higher price than the value of the work 
that went into them, then it becomes difficult to see what one’s purpose is in life. Of course, the aim - or so we are told - is to study hard and to get a fulfilling job, not just 
something to pay the rent. But, as we shall see as the weeks go on, social stratification - things like racism, sexism, ableism, classism etc. - stop people from being able 
to ‘live the dream’. 


Also, under capitalism, even jobs that can be thought of as vocational (passion jobs) must submit to its logic. You may want to become a teacher, for example, but there 
are no longer many secure jobs in public education as the sector is forced to act according to market logic. As it is unprofitable, it is under invested in: a vicious circle. 




Today, Instagram influencers and the like convey the message that anyone can make money from doing what they love.

For example, the British influencer Molly Mae Hague said that people who couldn’t achieve their goals just weren’t working hard enough.


But, some commentators said that the backlash she received was unwarranted because Molly May Hague was just repeating the dominant view in society - that anyone 
who can’t be successful is lazy.


In reality, in a modern-day take on Marx’s view of work as alienating, Amelia Horgan in her book Lost in Work: Escaping Capitalism writes, “Work, for the vast majority of 
people, is not, as it promises to be, a viable means of self-expression, but an affront to freedom – something that eats up our lives.” 


References: 
 Amelia Horgan (2021) Lost in Work: Escaping Capitalism. London: Pluto



?
DO YOU AGREE? IS WORK NECESSARILY ALIENATING?



Lance sent me a question about what the impact of automation and Artificial Intelligence be on work? Will workers still be oppressed under capitalism?


Although Marx actually thought that robots would end work as we know it, the arrival of automation has proved otherwise according to analysts.


e.g. John Tomlinson in his book, The Culture of Speed: The Coming of Immediacy, writes that the phrase ‘time is money’ is the best way for encapsulating the spirit of 
capitalism. If machines are supposed to create more free time for humans by doing more work for us, capitalists must create new forms of work to make that time 
productive in order to continue capturing surplus value for themselves.


Despite the fact that we have all these technological tools that are supposed to help us work less, people are working longer hours than ever before. Online work has 
blurred to boundaries between work time and leisure time. In addition, the lack of fixed employment means that more and more people work precariously, in more than 
one job.


https://www.vice.com/en/article/vvbz7y/the-future-of-robot-labour-has-everything-to-do-with-capitalism


In his 2018 book, Bullshit Jobs, the late anthropologist David Graeber explained this further. These are the “useless jobs that no one wants to talk about.” These are not 
the same as “shit jobs” - badly paid with poor conditions. Bullshit jobs might be well paid but the people who do them do not consider them to be worthwhile. Graeber 
lists some of these jobs, including ‘box tickers’, ‘taskmasters’ and ‘flunkies’. These are always various roles that are either there to make management look better or keep 
workers in-line occluding by creating more extraneous work for them to do. An example might be performance review and other self-audits that employees are expected 
to carry out.




https://www.newyorker.com/books/under-review/the-bullshit-job-boom


So, as things stand, there is nothing to fear from robots or other technologies themselves; they could need improve our lives. But, we should be asking why it doesn’t 
look like they are being used to do this.


References: 

John Tomlinson (2007)  The Culture of Speed: The Coming of Immediacy. London: Sage.
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TO SUMMARISE

Capitalism is 

‣A social relation of production  

‣Profits are the result of an exploitative relation between two classes:

Bosses Workers

The purpose is to create more capital and enrich bosses,  

not to improve workers’ living standards. 



II: HOW DID CAPITALISM 
EMERGE?



AFTER FEUDALISM

The standard history of capitalism begins with the shift from feudalism in Europe. 

Under feudal systems, peasants lived on land ruled by lords. They could sustain themselves from the land and had to pay a tax to these lords in exchange, under threat 
of violence. But, of course, they were completely governed by the lord’s whim. This was a completely insecure arrangement which could be upended if a lord was 
overthrown by another in conflict.


From the 14th century up to the Industrial revolution (1780-1850), this system was transformed. The development of the capitalist system turns self-sustaining peasants 
into wage workers.


The official Marxist story sets the birth of capitalism in England with the ‘enclosure movement’ from 1450-1640 which is when common land - land that could be used by 
all people - was seized and fenced off and turned into private plots. The process intensified with the development of agricultural efficiency in the late 18th to mid 19th 
centuries.


Because peasants could no longer pay rents, they became labourers on large farms. From there, many moved off the land, with the growth of manufacturing, to work in 
factories. 


It was the capitalist class - or the bourgeoisie - that was responsible for the transformation from feudalism and the idea that you could create surplus out of people’s 
labour.

They were the ones who bankrolled the technological innovations that made the advance to capitalism possible.


We tend to think that these advances occurred in Europe and later spread to the rest of the world, but in fact, many areas of the world already had advanced 



technologies in engineering and transport for example, which as we shall see next week, get written out of history as told by the Europeans.




BUT WHO WERE THE BOURGEOISIE?

Early modern Venice

The bourgeoisie - the class that is opposed to the workers - is often taken for granted, but they did not always exist. How did they come to be so powerful?


We need a version of this story that does not start with England. In fact, we see merchants becoming important actors in the 12th century in Europe.They actually 
emerged out of the class of people who were forced to leave their land due to population growth under feudalism. Because they had to roam around Europe to seek out 
an existence, they were seen as foreigners wherever they went.


Some of these people started to trade internationally with different goods coming from different areas of Europe. These goods included cloth, wine wheat etc.
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THE ROLE OF SLAVERY

But the most profitable trade was in slaves.


In his 1983 book, Black Marxism, Cedric Robinson, an African-American scholar, elaborates on the idea of racial capitalism, an idea which actually builds on earlier work 
by South Africans who were trying to understand the Apartheid system.


Robinson was critical of mainstream Marxist views that saw slavery as outside of, or prior to capitalism. As Nikhil Pal Singh explains, Marx thought of slavery as a 
historical stage before the development of full-blown capitalism, what he called ‘primitive accumulation’. But actually, chattel slavery on a mass level was fundamental to 
capitalism.


Quite simply, when we think about how capitalism was able to become a global system, it was not waged labour, but unpaid labour - that of enslaved people - which 
fuelled its meteoric rise.


Slavery predates the transatlantic slave trade and was widespread in the Europe of the middle ages for example. But it did not operate on a mass scale until the trade in 
African peoples began in the 15th century. At first, Europeans who went to the Americas and the Caribbean in the 15th century enslaved Indigenous peoples. But when 
the trade in sugar and cotton and other commodities grew exponentially they no longer had enough workers from among that group, and it was at this point that they 
started to import African people.


Almost 2m people were brought from Africa to Brazil alone.


What was particular about the transatlantic slave trade and what marked it out from previous forms of slavery was that a) a new kind of labourer was created in the slave: 



someone who herself was also property, to be bought and sold. What this meant for capitalism was that people themselves, and not only the goods that they produced, 
became commodities. A capitalist’s success in the slave trade was therefore aligned with his success in the particular business he was in - cotton, sugar, minerals, etc.


The picture here, of a building in Amsterdam, is very common throughout European towns and cities which were important locations for the slave trade - particularly port 
towns. As the Trinidadian scholar and leader Eric Williams reminds us, in eighteenth-century Liverpool in the UK, "the red brick Customs House was blazoned with Negro 
heads.”
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?
WHO WERE THE BOURGEOISIE?



WHO WAS ACTUALLY IN CHAINS?

The inconvenient fact of slavery is a problem for people who agree with Karl Marx’s theory - that only wage labour drives capitalism and that slavery is a premodern - or 
primitive - form of accumulation (money making).


At the end of the Communist Manifesto that Marx co-wrote with Friedrich Engels in 1848, they write, ‘the proletarians have nothing to lose but their chains. They have a 
world to win. Working Men of All Countries, Unite!’


But the chains they write about are symbolic ones. Even if we can agree that having to go to work every day in order to make enough money to live in an ever-repeating 
cycle does not make one happy or spiritually free, wage workers are not in literal chains, like enslaved people. Neither were they themselves considered property. 


In fact, because - remember - Marx insists that capitalism is based on free labour, at its core the waged worker is able to refuse to work. The same was simply not true 
for enslaved people, many of whom did resist but who risked severe physical punishment and often death.


Today, sweat shops in countries such as Bangladesh can be considered a form of enslaved labour because people’s freedom is radically curtailed and they are forced to 
work and live in unsafe conditions, thus shortening their life expectancy.


Accepting that slavery was fundamental to the success of capitalism - not a system that predated it - radically upsets Marx’s thinking.
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RUTH WILSON GILMORE

‘RACIAL 
CAPITALISM, 
THAT IS TO 
SAY ALL 
CAPITALISM…’

The question of how capitalism is intimately tied up with racism goes beyond the question of slavery. Many people, following the work begun by South African Marxists 
opposing Apartheid, use the term racial capitalism to explain that connection.  To put it simply, there is no way of disconnecting the birth and spread of capitalism from 
the practice of dividing people up on the basis of race globally. 


The radical geographer and activist Ruth Wilson Gilmore has said that all capitalism is racial capitalism. It is not a matter of making capitalism less racist. Rather we need 
to understand how capitalism is able to become the system that rules the world through Europeans’ exploitation of the majority of the world, its land, resources and 
people. 


Racism is essentially a practice that divides the world into Europeans and non-Europeans. Its purpose is to create a natural connection between groups of people and 
their function in life. Race is thus based on the idea that some people are supposed to rule and others are supposed to be led, some should be slaves and others 
masters. Obviously this idea serves the spread of capitalism and European domination. 


So, not only are capitalism and racism connected, but capitalism cannot really get off the ground without colonialism. It is in the lands colonised by Europeans where 
Indigenous and enslaved peoples, indentured workers and colonised subjects were treated as naturally inferior and their lands and resources pillaged for European 
enrichment that capitalism becomes turbo-charged.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2CS627aKrJI


III: WHAT IS THE LINK 
BETWEEN CAPITALISM 
AND COLONIALISM?



Many of the thinkers who have pointed that out did not reject Marxist analyses. Rather, they stretched them - as Frantz Fanon put it. In other words, they used many of 
Marx’s ideas but they made them apply to the majority of the world which has been colonised and where people had been enslaved by Europeans for several centuries. 


People like the Guyanese historian Walter Rodney and political leaders such as Amilcar Cabral in Guinea Bissau or Thomas Sankara of Burkina Faso all used Marxism in 
their fight against imperialism and to install socialism in their countries.


It is by looking at colonialism that we can underhand the real reason why capitalism is global, and not just European.




WALTER RODNEY (1972) HOW EUROPE UNDERDEVELOPED AFRICA: 27-28.

‘THE CAPITALISTS OF  WESTERN 
EUROPE WERE THE ONES WHO 
ACTIVELY EXTENDED THEIR 
EXPLOITATION FROM INSIDE 
EUROPE TO COVER THE WHOLE 
OF AFRICA… AND FOR MANY 
YEARS NOW EVEN THE 
WORKERS OF THOSE 
METROPOLITAN COUNTRIES 
HAVE BENEFITED FROM THE 
EXPLOITATION AND 
UNDERDEVELOPMENT OF 
AFRICA.’

As Rodney makes clear, it is not just that capitalists reaped the benefits of the colonisation of Africa (and other areas of the globe), but also that regular people in the 
richer areas of the world benefited from this exploitation.


It is this fact that is the most difficult part to swallow - how is it that even people who are suffering economically in Europe or Australia benefit from exploitation 
elsewhere? 


But when we come back to our principal relationality, we can see how what happens in one part of the world has an effect that is more than local. We will look at this in 
greater detail next week.


The fact is, as Rodney explains, it is not that African countries are naturally underdeveloped. They had natural resources and rich knowledges and cutlers before 
colonisation. But Europeans purposefully underdeveloped Africa - in other words, they created poverty in order to make Africans dependent on the West for generations.


For example, today the Caribbean island country of Haiti is still repaying a debt demanded by the French in 1825 to compensate them for the loss of slaves after the 
Haitians overthrew French rule in a successful revolution in 1804.


Under global capitalism - spread via colonialism - Europe developed and enriched itself because it stole from and underdeveloped the rest of the globe.




?
DO YOU KNOW THE NUMBER OF PEOPLE ENSLAVED IN THE TRANSATLANTIC SLAVE TRADE?



III: HOW DO PEOPLE 
STRUGGLE AGAINST 
CAPITALISM?



WORKERS’ STRIKES

If we think back to the main lesson of Week 1, we will recall that where there is power there is resistance. People have always risen up against their exploitation.


During the early years of wage labour it was difficult to get workers who were not used to working under such conditions to comply. More and more repressive measures 
had be installed to install discipline. Later concessions were made as workers organised themselves to fight for their rights against exploitation. That’s why we get things 
like annual leave and the 35 hour working week and other concessions.


But as we have seen, the more marginal your position I’m society, the easier you could be exploited. Enslaved people could not strike; they would lose their lives.



THE PILBARA ABORIGINAL 
STRIKE

The Pilbara Aboriginal strike of 1946 is a good example of the most exploited and marginalised people rising up against their conditions. While Australia was considered 
the ‘working man’s paradise’ - a place where workers were given a ‘fair go’ unlike in Britain, this myth masked the treatment of Aboriginal workers. It is also widely 
believed that Aboriginal people were not enslaved, but this was not the case. 


The history of Blackbirding - the kidnapping or tricking of Pacific islanders to work in Australia - also does not receive as much attention as it should.


The history of the Pilbara strike shine a light on the rates of exploitation of Aboriginal people as workers whose labour was crucial to colonial domination.


The Pilbara strikers were traditional owners from several groups in North-western Australia who were pastoral workers on sheep and cattle stations. 

The workers felt powerless in the face of pastoralists who were also supported by police. So they started to talk about setting up a scheme to get their own land so they 
wouldn’t be dependent on their bosses for a livelihood.

They planned an action of May Day 1946 (international labour day) to demand a basic weekly wage but they were pressured to return to work by police. In other places, 
they were offered a temporary pay rise.


In July 1946, they marched and set up camp outside the annual race at Port Hedland, attended by people from across the region. After the races, they refused to return 
to work and set up two strike camps. Over the course of the rest of the year, many people walked off the job and joined the strike camps. They held out using non-violent 
protest tactics. Strength in numbers meant that they were able to negotiate with bosses for increased wages. Threatened with arrest, the strikers committed to ‘fill the 
jails’. This spurred trade unions, such as the Seamen’s Union of Australia, to support the strike by refusing to handle wool shipments from Pilbara stations. In the end, 
significant concessions had to be made to the workers.




This history is a good illustration that collective action can challenge exploitation, but it also shows that solidarity is necessary. It was when the police brutality used 
against the strikers came to the notice of the Seamen’s Union that the Pilbara workers’ claims were strengthened.


Sadly, and all too often, different groups of workers are pitted against each other, for example when Australian are told to fear being under-cut by migrant workers. If 
capitalism is global, so too must the fight against exploitation make connections between the treatment of different groups of workers, both at home and overseas.
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SUMMARY

‣Capitalism is based on wage labour, private ownership and 
profit 

‣Value is not intrinsic but is market-dependent 

‣Workers, not products, create surplus value (profit) 

‣Capitalism emerges out of feudalism 

‣Capitalism is global, it can only develop via colonialism and 
slavery 

‣Workers can rise up against to demand an end to exploitation


