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The “turn toward the indigenous” in social theory over the last couple 
of decades, associated with the critique of white settler colonialism, has 
reintroduced themes long present in Marxian theory, but in ways that 
are often surprisingly divorced from Karl Marx’s critique of capitalism, 
colonialism, and imperialism.1 Part of the reason for this disconnection 
is that the current discussions of settler colonialism have evolved out 
of traditions in postmodernist and postcolonial cultural theory that are 
distant from historical materialism.2 However, a deeper explanation 
for the gulf between current scholarly work on settler colonialism and 
Marxism is associated with the claims of some left critics that Marx’s 
work is characterized by the following: (1) a crude developmentalism 
and economic determinism; (2) a pro-colonialist stance; (3) a teleological 
conception of progress; and (4) Prometheanism or extreme productiv-
ism in relation to the environment.3 Such charges are often employed 
to cast historical materialism as irrelevant or even hostile to contempo-
rary indigenous struggles and perspectives.

In Red Skin, White Masks, Glen Sean Coulthard provides a more nuanced 
view of Marx and the indigenous, engaging the latter’s critique of “so-
called primitive accumulation.” Coulthard insists that “Marx’s theoretical 
frame” in this respect can be seen as extremely “relevant to a comprehen-
sive understanding of settler-colonialism and Indigenous resistance,” but 
that this requires that classical historical materialism “be transformed 
in conversation with the critical thought and practices of Indigenous peo-
ples themselves.” Specifically, he seeks to transcend what he takes to be 
Marx’s mistaken views (1) that such expropriation is confined to the for-
mative stages of capitalism, rather than constituting an ongoing process; 
(2) that there is an unilinear developmentalist logic to be equated with 
progress; and (3) that the environment is to be treated as constituting a 
free gift, such that the land is not seen as exploited, only people are.4

Taking these criticisms seriously, we return to the classical foundations 
of Marxian theory in order to ascertain where—if anywhere—the analysis 
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went wrong, what can be usefully derived from it, and how to construct 
(or reconstruct) a Marxian critique of colonialism relevant to contempo-
rary struggles. Through this assessment, we believe, the strengths of the 
classical historical-materialist argument will become evident.

Returning to Marx as a starting point is crucial in order to develop a mate-
rialist critique of capitalism and colonialism. Nevertheless, there is no such 
thing in historical materialism as a fixed orthodoxy. Rather, Marxism from 
the beginning has been shaped by vernacular revolutionary traditions. As 
a philosophy of praxis geared not simply to understanding the world but 
also changing it, historical materialism can least of all afford to be supra-
historical or to neglect the lessons of national and popular struggles.5 “Or-
thodoxy” in Marxism, as Georg Lukács famously said, “refers exclusively to 
method.”6 It is thus the materialist, historical, and dialectical method of classical 
Marxism that constitutes the necessary point of departure with which to 
engage in the critique of colonialism, including settler colonialism, today.

Colonial ism and Expropriation

Coulthard contends in Red Skin, White Masks that Marx’s theory of expro-
priation as a historical condition of capitalist development is primarily con-
cerned with “the perpetual separation of workers from the means of produc-
tion” and not with the colonial relation in and of itself. Similarly, we are told 
that Marx’s discussion of “The Modern Theory of Colonialism” in the final 
chapter of volume 1 of Capital was dedicated simply to establishing his theory 
of wage labor and capital by pointing to the necessity of capital removing 
workers from the land, indicating an overall lack of concern with colonial-
ism. Building on these criticisms, Coulthard suggests that the critique should 
shift from a focus mainly on the capital relation to one that also highlights 
the colonial relation, thereby overcoming Marx’s one-sidedness in this respect.7

Yet, in chapter 31 of Capital, “The Genesis of the Industrial Capitalist,” 
Marx already points to the need to consider the colonial relation as un-
derlying the capital relation. Indeed, he is crystal clear on this issue:

The discovery of gold and silver in America, the extirpation, enslavement 
and entombment in mines of the indigenous population of that continent, 
the beginnings 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 characterize the dawn of the era of capitalist production. 
These idyllic proceedings are the chief moments of primitive accumulation.8

Hence, for Marx it is not the various enclosures of the commons in En-
gland, discussed in the early chapters of part VIII of Capital on “So-Called 
Primitive Accumulation,” that constituted the chief moments of primary 
expropriation and the genesis of the industrial capitalist, but rather the 
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plunder of the entire world outside of Europe, centering on the “extir-
pation, enslavement and entombment in mines of the indigenous pop-
ulation,” encompassing the robbery of the precious metals, the lands, 
and the bodies of the indigenous.9 Moreover, the English white settler 
colonies receive specific criticism for the horrors they inflicted:

The treatment of the indigenous population was, of course, at its most 
frightful in plantation-colonies set up exclusively for the export trade, 
such as the West Indies, and in rich and well-populated countries, such as 
Mexico and India, that were given over to plunder. But even in the colonies 
properly so called [or, settler colonies—in Spanish colono/a means settler] 
the Christian character of primitive accumulation was not belied. In 1703 
those sober exponents of Protestantism, the Puritans of New England by 
decrees of their assembly set a premium of £40 on every Indian scalp and 
every captured redskin; in 1720, a premium of £100 was set on every scalp; 
in 1744, after Massachusetts Bay had proclaimed a certain tribe as rebels, 
the following prices were laid down: for a male scalp of 12 years and up-
wards, £100 in new currency, for a male prisoner £105, for women and 
children prisoners £50, for the scalps of women and children £50. Some 
decades later, the colonial system took its revenge on the descendants of 
the pious pilgrim fathers, who had grown seditious in the meantime. At 
English instigation, and for English money, they were tomahawked by the 
redskins. The British Parliament proclaimed bloodhounds and scalping as 
“means that God and Nature had given into its hand.”10

It did not miss Marx’s notice that the price of scalps was equivalent to 
the price of prisoners, meaning genocide not slavery was the object. In 
this way, Marx stressed that the chief goal in the English settler colonies 
in North America was the absolute “extirpation” of the indigenous popu-
lation. Indeed, as William Howitt explained in Colonization and Christianity: 
A Popular History of the Treatment of the Natives by the Europeans in All Their 
Colonies (1838), which Marx first studied in 1851, the white settler colonial-
ism of the nascent United States was aimed at the extermination and re-
moval of the Native American tribes. Here, Howitt quoted Abbé Raynal’s 
statement that the goal of the English and French was “to extirpate” the 
Native Americans.11 Howitt also described “the exterminating campaigns 
of General Jackson,” quoting Andrew Jackson’s declaration on March 27, 
1814, during his military campaign against the Southern tribes, that he 
was “determined to exterminate them.” The Native American peoples, 
Howitt observed, “were driven into waste, or to annihilation.” Writing 
at the time of the Trail of Tears and the massive removal of the Native 
Americans of the Southeast, Howitt concluded with the words:

Nothing will be able to prevent the final expatriation of these southern 
tribes: they must pass the Mississippi till the white population is swelled 
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sufficiently to require them to cross the Missouri; there will then remain 
but two barriers between them and annihilation—the rocky mountains 
and the Pacific Ocean. Whenever we hear now of those tribes, it is of some 
fresh act of aggression against them—some fresh expulsion of a portion of 
them—and of melancholy Indians moving off towards the western wilds.12

During the time he was writing Capital, Howitt’s book was Marx’s chief 
source on the colonial treatment not only of Native Americans but of in-
digenous populations around the world. Nevertheless, at the same time 
in which he encountered Howitt, Marx also studied William Prescott’s 
History of the Conquest of Mexico (1843) and History of the Conquest of Peru (1847), 
and Thomas Fowell Buxton’s The African Slave Trade and Its Remedy (1840), 
along with various works on India.13 In the 1850s, he closely scrutinized 
Herman Merivale’s Lectures on Colonization and Colonies (1841).14 In 1853, he 
read Thomas Stamford Raffles’s History of Java (1817), on which Howitt had 
also relied for his treatment of Java.15 This was followed by studies of nu-
merous additional works on slavery, referred to in Capital.

Howitt’s Colonization and Christianity was more than five hundred pages 
long and included separate chapters on the treatment of the indigenous 
by colonial powers in various regions around the world, with twelve 
chapters devoted to how the Spanish and Portuguese conducted them-
selves in relation to Native populations in the New World, three to the 
English settler colonists and the indigenous in North America, two on 
“The Treatment of the Indians in the United States,” five on the English 
in India, one on the English in the Cape colony in South Africa, one each 
on the Dutch in India and Indonesia (Java) and the Dutch in Australia 
and the islands of the Pacific, and one on the French in their colonies. 
All told, Colonization and Christianity was the greatest compendium on the 
global atrocities of colonialism written in its time, containing copious 
detail, often relying on commercial and government reports. As Marx 
wrote: “W. Howitt, a man who specializes in being a Christian, says of 
the Christian colonial system, ‘The barbarities and desperate outrages of 
the so-called Christian race, throughout every region of the world, and 
upon every people they have been able to subdue, are not to be paral-
leled by those of any other race, however fierce, however untaught, and 
however reckless of mercy and of shame, in any age of the earth.’”16

Given that Marx was concerned with the role that the colonial expropri-
ation of indigenous land and peoples played in the genesis of the industri-
al capitalist, he focused his treatment particularly on the Dutch and the 
English, as the two countries that had led the way in the development of 
industrial capitalism. With respect to the Dutch, Marx noted that in 1648, 
at the zenith of its power, Holland was in almost total control of the East 
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Indian trade. In Capital, he concentrated particularly on the Dutch role in 
Java as detailed by Raffles’s History (drawing, however, primarily on passag-
es that had been highlighted in Howitt’s Colonization and Christianity). Here 
the role of organized “man-stealers,” consisting of “the thief, the interpret-
er and the seller,” all systematically engaged in “stealing men” who were 
then forced into chains, hidden away in secret prisons, and dragged to the 
waiting slave ships, was carefully depicted. As Marx noted, “Banjuwangi, 
a province of Java, numbered over 80,000 inhabitants in 1750 and only 
18,000 in 1811. That,” he exclaimed in bitter irony, “is peaceful commerce!” 
On the basis of its colonial expropriation, Marx argued, the “total capital” 
of the Dutch Republic rose to the point in the mid–seventeenth century 
that it probably exceeded that of all the rest of Europe put together.17

But the colonial barbarity of Dutch capitalism was to be exceeded in scale 
in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries by the English. Marx, following 
Howitt, explained that the British governor of the East India Company in-
sisted on its “exclusive monopoly” in the trade of tea, as well as trade with 
China and Europe. But favored Company officials were able to control the 
monopolies of salt, opium, betel, and other commodities, dominating the 
coastal trade. “Great fortunes sprang up like mushrooms in a day,” based on 
some of the most vicious forms of expropriation in the period.18 Relying on 
Howitt as his source, Marx wrote: “Between 1769 and 1770 the English cre-
ated a famine by buying up all the rice and refusing to sell it again, except 
at fabulous prices.”19 In a footnote, he added: “In the year 1866 more than a 
million Hindus died of hunger in the province of Orissa alone. Nevertheless, 
an attempt was made to enrich the Indian [colonial] treasury by the price at 
which the means of subsistence were sold to the starving people.”20

The plunder was enormous. “The treasures captured outside Europe 
by undisguised looting, enslavement and murder,” Marx wrote, “flowed 
back to the mother-country.” The colonial system “proclaimed the mak-
ing of profit as the ultimate and sole purpose of mankind.” The slave 
trade, in particular, was to play a central role in the industrialization 
of England and the growth of cotton manufacturing. Counting the slave 
ships plying the Liverpool trade in the years leading up to the Industrial 
Revolution, Marx observed: “In 1730 Liverpool employed 15 ships in the 
slave trade; in 1751, 53; in 1760, 74; in 1770, 96; and in 1792, 132.”21

Marx ends his chapter on “The Genesis of the Industrial Capitalist” with 
the statement that “if money, according to Augier, ‘comes into the world 
with a congenital blood-stain on one cheek,’ capital comes dripping from 
head to toe, from every pore, with blood and dirt.”22 Reading this passage, it 
is impossible not to think also of the conclusion of Howitt’s Colonization and 
Christianity, which had influenced Marx to such an extraordinary degree:
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It was not enough that the lands of all newly discovered regions were 
seized on by fraud or violence; it was not enough that their rightful in-
habitants were murdered or enslaved; that the odious vices of people 
styling themselves the followers of the purest of beings should be poured 
like a pestilence into these new countries. It was not enough that millions 
on millions of peaceful beings were exterminated by fire, by sword, by 
heavy burdens, by base violence, by deleterious mines and unaccustomed 
severities—by dogs, by man-hunters, and by grief and despair—there yet 
wanted one crowning crime to place the deeds of Europeans beyond all 
rivalry in the cause of evil,—and that unapproachable abomination was 
found in the slave trade. They had seized on almost all other countries, 
but they could not seize on the torrid regions of Africa. They could not 
seize the land, but they seized the people.… They therefore determined 
to immolate them on the graves of the already perished Americans. To 
shed blood upon blood, to pile bones upon bones, and curses upon curs-
es. What an idea is that!—the Europeans standing with the lash of slavery 
in their hands on the bones of exterminated millions in one hemisphere, 
watching with remorseless eyes their victims dragged from another 
hemisphere—tilling, not with their sweat, but with their heart’s blood, 
the soil which is, in fact, the dust of murdered generations of victims.… 
The whole history of European colonization is of a piece.23

Beyond extirpation and enslavement, Marx’s critique was focused on 
the extensive robbery that characterized the primary expropriation un-
derlying the accumulation of capital in the mercantilist era and beyond, 
which was central to the development of capitalism. This expropriation 
was carried out in the white settler colonies through the genocide of 
the indigenous population and the import of slaves. Thus, there arose 
what Coulthard has called a “structured dispossession.”24 As the indige-
nous populations were removed, and as these territories were filled with 
white immigrants/settlers, the problem for capital eventually became 
one of the dispossession of the settlers as well.

Thus, with respect to the white settler colonies—once the original in-
digenous inhabitants of the soil had been annihilated or expatriated—a 
debate arose in which all the English classical political economists took 
part over the detrimental effects to capital of a high land/population ra-
tio. This state of underpopulation in relation to the land, and thus the 
relative abundance of the latter, encouraged the direct working of the 
soil by a class of small farmers populated by the incoming immigrants, 
thus blocking the development of a propertyless proletariat needed for 
capitalist industrialization.25

Marx here focused on the work of Edward Gibbon Wakefield and other 
nineteenth-century proponents of “systematic colonization” in the English 
white settler colonies (principally the United States, Canada, Australia, and 
New Zealand). Wakefield insisted on the need for the state to generate high 
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land prices through state land sales and land speculation so as to exclude 
new waves of immigrant settlers from immediately moving into the frontier 
and setting themselves up as subsistence farmers or small proprietors, forc-
ing them rather into the position of proletarians.26 The fact that the indige-
nous hardly counted at all in such debates among the classical political econ-
omists on the English settler colonies was a reflection of the circumstance 
that by the 1830s the removal of Native Americans from the land was viewed 
as largely accomplished in North America, though it continued to advance 
with each Western movement; while the same process of removal of aborigi-
nal populations was also well advanced in Australia and New Zealand.27

It was in this context of “the modern theory of colonialism” advocat-
ed by Wakefield and of the political economy of settler colonialism that 
Marx was to declare on the closing page of volume 1 of Capital:

We are not concerned here [at this logical point in the argument] with 
the condition of the colonies. The only thing that interests us is the secret 
discovered in the New World by the political economy of the Old World, 
and loudly proclaimed by it: that the capitalist mode of production and 
accumulation, and therefore capitalist private property as well, have for 
their fundamental condition the annihilation of that private property 
which rests on the labour of the individual himself; in other words, the 
expropriation of the worker.28

This should not be read, as Coulthard understandably does, as mean-
ing that Marx was actually unconcerned with the realities of colonial 
institutions and the treatment of indigenous populations, since his 
other writings, including Capital itself, belie such an interpretation.29 
Rather, Marx’s critique, based on Wakefield, suggested that the remov-
al of the indigenous population from the land, to be replaced by small 
farmers, would lead eventually in the white settler colonies to the pro-
gressive expropriation of the small farmers too as a condition of the 
genesis of industrial capitalism.

Marx’s Investigations of  Indigenous Natural  Economies

In fact, Marx’s approach to colonialism and indigenous populations 
went far beyond the analysis of his contemporaries, including Howitt, 
who was chiefly concerned with the moral question of the “Christian” 
impact of the Western colonizers on the indigenous. Marx, in contrast, 
was much more deeply interested in the forms of property, production, 
exchange, gender, language, and material culture that had characterized 
indigenous nations around the globe prior to colonization. Thus, in relation 
to the Americas, his investigations were primarily devoted to the nature 
of pre-Columbian indigenous societies. This was evident from the impor-
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tance that Prescott’s description of the Inca economy in History of the Con-
quest of Peru assumed in Marx’s thought, which he continually referred 
to in the Grundrisse and Capital as standing for the crucial category of the 
“natural economy,” that is, a developed, largely communal, pre-exchange 
or noncommodity economy.30 Under the Incas, an individual “had no 
power to alienate or to add to his possessions” with respect to the land, 
which was communally held and redistributed each year.31 In a discussion 
of surplus-generating societies, Marx was to refer in volume 3 of Capital to 
the “artificially developed communism of the Peruvians [Incas].”32

Although it has often been suggested that Marx and Frederick Engels 
exhibited a unilinear developmentalist perspective that saw capitalism as 
playing a historically progressive, if violent, role in its relation to noncap-
italist societies, and thus in its colonial impositions on “the peoples with-
out [written] history,” such ambivalent views with respect to colonialism 
did not extend past their thirties. By the end of the 1850s and before Marx 
wrote Capital, there was a decisive shift in emphasis in his and Engels’s 
writings toward the defense of indigenous, anticolonial struggles, exhib-
iting a strong concern for and a recognition of the lasting importance 
of noncapitalist cultural formations/modes of production. Much of the 
impetus for this shift in perspective was the growth of wars of anticolo-
nial resistance emanating from the indigenous populations themselves, 
namely the Algerian revolt against French settler colonialism, led by Emir 
Abdelkader in the 1830s and ’40s; the Taiping Rebellion of 1850–64; the 
“Indian Mutiny” or what Marx called the “Sepoy Revolt” of 1857–59; the 
nationalist struggle in Ireland led by the Fenians in the 1860s and after; 
and the Zulu War against the British in 1879. In each of these cases, Marx 
and Engels were to take the side of the indigenous anticolonial forces.

To be sure, in an 1853 article on “The Future Results of British Rule 
in India” for the New York Daily Tribune, the thirty-five-year-old Marx, im-
bued with revolutionary optimism, had presented British colonialism, in 
Hegelian fashion, as an “unconscious tool of history,” representing, albeit 
in contradictory form, a universal forward movement within history in 
general. Nonetheless, his criticism of colonialism remained acute: “The 
profound hypocrisy and inherent barbarism of bourgeois civilization,” he 
wrote, “lies unveiled before our eyes, turning from its home, where it as-
sumes respectable form, to the colonies, where it goes naked.” Changing 
historical conditions, moreover, were to allow Marx’s overall revolution-
ary critique of colonialism to emerge full fledged only four years later. 
In 1857, in a scathing response to British colonialism in light of what has 
been called the First Indian War of Independence, Marx supported the war 
for “national independence” organized by the “revolutionary league” that 
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sought to throw the British out of India. British colonial rule, he argued, 
was based on “the principle of destroying nationality” through forcible de-
struction as well as other means. From that point on, the emphasis of his 
analysis was straightforwardly focused on the retrogression rather than 
“unconscious” progress associated with European colonial rule.33

In his last years, Marx set aside work on volumes 2 and 3 of Capital 
not just because of this direct identification with indigenous revolts, but 
also due to the enormous urgency with which he approached the study 
of noncapitalist societies and property forms. For Marx, the publication 
of Charles Darwin’s On the Origin of Species and the corresponding rise of 
anthropological studies delving into traditional, indigenous cultures and 
human prehistory, representing what has been called a “revolution in 
ethnological time,” raised the issue of a more complete, more revolution-
ary critique of capitalist society. It opened up the potential of a whole 
new radical understanding of the world with which to change it.34 It was 
in this period that he learned Russian in order to study that country’s 
populist literature and the obshchina or mir, the peasant village commune. 
Following the publication of volume 1 of Capital, Marx also expanded his 
ecological studies, primarily in relation to agriculture.35 Increasingly, 
though, his time was taken up by the almost desperate researches rep-
resented by his massive Ethnological Notebooks.36 For Marx, these studies 
included clues not only in relation to the past, but also the future.

Marx’s Ethnological Notebooks contained extracts (and interpolations) 
from the anthropological works of Lewis Henry Morgan, John Budd Phear, 
Henry Sumner Maine, and John Lubbock, excerpted in the period from 
1880 to 1882. In 1879, he also excerpted the ethnological studies of the 
young Russian sociologist Maxim Kovalevsky—whom Marx himself had 
nurtured—from a book manuscript, Communal Landownership: The Causes, 
Course and Consequences of its Dissolution, that the author had sent to him. 
Along with these studies, Marx filled his notebooks with investigations 
of the Russian commune, Indian history, and world history. (Marx’s 1880–
81 notes on world history from the works of Carlo Giuseppe Guglielmo 
Botta and Friedrich Christoph Schlosser, consisting of four excerpt note-
books, are around 1,700 pages long.)37 In 1880–81, he took down passages 
from James William B. Money’s Java; Or, How to Manage a Colony (1861). 
Marx and Engels also studied Hubert Howe Bancroft’s The Native Races of 
the Pacific States of North America (five volumes), with particular attention to 
the tribes of southeastern Alaska and the Pacific Northwest.38

Marx took very extensive interpolated extracts from Morgan’s mas-
terwork Ancient Society, which was based on the latter’s studies of Na-
tive Americans in the United States (and particularly the Iroquois, on 
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which Morgan had written a previous work, League of the Ho-De'-No-Sau-
Nee, or Iroquois).39 Engels was later to compose his Origin of the Family, 
Private Property, and the State (1884) based on Morgan’s Ancient Society, 
Marx’s notes on Morgan, and other sources.40 In studying Morgan’s 
work, Marx—as indicated in his vertical lines on the pages of his note-
books emphasizing particular passages—focused first and foremost on: 
(1) the communal, consanguine (kinship-based) community, including 
its basis in the gens or clan, its democratic form, and relative equality 
of women; and (2) the associated communal property forms, consti-
tuting the natural economy with its noncommodity trade. Marx also 
paid attention to the crops cultivated and forms of agriculture.41 “All 
members of the Iroquois gens,” he wrote, drawing on Morgan, were 
“personally free, bound to defend each other’s freedom.”42

As Franklin Rosemont wrote in “Karl Marx and the Iroquois,”

On page after page Marx highlights passages wildly remote from what are 
usually regarded as the “standard themes” of his work. Thus we find him 
invoking the bell-shaped house of the coastal tribes of Venezuela; the man-
ufacture of Iroquois belts “using fine twine made of filaments of elm and 
basswood bark”; “the Peruvian legend of Manco Capac and Mama Ocllo, 
children of the sun”; burial customs of the Tuscarora; the Shawnee belief in 
metempsychosis; “unwritten literature of myths, legends, and traditions”; 
the incipient sciences of the village Indians of the Southwest; the Popul 
Vuh, sacred book of the ancient Quiche Maya; the use of porcupine-quills 
in ornamentation; Indian games and “dancing [as a] form of worship.”43

In addition to copious notes on the Iroquois from Morgan, Marx 
also took detailed notes on the Delaware, Mohegan, Cree, Shawnee, 
Creek, Chickasaw, Choctaw, Cherokee, Seminole, Dakota, Pawnee, Fox, 
Blackfoot, and many other tribes. He was in all cases interested in the 
“practice of the arts” by the various Native American tribes/nations.44 
Marx avoided a strictly unilinear notion of evolutionary development. 
Indeed, his studies were constantly focused on the reconstitution of 
ancient forms of indigenous, and noncapitalist, societies on a high-
er historical level, helped along by the persistence of earlier cultures/
cultural forms.45 “Morgan’s lively account of the Iroquois,” Rosemont 
writes, “gave him [Marx] a vivid awareness of the actuality of indigenous 
peoples, and perhaps even a glimpse of the then-undreamed of possibil-
ity that such peoples could make their own contributions to the global 
struggle for human emancipation.”46

Indeed, Marx was entranced by Morgan’s contention that the ancient 
gens, as exemplified by the Iroquois, contained the communal nucleus 
to be reproduced on a higher plane of the associative society of the fu-
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ture. In Morgan’s words, as taken down and emphasized by Marx: “It [a 
higher plane of society] will be a revival, in a higher form, of the liberty, equal-
ity and fraternity of the ancient gentes [communal kinship society].”47 This 
resembled Marx’s earlier view, as stated in an 1868 letter to Engels, that 
it was necessary “to look beyond the Middle Ages into the primitive age 
of every people—and this corresponds to the socialist tendency, though 
these learned men [Georg Ludwig von Mauer, known for his studies of 
early German communal society, and Jakob Grimm, the philologist and 
cultural historian] have no idea they [the “primitive” communal forms] 
are connected with it [the socialist tendency]. And they are then sur-
prised to find what is newest in what is oldest.”48

The same general historical logic is present in Marx’s excerpts on in-
digenous cultures in Latin America from Kovalevsky’s Communal Land-
ownership. Here, Marx was particularly interested in indigenous com-
munal production, the disintegration of this under the influence of the 
Spanish, and the subsequent forms of colonial domination.49 Thus, in his 
notes on the Spanish colonial treatment of indigenous Americans, Marx 
recorded (the italics in this case standing for his inserts): “The original 
Spanish policy of extermination of the redman. After pillage of the gold 
etc. that they found, the Indians are condemned to work in the mines. With the 
decline of the value of gold and silver, the Spanish turn to agriculture, 
make the Indians into slaves in order to cultivate land for them.”50

A similar searching inquiry into the effects of colonization on commu-
nal forms of production can be seen in Marx’s notes and writings with 
respect to Algeria and India. In his interpolated extracts from Kovalevsky 
on Algeria, Marx (via Kovalevsky) observed that “centuries of Arabic, Turk-
ish, finally French rule, except in the most recent period…were unable to 
break up the consanguineal [kinship-based] organization and the principles 
of indivisibility and inalienability of land ownership.”51 Nevertheless,

The first concern of the French after the conquest of a part of Algeria was to 
declare the greatest part of the conquered territory to be (French) government prop-
erty.… Louis-Philippe, as successor of the Imam…grabs not only the domanial 
property [landed estates], but also all land not under tillage, including the 
communal pasture, forest, and uncultivated land.… In this way: on the one hand 
the former communal landowners <are> pressed down into the position of tem-
porary occupants of government land; on the other hand <there is> robbery by 
force of significant parts of the territory occupied by the clans, and planting thereon of 
European colonists.… The communal lands—under Louis Philippe—were placed 
at the free disposition of the military-civil administration set up in the colony.52

The French expropriation of the communal lands was made official 
by the infamous law of 1873, “which had finally established private prop-
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erty in land; every Arab could now dispose freely of the plot of ground 
set aside for him as private property; the result will be: the expropria-
tion of the soil of the native population by European colonists and speculators.” 
There was no doubt for Marx or Kovalevsky that this constituted “direct 
robbery!” Marx writes in his notes: “The expropriation of the Arabs in-
tended by the law: 1) in order to provide the French with as much land 
as possible; 2) by tearing away the Arabs from their natural bond to the soil 
to break the last strength of the clan unions thus being dissolved, and 
thereby, any danger of rebellion.”53

Kovalevsky and Marx argued that in order to seize the communal lands 
of the Algerians and turn them into private property, the French govern-
ment promoted the idea that the monarch or colonial state was the right-
ful heir of all communal lands as well as forest and uncultivated lands—a 
policy also adopted by the English in India and most famously propagated 
by James Mill, with whose work Marx was very familiar.54

In an attempt to restore his health, Marx spent two months in Algiers 
in 1882, the year before his death and only a few years after taking down 
his extracts from Kovalevsky on Algeria. In his letters to his daughter Lau-
ra Lafargue, he indicted his admiration for Algerian Muslims for “the ab-
solute equality in their social intercourse.… Nevertheless, they will go to rack 
and ruin WITHOUT A REVOLUTIONARY MOVEMENT.”55

In Marx’s extracts from Kovalevsky, we also find the observation that 
in Punjab, in northern India, “by ‘mortgaging’ or ‘alienation,’—sanctioned 
by law,—the English government works at dissolution…of the collective 
property of the peasants, their ultimate expropriation, the evolution of 
communal land into the private property of the usurer.”56 Commenting 
(via Kovalevsky) on the “robbery of communal and private property of the 
peasants,” Marx noted in his extract notebooks that this led to “a whole 
series of local uprisings of the peasants against the ‘landlords.’”57

Reflecting on the English colonial policy in India, Marx wrote in his 
“Draft Letters to Vera Zasulich” that “the suppression of communal land 
ownership was nothing but an act of English vandalism which drove the 
indigenous population backward rather than forward.”58 The English, he 
recognized, were to be distinguished from all previous occupiers of India 
for having not maintained irrigation, canals, dams, reservoirs, drainage 
systems, grain storage units, and other public infrastructure, thereby set-
ting the stage for massive famines. In his notes in 1867 from a special 
report on the Orissa famine conducted for the House of Commons, Marx 
underscored that “the tendency of an increasing cultivation” had result-
ed in “the denudation of natural forests,” rendering “the seasons more 
severe, and floods more rapid and extensive.”59
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In all of his various treatments of natural economies and indigenous 
cultural formations—most dramatically in the future importance of the 
Russian peasant commune or obshchina—Marx invariably saw such indig-
enous and noncapitalist societies as reflective of a long struggle for free 
human development, one which included the fight for survival of indige-
nous societies and control over their own lands and lives.

Drawing on Jacques Derrida’s Spectres of Marx and thus indirectly on 
Marx, Gerald Vizenor has underscored the concept of survivance in the 
face of terror and genocide as exemplifying the indigenous experience. 
“Native survivance is an active sense of presence over absence.… Sur-
vivance stories are renunciations of dominance, detractions, obtrusions, 
the unbearable sentiments of tragedy, and the legacy of victimry.… It is 
an active resistance and repudiation.”60

Marxism and the Indigenous

Most criticisms of Marxism for its lack of appreciation of indigenous 
cultures and struggles are nonspecific, merely attributing to historical 
materialism an economic and technological determinism, an uncritical 
commitment to developmentalism, an extreme promotion of ever greater 
production above all else (that is, productivism), and an emphasis on the 
proletariat at the expense of peasants and the indigenous. While these are 
definitely features of certain Marxist traditions, some of which have even 
played dominant roles, they hardly characterize the thought of Marx or 
Engels, or of critical revolutionary traditions of Marxism more generally.

To be sure, Engels adopted a somewhat tragic stance toward indige-
nous communities, praising them to an even greater extent than Marx, 
while sometimes writing as if their demise was inevitable due to the 
weaknesses of the tribal form of society that was trapped within its own 
limitations and had to give way to other forms of cultural organization, as 
already manifested in contradictory form in the Iroquois Confederacy.61 
In contrast, Marx’s more nuanced approach was both more questioning 
of indigenous cultures—for example, exhibiting reservations with regard 
to claims of full gender equality among the Iroquois—and at the same 
time more open to the idea that indigenous cultures could persist and re-
constitute themselves through historical struggles.62 Nevertheless, most 
of Marx’s writing in this respect, including his Ethnological Notebooks, re-
mained unknown, and it was Engels’s tragic approach that prevailed in 
the Second International in the work of some of Marx’s heirs such as 
Paul Lafargue, Karl Kautsky, and Georgi Plekhanov, but in a much more 
technologically determinist and rigidly developmentalist form than can 
be attributed to Engels (much less Marx).63 Still, none of these epigones 
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are today considered to be exemplary of classical Marxist thought. Of far 
more lasting significance are Rosa Luxemburg’s strong defenses of the 
indigenous and natural economies, V. I. Lenin’s insistence on the national 
self-determination of all peoples, and José Carlos Mariátegui’s rich weav-
ing together of Marxism and Indigenismo—all of which pointed to a deeper 
critique of Eurocentric capitalist development.64

Not only has Marxism inspired national liberation movements throughout 
the periphery of the capitalist world economy, but beginning in the 1950s 
and stretching into the 1970s, there were major attempts to integrate Marx-
ian theory with Native American struggles in the work of figures like Elea-
nor Burke Leacock, Patricia Albers, Bruce Johansen, Roberto Maestas, Law-
rence David Weiss, Howard Adams, and others.65 As Johansen emphasized, 
Marxism itself, due to Marx and Engels’s study of the Iroquois via Morgan, 
owed much to indigenous cultures.66 More recently, the Movement Toward 
Socialism of the Bolivian Revolution drew much of its vitality from a vernac-
ular revolutionary tradition rooted in both Marxism and Indigenismo.67

At present, there is a new flowering of work arising from both Marxist 
and indigenous revolutionary traditions. Coulthard’s breakthrough work 
in Red Skin, White Masks forges a rich synthesis between Marx, Frantz Fanon, 
and indigenous perspectives in his radical rejection of “the colonial poli-
tics of recognition.” Allan Greer’s brilliant depiction of Native American 
property forms and colonial dispossession in early modern North America 
in his Property and Dispossession is organically connected to the researches of 
figures such as Morgan, Marx, and Engels.68 Roxanne Dunbar-Ortiz offers a 
Marxist-indigenous analysis of how the founding of the United States and 
its ongoing expansion is rooted in “the ideology of white supremacy, the 
widespread practice of African slavery, and a policy of genocide and land 
theft.”69 In The Apocalypse of Settler Colonialism, Gerald Horne explains how 
genocide of indigenous peoples and the no less horrific development of 
chattel slavery were intertwined in the rise of capitalism’s system of world 
domination. Nick Estes provides an outstanding history of the centuries 
of indigenous resistance and revolutionary persistence, “burrow[ing]” like 
Marx’s mole as part of “the longer movement of history.”70 It should be 
noted that today’s widespread critique of settler colonialism was preceded 
by Marxian treatments of the subject within imperialism theory in the 
work of thinkers such as Marx, Engels, Luxemburg, Arghiri Emmanuel, 
Harry Magdoff, Dunbar-Ortiz, and Moshé Machover.71

In all of these works, stemming from historical materialism, there is an 
emphasis on forcible expropriation/dispossession of indigenous cultures 
as an ongoing process—one in which colonialism, rather than simply be-
ing an element of the past, continues to be integral to the capitalist dom-
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ination of peoples and the land. Out of this flows an irrepressible resis-
tance that takes many different forms, but nonetheless refuses to subside.

Conclusion: The Anticolonial/Anticapital ist  Revolution

In Red Skins, White Masks, Coulthard argues “with respect to Marx that 
three issues must be addressed within his work to make his writings on 
colonialism relevant for analyzing the relationship between Indigenous 
peoples and liberal settler polities.” First, “Marx’s thesis on primitive ac-
cumulation must be stripped of its temporal character,” which limits it to 
the early stages of capitalist formation. Second, Marx’s argument “must 
be stripped of its normative developmentalist character.” Third, the Marx-
ist approach to colonial capitalism must be rid of its association purely 
with force and violence and be seen rather in terms of the system’s “abili-
ty to produce forms of life that make settler-colonialism’s constitutive hier-
archies seem natural.”72 Coulthard’s three issues are in fact conditions for 
any kind of viable historical-materialist analysis of indigenous experienc-
es in settler colonial (or more broadly colonial and postcolonial) contexts. 
The foregoing argument should suggest that the called-for reconstruction 
and recovery of classical Marxian theory is already taking place.73

In this regard, it is important to note, as recent scholarship has demon-
strated, that Marx did not have “a thesis of primitive accumulation” as 
such, but rather a critique of what he called “the nursery tale” of primary 
accumulation based on abstinence that characterized bourgeois econom-
ics, for which he substituted the concept of expropriation.74 Nor was Marx’s 
approach to expropriation temporally fixed. Rather, expropriation was 
seen as continually producing and reproducing the background conditions 
in which capital operated. Hence, in discussing the expropriation process 
in part VIII of volume 1 of Capital on “So-Called Primitive Accumulation,” 
Marx referred not just to the distant past but also to what for him was the 
present as history: the enclosures in Scotland in 1814–48 initiated by the 
Duchess of Sutherland, the conversion of sheep walks into deer forests 
(without trees) in the 1860s in England, and the famine in the province 
of Orissa, India, in 1866, resulting from English rule.75 In no way was such 
expropriation seen as confined to the preindustrial or early industrial age.

More important was Marx’s rejection of a simple, unilinear “normative 
developmentalist” perspective with respect to colonization. In his anal-
ysis of indigenous populations in the Americas, Africa, and Asia, partic-
ularly from the late 1850s on, he continually delved into the communal 
property forms and cultural and linguistic bases of these societies, with 
the idea that history was not simply linear. For him, colonialism itself 
was somewhat secondary because the indigenous cultural and proper-
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ty forms remained historically alive. It was on this basis that Marx and 
Engels from their late thirties on took the side of the various revolts of 
indigenous peoples throughout the world, defending their revolutions 
and recognizing that they represented something vital culturally and in 
terms of human community and property forms that went against the 
commodity economy of capitalism. Despite the tendency of Marx and 
Engels toward a “normative developmentalism” in their twenties, the 
ground had clearly shifted for them well before they left their thirties.

As Engels wrote in 1890, the original materialist conception of history 
was extended in Marx’s and his own later writings, since it was recognized 
that “the whole of history must be studied anew.” This included the history 
of the non-European world. In the words of sociologist Michael R. Krätke,

Marx gave no room to Euro-centrism; he considered world history in no 
way synonymous with “European history”.… He studied the history of Asia 
Minor, of the Near East and Middle East, the Islamic world, the Americas, 
and Asia (with three centres of focus: India, China, and Central Asia).… He 
studied the colonial history of the most important colonial powers, and 
indeed also the history of the countries colonized by the Europeans (North 
America, Latin America, Indonesia, North Africa).76

In all of this work, Marx moved away from a Eurocentric and develop-
mentalist lens. His concern with settler colonialism reached into the history 
and culture of indigenous societies, identifying with their resistance, and 
seeing in their past (and present) the possibility of a broader world future.

The issue of how the colonial relation, once implanted, ideologically rein-
forces itself through “its ability to produce forms of life that make settler-colo-
nialism’s constitutive hierarchies seem natural” is a realm in which Fanon, 
as Coulthard says, is a more useful guide than Marx.77 Yet, there is arguably 
only a short distance from Marx’s furious denunciations via Kovalevsky of 
French settler colonialism’s “Shameless!” manipulation and de-recognition of 
Islamic law to justify the expropriation of the “clan communal” land of the 
Algerian people, to Fanon’s sharp insistence—with the full force of the Al-
gerian national liberation struggle of the 1950s before him (and with Hegel 
and Marx on his lips)—on a revolutionary alterity of recognition:

I ask that I be taken into consideration on the basis of my desire. I am not 
only here-now, locked in thinghood. I desire somewhere else and some-
thing else. I demand that an account be taken of my contradictory activity 
insofar as I pursue something other than life, insofar as I am fighting for the 
birth of a human world, in other words, a world of reciprocal recognitions.
	 He who is reluctant to recognize me is against me. In a fierce struggle 
I am willing to feel the shudder of death, the irreversible extinction, but 
also the possibility of impossibility.78
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