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Abstract

The reform policy pursued by the Mainland Chinese government since 1978
has transformed the country into an ever more capitalist society. Before any cap-
italist mode of production is firmly established, there has to be a stage of “primi-
tive accumulation of capital.” This term carries a dual meaning: on one side
there is the concentration of wealth allowing the initial accumulation of capital
for industrialization; on the other there is the formation of a “free” labor force
which makes possible production based on wage labor. It is, therefore, often a
highly visible character of the stage of the primitive accumulation of capital that
large amount of peasants are forced to leave the land to become “free” laborers.  

Mainland China has been a socialist society in the past. The process of
primitive accumulation of capital that is currently taking place in China, there-
fore, has to be very different from that in the historical experience of the
advanced capitalist countries. Primitive accumulation of capital in England, for
example, is characterized by the enclosure movement, which forced peasant
farmers to leave the land. China, however, has undergone a movement of land
redistribution, which naturally entails a pattern of the separation of peasants
from the land that is different from that in England. This article uses comparative
studies to explore the patterns of the primitive accumulation of capital and the
separation of peasants from the land in China. The Chinese experience will be
compared and contrasted with the experience of capitalist development in other
capitalist countries. Such analyses can contribute to understanding the future
development of capitalism in China.
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