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13. Productive Forces and Modes of Production 

Productive forces (technology, labor, tools) and relations of production (ownership, social structure) combine to 
form a society's mode of production, determining how material life is organized. Marx argued that developing 
productive forces eventually conflict with existing, restrictive production relations, driving social revolutions and 
historical shifts between modes like feudalism and capitalism.  

Productive Forces (Forces of Production) 

Productive forces refer to the tools, techniques, and human capacity used to transform nature and produce goods. 
They are the dynamic, ever-changing element of an economy.  

 Labor Power: The skills, knowledge, and physical ability of human beings. 
 Means of Production: The instruments of labor (machines, tools, factories, infrastructure) and the subjects 

of labor (raw materials, natural resources). 
 Technology and Science: The application of knowledge to improve efficiency and production methods.  

Relations of Production 

These are the social, technical, and legal relations people enter into to produce goods. They determine how 
resources and products are controlled.  

 Ownership: Who owns the means of production (e.g., private vs. common ownership). 
 Control and Power: The management and power dynamics in the production process (e.g., employer-

employee or lord-serf). 
 Distribution: How the produced goods are shared or exchanged.  

Modes of Production 

A mode of production is the specific combination of the productive forces and the relations of production, forming 
the economic base of society. Historically, these have evolved:  

 Primitive Communism: Tribal, collective ownership. 
 Ancient Mode: Based on slave labor. 
 Feudalism: Landowners and serfs. 
 Capitalism: Private ownership, wage labor, and market exchange. 
 Socialism/Communism: Public/social ownership.  

Dynamic Relation 

According to Marx, productive forces constantly develop. When the existing relations of production become a 
"fetter" or hindrance to the further development of productive forces, a conflict arises, resulting in a social 
revolution that changes the mode of production. 

The pivotal role of production in shaping human history served as a guiding principle in Marx’s writings. The 
fundamental needs of survival, such as food, clothing, and shelter, cannot be obtained directly from nature; they 
require the production of material goods derived from natural resources. For Karl Marx, the history of human 
societies revolves around how individuals interact with one another in their quest to sustain their livelihoods. He 
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asserts, “The first historical act is… the production of material life.” This act, indeed, holds historical significance 
as it forms the fundamental foundation for all historical developments. 

According to Marx, economic production, or the creation of material wealth, serves as the starting point from which 
the entire social structure of a society takes shape. He emphasizes the reciprocal relationship between economic 
factors and other dimensions of human development throughout history. While economic production plays a 
central role in explaining societal transformations, Marx highlights that the forces of production, in conjunction 
with the relationships of production, constitute the underlying basis for the economic and social history of every 
society. 

Forces of Production: 

The forces of production encompass the various methods and elements involved in the production of material 
goods. They encompass technological knowledge, equipment, tools, machinery, labor, and the level of technology 
employed. In essence, the forces of production include the means of production and labor power. The development 
of machinery, changes in the labor process, the utilization of new energy sources, and the education of workers are 
all part of these forces. Science and related skills can also be seen as integral components of the productive forces. 

The advancement of the forces of production reflects humanity’s ongoing struggle to harness nature through labor. 
Within each social order, there is a continuous transformation in the material forces of production. Sometimes, 
these changes arise from natural and ecological phenomena, such as the depletion of rivers, deforestation, or soil 
exhaustion, as observed in tribal societies. However, more commonly, changes in the instruments of production 
drive these transformations. Throughout history, humans have consistently sought to improve their lives and 
overcome scarcity. 

The driving force behind this pursuit is the innate and rational impulse of individuals to enhance their circumstances 
and overcome scarcity by developing the productive forces. Above all, humans are creatures that produce within 
society, exerting their labor upon nature. The productive forces necessitate the creation and dismantling of 
successive systems of production relations among people. As humans’ knowledge and mastery over nature 
increase, the productive forces inherently exhibit a tendency to expand. 

Different socio-economic structures of production, which have characterized human history, emerge or decline 
based on their ability to facilitate or hinder the expansion of society’s productive capacity. The growth of the 
productive forces thus accounts for the overall trajectory of human history. However, it is important to note that 
the productive forces encompass not only the means of production (such as tools, machines, and factories) but 
also labor power—the skills, knowledge, experience, and other human faculties applied in the process of work. The 
productive forces represent the collective powers that society possesses for material production. 

According to Marx, labor power refers to the capacity to perform useful work that enhances the value of products. 
Workers sell their labor, which is their ability to work and contribute value to commodities. They exchange their 
labor power with capitalists in return for wages paid in cash. 

Labor, in practice, involves the actual exercise of one’s ability to add value to commodities. Marx utilizes the 
concept of labor power to explain the source of surplus value. For instance, if a capitalist invests money to purchase 
goods and later sells them for a higher amount, this is only possible because some value has been added to those 
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goods. Labor power, according to Marx, precisely refers to the capacity that adds value to a commodity. Through 
the acquisition and utilization of labor power, capitalists can extract labor, which serves as the source of value. 

The origin of surplus value in the capitalist system of production lies in the process wherein the value paid by 
capitalists for labor power is lower than the value that labor power adds to a commodity. 

Mode of Production: 

Mode of Production refers to the overarching economic system that dictates how people produce and distribute 
the resources necessary for sustaining life. It encompasses the forces of production and the relations of production, 
which together define specific modes such as capitalism or feudalism. According to Marx, the mode of production 
is the primary determinant of social phenomena. Different modes of production can be distinguished by the varying 
interplay between the forces and relations of production. For instance, in a feudal mode of production, the lord does 
not exercise direct control over the peasant’s means of production or the distribution of the product. 

In Marx’s writings, historical periods are characterized and differentiated based on the modes of material 
production. In essence, history is built upon successive modes of material production. The forces of production, 
representing the extent of human control over nature, and the relations of production, referring to the social 
relationships within the process of production, are two integral aspects of the mode of production. The forces of 
production shape the relations of production, and together they define the mode of production. The successive 
modes of production serve as fundamental elements in providing a systematic account of history. 

A crucial element in defining the mode of production is the way in which surplus is generated and controlled. 
Surplus refers to the amount that exceeds what is required for immediate consumption and takes the form of profit. 
This surplus is produced through the exploitation of the working class, selling their labor for wages that are less 
than the value they create. The production of surplus is crucial as it enables societies to grow and change, making 
it the primary factor in defining the mode of production. 

Each mode of production has its specific relations of production, which are not accidental but deliberately 
structured to facilitate the extraction of surplus from the working people by the property-owning class. For example, 
under feudalism, the relations of production are designed to ensure the feudal lord’s dominance over the serf, 
enabling the appropriation of surplus. If such relations were to persist under capitalism, they would fail to serve 
their purpose. Hence, new production relations develop under capitalism to allow capitalists to appropriate surplus 
value from the workers. 

Neither the forces of production nor the relations of production are fixed or static. Even within a given mode of 
production, the forces of production can undergo changes. Technological advancements, for instance, can lead to 
increased productivity in a society over time. Capitalist nations today are vastly different from a century ago when 
capitalism emerged. These changes in the productive forces have resulted in corresponding transformations in the 
relations of production. While modern workers may not face the same level of exploitation as their factory worker 
predecessors, Marxists argue that exploitation still persists. This is because modern workers, with the aid of 
advanced technology, generate more surplus value than before, yet their earnings do not proportionally reflect this 
increase. 


