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1. A brief  introduction 

Before starting to discuss the main topic of  this article, i.e. the theoretical work that 
Amadeo Bordiga did in the early 50s on the issues of  rent and the inability of  
capitalism to meet the basic needs of  the population, it seems useful to mention 
briefly the Neapolitan communist biography without forgetting the position he 
increasingly assumed on the subject of  intellectual property. 

Amadeo Bordiga was born in Resìna  (Naples) in 1889 to Oreste and Zaira degli 1

Amadei. In 1910 at the age of  twenty-one he enrolled at the Portici section of  the 
Italian Socialist Party (PSI), after having declined the invitation to join the Freemasons. 
His political activity will be initially marked by a strong opposition to the war, writing 
articles of  anti-militarist character in La Soffitta and L’avanguardia. After the victory of  
the Bolsheviks in Russia in October 1917, Bordiga was an active organizer of  the 
groups directed towards the transformation of  the party into a real revolutionary 
organism and was committed to the isolation of  the reformists writing on the columns 
of  Il Soviet that he founded in 1918. This newspaper became the organ of  the 
Communist Abstentionist Faction within the PSI, the tendency that together with the one 
organized in Turin around L’ordine Nuovo, would give life to the Communist Party of  Italy 
(Pcd’I) in January 1921 in Livorno. The contrasts with the Communist International and 
its progressive "Russification" is a subject that can not be dealt with in these pages. It 
is enough to remember here the direct confrontation that occurred in 1926 at the 
sixth “Enlarged Plenum” of  the International in Moscow, where he provocatively 
asked Stalin if  the Russian question were not taking over the agenda of  the 
International. In the same year he was arrested by the fascists and placed in 

 Resina was the ancient name of  Ercolano, before it was changed to the latter in 1969.1



confinement where he remained for three years. In 1930, he was finally subject to a 
formal expulsion from the Party. His political activity started again after those so 
called "dark years"  with the participation in the activity of  the Internationalist 2

Communist Party, founded in 1943. It was during this post-war years that Bordiga wrote 
his most important theoretical works, including the writings that we will discuss in this 
article. This theoretical work proceeded on the pages of  Programma Comunista, which 
became the bi-monthly organ of  the International Communist Party  after an internal split 3

with the group of  Damen.  This activity went on until 1970, when he died on July 
25th. 

The Neapolitan revolutionary wrote on several occasions against a personalistic 
conception of  history, even within the proletarian movement. This stance extended to 
the revolutionary leader's function, to which he was assigning a more "materialistic" 
role of  instrument in the hands of  the working class.   From this anti-individualistic 4

position comes the choice of  anonymity, made by Bordiga in the writings following 
the Second World War. It is therefore in this spirit that I am going to talk about these 
writings: without denying the importance that specific individuals, leaders or not, have 
in the historical process, especially in its breaking points, we need a deep critique of  
the common conception of  “leaderism”. In the words of  Bordiga “the revolution will 
rise again terrible but anonymous” 

!
2. Capitalism was born agrarian (and will die large-industrial) 

!
In the years 1953-1954, a series of  articles that focused on the Marxist “theory of  
rent” appeared in the bi-monthly periodical Programma Comunista and have been 
later collected in a volume entitled “Never commodity will feed the man”. . 5

 See Peregalli A., Saggioro S (1998). Amadeo Bordiga. La sconfitta e gli anni oscuri (1926-1945). Milano: Colibrì Edizioni. 2

Unfortunately, there is no English translation of  this text.

 Since the year of  the split (1952), there were two parties: one called Partito Comunista Internazionalista and the other 3

Partito Comunista Internazionale. The former’s periodical is Battaglia Comunista and the latter’s Programma Comunista. 

 The fact that he frequently wrote about this topic caused observers to recognize it as a precise theory known under the 4

name of  “battilocchio theory”, a term taken from the Neapolitan dialect which Bordiga used to mock the “big boss” 
figure. Although it is true that he wrote about this subject with particular energy, Bordiga was not the actual creator of  
this theory, this theme having already been discussed by other Marxist theorist before him and by Marx himself. See as 
example the letter of  Engels to Walther Borgius dated January 25th, 1894 or the book by G.V. Plechanov On the role of  
individual in history.

 The book is available in a new edition but only in italian: A. Bordiga (2009) Mai la merce sfamerà l’uomo. Roma: Odradek.5



The theory of  rent constitutes a privileged point of  view from which it is possible to 
observe the inevitable mode of  operation of  capitalism that is not anymore subject to 
reform and since a long time grew as a stranger force against the sorcerer who had 
evoked it. 

In these articles Bordiga points out how important the agrarian question was for 
Marx and Engels, assuming a central role in the entire communist theory.  He also 
mentioned how this centrality, documented and supported by many quotations of  the 
two authors, is determined by the dynamics of  capitalism which, Bordiga affirms, 
“was born agrarian.” 

According to a common opinion about the “agrarian question”, Marx would have 
based the whole critique of  the capitalist society, as well as the way to realize the 
program of  the future communist society, on the clash between the forces of  industrial 
capitalists and factory wage-workers - since this “urban form” with overwhelming 
motion was gradually engulfing all the other forms of  social production. 

Against this interpretation, we could list several works where the interest in the 
"agrarian question" is evident: many parts of  the three volumes of  Capital, the 
historical works on France and Germany, the works on Germany and the peasants’ 
war and many letters where for example Engels explained the Table of  Quesnay. 
Bordiga dares and affirms that Marx and Engels “surely wrote the double amount of  pages 
on the agrarian question compared to the industrial one.”  6

Bordiga notes that the structure of  society described by Marx is "trinitarian" as it was 
for the Physiocrats, and as it was for the classical economists, conception that he 
inherits indeed from these earlier schools in a critical way. 

In addition to the pairs “capital-profit” and “work-salary” a third pair has always 
been present: the “ground-rent” one. But on this tripartite scheme of  capitalist society 
Marx applies an overturn. In the third volume of  Capital he criticizes the mystifying 
appearance of  this formula, unveiling beyond it the mechanism of  the extortion of  
surplus-value. The wealth available to the society doesn’t originate from nature or 
created by capital because the whole complex of  goods that are sold in this society, 
and that produce surplus-value, comes from human labour-force used by capital to 
transform natural elements and sell them into the market as commodities. Madame la Terre 
and Monsieur le Capital does not "produce" rent and profit, but "extort" the surplus 

 A. Bordiga (2009), op. cit., p.14.6



value in the production process where the only force that "produces" is the one of  
labour. Only after this extortion they could finally share this surplus among them. 

The relevance of  the agrarian question for Marx is also at the center of  the historical 
analysis on the genesis of  capitalism. In fact, the bond with the land and the relations 
of  production that were based on it are an integral part of  the original accumulation 
phenomenon, described in Das Kapital. 

The historical prerequisite is the development of  the wool manufactures, present 
particularly in Flanders, which involved an increase of  demand for this raw material, 
so an increase of  its price which in turn entails the need for a large production of  
sheep with consequent widening of  the part of  land reserved for pasture. The new 
slogan becomes: transform part of  the agricultural fields into pastures for sheep. 

“The expropriation of  the agricultural producer, of  the peasant, from the soil is the basis of  the 
whole process. This primitive accumulation plays in Political Economy about the same part as 
original sin in theology. Adam bit the apple, and thereupon sin fell on the human race. The legend 
of  theological original sin tells us certainly how man came to be condemned to eat his bread in the 
sweat of  his brow,  but the history of  economic original sin reveals to us that there are people to 
whom this is by no means essential.”  7

This process obviously had repercussions at the level of  social relations, creating  a 
shambles even from a juridical point of  view. So, the feudal property relationships 
based on the dominion and servitude falls through leaving space to a completely 
economic form, where both the landlord and the peasants are now separated from the 
earth itself, on which there is now, paying a rent, the agrarian capitalist. 

This historical process did not start by individual and spontaneous initiative, but 
through the use of  the coercive power of  the state, at the time less busy than 
nowadays in the mystification of  its role as holder of  the monopoly of  violence (army 
and police) and adhering more clearly to its role of  economic incentive and 
expression of  the ruling classes. On this occasion, Marx says that "force is the midwife 
of  every old society pregnant with a new one. It is itself  an economic power.”. This 
generic force that at that time was applied against the old mode of  production is now 
used to preserve the present one and its dangerous development to the detriment of  
the metabolic balance of  the planet.  

In this way the level of  exploitation that this society is applying on the natural 
resources is clearly not sustainable on the long run. So the reasons why the “agrarian 

 K. Marx, (1979) Das Kapital. Berlin: Dietz Verlag (p. 741)7



born” capitalism will die large industrial are mainly two: to produce more in a smaller 
amount of  time is one of  the basic rules of  the capitalist competition, this is what you 
have to do if  you want to stay afloat in this crazy run. But this means bigger 
industries, more machines and paradoxically a smaller rate of  profit, that in the long 
run is one of  the causes of  the crisis. This fundamental aspect of  the industrial 
production is applied to every other aspects of  production, forcing the natural 
processes to the rhythms of  the industrial production, with catastrophic consequences 
on many levels. One of  the enormous merits of  the Italian Communist Left was not 
only to see this clearly and in advance, but also to formulate the necessary measures to 
be taken against this in the immediate program of  the revolution , based on concepts like 8

“de-investment”, “increase of  the productions costs”, “under-production plan” and 
“construction freeze”. Precisely the opposite of  what the stalinist politics at that time 
and basically every politician now is asking for, following their catastrophic doom. 

!
3. Theory of  rent, not only agrarian question 

Before we move to the main topic of  this article, speaking of  the sources used by 
Bordiga in this series of  writings, it may be of  some interest to the not well acquainted 
reader to talk briefly about the influence exercised on him by a non-marxist agrarian 
scientist: his father Oreste.  In fact, Oreste Bordiga was one of  the most respected 
Italian scholars of  “agricultural economics” and “land valuation” of  his time.   In this 9

text, but also in another series entitled Property and Capital, there are several references 
in anonymous form to the father's work. These references to the writings of  the father 
will be useful for the son to focus on some important issues including: the historical 
transition from feudalism to capitalism with relevance to the situation of  the south of  
Italy and the distinction between agrarian company and agricultural property, concepts 
that are at the base of  the theory or rent itself. 

The theory of  rent is considered by Bordiga as a basic explanation of  all forms of  
parasitism and monopoly present in capitalist society, and although in this collection 
of  articles it was analyzed in relation to the agricultural production, and to the most 
representative product of  it, i.e the wheat , it should be applied "not only to 10

 Available here: https://libcom.org/library/immediate-program-revolution-amadeo-bordiga8

 Oreste Bordiga thaught these disciplines from 1884 to 1927 at the Scuola superiore di agricoltura di Portici, of  which became 9

the most authoritative representative, being located in the middle of  many public relations between the school and the 
southern agricultural world.

 This reduction to the main plant was applied first by A. Smith and then by Marx.10
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agriculture but to all the natural forces”. In the relationship between agriculture and 
land rent, the central thesis is this: with the development of  the capitalist mode of  
production and an increasing investment of  capital in the land, the rent, i.e the 
surplus part given to the owner of  the soil, "tends to increase, both in the total mass 
and in average per unit area.” 

It should be highlighted that the concept of  rent is further subdivided into two parts. 
Differential rent, which Ricardo had already considered and absolute rent, denied by 
the latter and instead considered by Marx. To more easily grasp the difference 
between the two concepts of  rent we will describe an abstract situation, using unreal 
numbers. 

In a given portion of  the globe, connected by a unified market, there are 100 plots of  
land used by 100 different companies for the cultivation of  wheat. These 100 plots 
present different degrees of  fertility and can be grouped into 4 classes, from A, the 
best to D, the worst. Conforming to their natural condition, the 100 plots will allow 
the companies to produce in a different manner, that is to say with greater or lesser 
crop, with greater or lesser use of  resources, in other words with greater or lesser 
"price of  production”. 

20 plots among these belong to the worst class, the D and require an expense of  
20.000 € to produce 80 tons of  wheat. Thus, obtaining a product that costs 250 €/t. 
Within this production price all expenses are included. 

In the other plots the mass of  product will be increasingly larger. We consider the 
hypothesis that the A class plots, the most fertile and best exposed, are able to produce 
100 tons for the same amount of  money and gives to the company a product at the 
cost of  200 €/t. 

This difference of  50 €/t is the differential rent, dictated by two factors: as first, the 
limited amount of  soil in relation to the mouths to be fed ensures that the global price 
is dictated by the worst soil quality  and secondly, the different fertility of  the soil give 11

different amount of  a good to be sold. So, if  overall X quantity of  product has been 
produced to feed the world’s population, the product will be sold entirely to the higher 
price, which is determined by the worst soil.  

The rent that for Marx is obtained even on the worst soil is instead called "absolute 
rent" and its origin, although present major theoretical problems, according to Marx 

 This point is important: why a capitalist should sell the same commodity at a lower price if  he knows that the product 11

is needed in the market and it will be sold in any case?



is to be found in the peculiarity of  the agricultural branch, historically subject to a 
lower organic composition of  capital: there’s more human labor and less investments 
in constant capital, and this produces a larger surplus than other branches of  
production. This surplus exceeding the average rate of  profit, guarantees therefor the 
coverage of  the absolute rent. This is what Marx says in the third volume of  the 
Capital, but it should be discussed more, because nowadays the agricultural economy 
present quite different conditions. 

This brief  reference makes us understand how the persistence of  the regime of  land 
ownership in capitalist society and the practical impossibility of  its abolition provokes 
economic imbalances associated with the need to repay those who hold rights to the 
land itself. 

But this is not the most important point of  the critique for Bordiga. In fact he shows, 
always on the basis of  Marx, that the central problem under capitalism is more 
related to the differential rent. The absolute rent could go to the state, instead of  
going to the private companies, through a process of  nationalization of  the land, 
actually more common for the energy resources. Bordiga summarizes: 

"The conclusion is that as long as the origin of  the phenomenon is a commercial one and the iron 
rule that implies same commodities exchanged at the same price, the price of  food, for its increased 
demand, not only does not fall as for industrial products that are produced in large volumes, but 
rather it tends to rise if  it become necessary, in order to feed the people, to force the production on 
land already available for business (and of  worst quality. A/N). Not culpa the property institution - culpa 
the market institution”.  12

For Bordiga this mechanism is also extendable to the whole production in which 
limited and non-reproducible resources are involved. Carbon, gas and first of  all oil: 
all central elements of  the capitalist economy, even more in the imperialistic stage. 
Thus, the theorems on rent, "since the beginning applied not only to agriculture but 
also to all the forces of  nature" are of  particular importance in the explanation of  the 
phenomena both of  monopoly and imperialism. The theory of  rent "therefore apply 
also to the economy based on the machine feed by coal or gasoline, of  the hydro-
electric one and of  the future nuclear engine” to investigate “the present bases for 
extra-profits, monopolies and profitable parasitisms, that worsen the unbalance of  the 
capitalist social form” .  We could just bear in mind that oil is basically at the base of  13

the production of  every other commodity, in agriculture as well (through the chemical 

A. Bordiga, op. cit. p. 19512
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fertilizers), and so its price enters in the production costs of  any other commodity and 
let us understand how this theory is clearly related not only to the agricultural 
production, but to the production in general. 

If  it’s true that the progressive development of  industrialization (i.e more investments 
on machines) is linked to a squeezing of  the profits compared to the investments of  
capital, we understand that according to Marx “the real barrier of  capitalist production 
is capital itself” but all the limits entailed by the land and its products, and the 
fundamental role that agriculture plays in the equilibrium of  a nation let us say with 
the words of  Bordiga: “the marxian theory of  rent is a central part of  the description 
of  the capitalist mode of  production: we would say that from a revolutionary and 
anti-possibilist point of  view is the decisive part.”  

!
4. Out of  Control 

The limits of  this article force us to make a big jump to get a concise overview of  the 
contemporary situation of  agriculture.  Why "out of  control"? For several reasons. 

First, if  we persist to understand capitalism through the categories of  “commodity”, 
“value”, “surplus-value”, etc. we realize that contemporary agriculture is already 
largely a non-productive sector and thus kept alive by the value produced elsewhere. 

In Europe and the US the development of  the social productive force went as far as to 
question the production of  value in the agricultural branch. However, at the same 
time, the persistence of  property magnifies the effects of  the monopoly on the earth; 
if  the whole society wants to be fed, it is forced to pay a bribe to the property on the 
land. Value is diverted from the productive spheres towards agriculture by the state 
through the public funds earmarked for the agricultural branch. 

The law of  value is not contradicted by this fact: it’s just proved that it always acts 
more in general and less in particular. But it is a contradictory development related to 
the development of  the social productive force whose product is appropriate by the 
ruling classes. 

Secondly is "out of  control" because the ever-greater need for capital investment in 
agriculture involves the harmful effects on the land, the environment and eventually 
the man. Between 1945 and 1970 the US energy inputs in agriculture, expressed in 



kcal, went from 925.500 in 1945 to 2.896.800 in 1970 . Repeated each year, and 14

often increasingly, mineral fertilizers destroy the organic life of  the soil, make the field 
more and more hard, compact, similar to the inorganic residuals of  an industrial 
activity giving rise to unexpected and unwanted side effects that farmers have to 
experience directly on their lands: the progressive mineralization of  the soil that 
makes them easily breakable from the atmospheric agents and then inexorably subject 
to erosion. That increases the vicious circle which makes mandatory to use more 
machines, more fertilizers, more improved seeds, more phyto-medicines, more capital.  

The third reason is characterized by the unequal distribution of  the produced goods. 
Despite the mass of  the food produced at the global level would be sufficient to feed 
12 billion people, nearly one billion continues to suffer from hunger and malnutrition. 
While I write comes the news that the phenomenon of  famine  on the planet returns 15

after 6 years. Yemen is one of  the affected countries, the other three are in Africa: 
South Sudan, Somalia and Nigeria. It is no coincidence that all four are war zones. 

And finally out of  control because of  the social consequences of  hunger: from 2008 
onwards several social unrests caused by food shortages happened in many countries 
in Africa, Asia and Latin America. And if  in those cases the riots involved entire 
populations, in Europe the greatest impacts are represented by the migration flows 
that war, famine and hunger produce. 

Part of  these flows then becomes labor-force in the fields, for example in Italy, where 
in 2010 in Rosarno in Calabria exploded the revolt of  the workers. 

 From November to March, every year, hundreds of  African men are employed to 
work in the Calabrian orchards harvesting oranges to earn the minimum needed to 
survive in crumbling dormitories-camp and at times, as witnessed by some of  them, 
not even that. 

Wages from fifteen to twenty euro a day, to collect 30 crates of  oranges, imply a great 
reduction of  the production costs and thus increased profits. Those who have been 
held by force and violence at the margins of  society, who had nothing to lose but their 
chains, who were not yet completely sedate and still feel anger for their condition and 
a legitimate desire of  redemption, rose up for two days and fought first against the 
police and then also against local people. Unfortunately, in the absence of  an 

 David Pimentel, Extent of  Pesticide Use, Food Supply, and Pollution in Journal of  the New York Entomological Society. Vol. 81, No. 14
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That means 30% of  the population suffering from malnutrition and two deaths per 10,000 inhabitants.15



organizing and unifying force, this kind of  episodes remain, despite their strength, 
without broader consequences. The situation has not improved at all and the bad 
news keep arriving: during the evacuation of  the ghetto in Rignano Garganico in 
Puglia where 500 day labourers of  African origin were living a fire was set to some 
shanties. Two day labourers from Mali, Mamadou Konate and Nouhou Doumbia 
respectively 33 and 36 years, died in the flames. 

These pages are dedicated to them.  
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